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Study of the impacts of wind farms points to constructive path towards better assessments
[bookmark: _GoBack]A report published today (Thursday 2 July 2015) by ClimateXChange increases our understanding of how to better predict and mitigate visual, shadow flicker and noise impacts of new wind farm developments in Scotland. 
The report presents the findings of a two-year study reviewing ten wind farms from across Scotland, comparing the impacts predicted before development to those evident once the wind farm is operational. 
The study finds the majority of assessments presented at planning stage for the ten case study wind farms followed visual, shadow flicker and noise guidelines that applied at the time. It identifies improvements in planning guidance and good practice that have been made more recently. The study also highlights a range of further improvements that could ensure a more consistent approach to predicting, measuring and documenting visual, shadow flicker and noise impacts throughout the design and operation of wind farms.
As the first of its kind in the UK, the study extends understanding of how local residents experience wind farms. The report makes a number of recommendations for better guidance on how to predict and mitigate impacts, and suggests there is a need to present expected impacts to residents in a more meaningful way. 
The project looked at whether the impacts predicted by developers in documentation submitted with their planning applications are consistent with the impacts experienced once the wind farm is operational. 
The research used two sources of information:
· How local residents experience and react to visual, shadow flicker and noise impacts.
· How the predicted impacts at the planning stage compare with the impacts when the wind farm is operating, as assessed by professional consultants.
The main findings are:
· The majority of assessments presented at planning stage for the ten case study wind farms identified and mainly followed extant guidelines.
· However, for some of the case study wind farms, extant guidelines were not consistently followed and/or the impacts predicted in the documentation submitted with developers’ planning applications were not consistent with the actual impacts as assessed in this study or as reported by some local residents.
· Assessments and public engagement activities had not always adequately prepared residents for the impacts of the operational wind farm in terms of visual, shadow flicker or noise impacts.
There are a number of parallel initiatives and research projects aimed at deepening understanding of impacts, and this study is able to add to that important body of work. The assessment of noise in the study was mainly based on modelling, which cannot capture all aspects of experienced noise. This area should be explored further.
Ragne Low, Project Manager for ClimateXChange said: ‘As the study has focussed on issues relating to the planning process, we are confident that the findings will feed into improved practice in measuring the predicted impacts of proposed wind farms, and in communicating this to decision-makers and those likely to be affected.’
‘The findings point to several possible improvements in planning guidance and good practice. Some have been implemented in the time between the case study wind farms being planned and built, and the present. The study will contribute to building on these improvements.’
 ‘It is very encouraging to see that the project has been overseen by a broad steering group, and we urge everyone involved to continue this inclusive process to develop the impact assessment process.’
ENDS
Notes to editors
1) For more information and an embargoed copy of the report please contact Anne Marte Bergseng, Communications Manager ClimateXChange, annemarte@sniffer.org.uk / 07776 463 868
2) The study was governed by a Project Steering Group (PSG) with representatives from various local and national interest groups representing both those living near wind farms and wind farm developers and operators, including Scotland Against Spin and Scottish Renewables, and representatives from local and national government planning interests. The PSG was put in place to ensure a balanced approach throughout the research and analysis. The PSG gave the following statement about the report:
‘The Wind Farm Impacts Study report published today (2  July 2015) represents a significant contribution to our understanding of how to better predict and mitigate visual, shadow flicker and noise impacts of new wind farm developments in Scotland. The report presents the findings of a two-year study reviewing ten wind farms from across Scotland, comparing the impacts predicted before development to those evident once the wind farm is operational. 
The Project Steering Group welcomes the work of the consultants in conducting the study. We believe the research is particularly valuable as it points to a constructive path for ensuring that the assessment of impacts is consistent and valid, and to how consultation with residents when assessing developments can be improved. We look forward to continuing to work together, and with others, to consider the report’s recommendations.
The findings from this study, conducted by consultants SLR and Hoare Lea Acoustics, highlight that the majority of assessments presented at planning stage for the ten case study wind farms followed guidelines that applied at the time, and point to improvements in planning guidance and best practice that have been made more recently.
The consultants suggested further improvements that could be made:
1. Guidance and methodology should be developed for residential visual impact surveys and also, where appropriate, the overall impact on residential amenity due to the combined visual, shadow flicker and noise effects of wind energy developments.
2. Checklists are needed for planners at scoping and post submission stages of an LVIA (Landscape and Visual Impact Assessments) to ensure consistency and consideration of key matters.
3. Consistent and clear reporting on the landscape and visual design objectives for a wind farm should be set out in assessments.
4. Guidance, definitions and significance thresholds should be developed for the assessment of shadow flicker, shadow throw and light effects, including their presentation in public consultations.
5. Assessments should give fuller consideration to the experiential impacts of wind farm noise, including its character. 
6. A review should be undertaken to establish whether the existing derivation of noise limits offers the appropriate balance between protection, simplicity and robustness.
7. Good practice should be developed in terms of assessing modulated noise from wind turbines.
8. Where noise issues are found to occur, these should be identified and assessed within clear timescales, and affected neighbours should be provided with regular and informative updates.
9. Guidance should be developed to achieve consistency across competent authorities in respect of retention and accessibility of key documents throughout the consenting process, including post consent agreements.
10. Decisions about micro-siting should be taken by competent authorities and recorded, based on the specific implications for visual, shadow-flicker and noise impacts, alongside other potential impacts and in relation to stated design objectives.
The consultants conclude that adopting these recommendations would ensure a more consistent approach to predicting, measuring and documenting impacts throughout the design and operation of the wind farm. 
The study extends our understanding of how local residents experience wind farms. The report makes a number of further recommendations for better guidance on how to predict and mitigate impacts, and how to present expected impacts to residents in a more meaningful way. The assessment of noise in the study was mainly based on modelling, and we recognise that noise modelling cannot capture all aspects of experienced noise. This is an area that should be explored further. There are a number of parallel initiatives and research projects aimed at deepening understanding of impacts, and we are pleased that this study is able to add to that important body of work.
As the study has focussed on issues relating to the planning process, we are confident that the findings will feed into improved practice in how developers measure the predicted impacts of proposed wind farms, and how they should communicate this to decision-makers and those likely to be affected. We believe these research findings should also help the Scottish Government and partners assess whether planning guidance for wind farms could be further improved in order to continue to safeguard against unacceptable impacts on local residents. 
The Steering Group recognises that a range of disciplines will need to be brought to bear to inform any changes to planning guidelines and good practice on managing the impacts of wind farms on local residents. We also recognise that, whilst important, central guidance can only achieve so much – improved practice will require the support of planning authorities, developers, environmental consultants and communities.
In considering shadow flicker and in the research’s approach to gauging people’s experience of impacts, the study is the first of its kind in relation to wind farms in the UK. There is a need for more research in both these underdeveloped areas, and this study makes a significant contribution to building the evidence base. 
We are encouraged by the way the project has been overseen by such a broad steering group, and urge developers and planning authorities to continue this inclusive process to develop the impact assessment process. As a group made up of representatives from local and national government planning interests, and interest groups representing both those living near wind farms and wind farm developers and operators, we have ensured a balanced approach in the research and analysis.’
3) Ten case study wind farms were selected for study to include a spread of wind farm sizes, wind turbine heights, environmental assessment process, landscape character, wind farm age, and geographical location across Scotland, as well as on the basis of having known complaints about visual, shadow flicker or noise impacts. The sites selected represented 4% of the total number of built onshore wind energy developments in Scotland in 2013.
4) ClimateXChange is Scotland's centre of expertise on climate change. It provides a research, advice and analysis service to Scottish Government policy teams and associated public agencies, see www.climatexchange.org.uk 
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