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Attraction of seabirds

Nicolas Vanermen, Eric Stienen, W outer Courtens, 
Mare Van de walle and Hilbran Verstraete

Several guii species were shown to be attracted to the 
offshore wind farms at the Belgian part of the North Sea, 
which is hypothesised to result from increased roosting 
possibilities or enhanced feeding conditions. Birds inside 
the wind farms were mainly observed resting on the 
water or the turbine foundations, but there is also few but 
increasing evidence that seabirds indeed started profiting 
from an improved food availability. In order to unravel the 
hypothesised link between the increased underwater 
biodiversity and seabird presence, future monitoring 
should further focus on the (foraging) behaviour of 
seabirds occurring inside the wind farms, and start up a 
research program on pelagic fish communities.

SEABIRD ATTRACTION TO OFFSHORE WIND FARMS 
ATTHE BELGIAN PART OFTHE NORTH SEA
M o n ito r in g  seab ird  d is p la c e m e n t e ffe c ts  
(C hapte r 5) s h o w e d  th a t seab irds  are 
no t nece ssa rily  scared  aw ay by ro ta tin g  
tu rb in e s . On th e  con tra ry , severa l 
spe c ie s  o ccu r in h ig h e r n u m b e rs  than  
be fore . F igure 1 illu s tra te s  th e  s tron g  
increase  in n u m b e rs  o f le sse r black- 
backed and he rring  guii (Larus fuscus, 
Larus a rg e n ta tu s ) ins ide  th e  B ligh Bank 
w in d  fa rm , opp ose d  to  th e  m od e ra te  
upw ard  tre n d  in th e  co n tro l area. O th e r 
seab ird  spe c ie s  w e re  fo u nd  to  o ccu r in 
lo w e r n u m b e rs  than  b e fo re , bu t w e re  
n e ve rth e le ss  regu la rly  o b se rve d  en te rin g  
th e  w in d  fa rm s  (for exa m p le  auks).
T hese  b irds ' avo idance behav iou r is th u s  
fa r fro m  to ta l, and it is no t un th inka b le  
th a t in t im e  th e y  w ill hab itua te  to  th e  
p rese n ce  o f w in d  tu rb in e s . W ith  th e  
in tro d u c tio n  o f n e w  a rtific ia l hab ita t 
one can indeed  e xp e c t th e  une xpe c te d ,

w h ic h  is n ice ly  illu s tra te d  by th e  rece n t 
o b se rva tio n s  o f shag P ha lacrocorax  
a ris to te lis , a seab ird  spe c ie s  favouring  
c liffs  and rocky  shores. W h ile  shags w e re  
on ly  v e ry  rare ly  o b se rve d  s ta g in g  at th e  
BPNS be fo re  th e  c o n s tru c tio n  o f th e  f irs t  
tu rb in e s  (4 o b se rva tio n s  o f 5 s tag ing  
ind iv idua ls  in th e  co u rse  o f 20 yea rs  o f 
seab ird  m o n ito rin g ), th e re  w e re  a lready 
5 o b se rva tio n s  o f 6 s ta g in g  ind iv idua ls  
s ince  th e  beg in n ing  o f 2012, all w ith in  
th e  w in d  fa rm  boundaries .

RV Belgica approaching the Bligh 
Bank wind farm during a seabird 
monitoring survey.
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F ig u re l.  Densities of herring and 
lesser black-backed guii at the Bligh 
Bank study area before and after 
wind farm construction.
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Shag on a turbine base at theThorn- 
tonbank.

ATTRACTION /  
PRODUCTION HYPOTHESIS
The m o s t e x tre m e  case in w h ich  seab irds  w o u ld  f it  in th e  
a ttra c tio n -p ro d u c tio n  h yp o th e s is  (see C hap te r 14) w o u ld  be 
th e  co lo n isa tio n  o f th e  o ffs h o re  tu rb in e s  a nd /o r tra n s fo rm e r 
p la tfo rm s  fo r  b reed ing  pu rposes . The ¡dea m ay sound  odd, bu t 
th e re  are n u m e ro u s  e xa m p le s  o f b irds  co lo n is in g  m an-m ade  
s truc tu re s . P eregrine  fa lco n s  (Falco p e re g rin u s ) learned  to  
b reed on h igh b u ild in g s  and ca thed ra ls  'm is ta k e n ' fo r  c liffs , 
a llo w in g  th e m  to  co lo n ise  to w n s  and Industria l areas. In 1998, 
b lack-legged k ltt lw a ke s  (R issa tr id a c ty la ) s ta rte d  to  b reed  on an 
o ffs h o re  gas p la tfo rm  In th e  Irish Sea, fo llo w e d  by th e  c o lo n i­
sa tion  o f severa l o th e r gas p la tfo rm s  In th e  D utch  part o f th e  
N orth  Sea a fe w  years  later. C am phuysen  &  D e V re e ze  (2005) 
a rgue th a t th e  e xac t loca tion  o f th e  D utch p la tfo rm s  played

a key ro le  In th e ir  co lo n isa tio n , w ith  th e  nearby 'F ris ian F ron t' 
o ffe rin g  h igh fo o d  ava ilab ility  d u ring  th e  crucia l ch ick rearing 
period.

For now , th e  m o s t p laus ib le  pos itive  e ffe c t th a t o ffs h o re  w in d  
fa rm s  are like ly  to  have on b irds, Is Increased fo o d  availab il­
ity. The In tro d u c tio n  o f hard s u b s tra te  In a sandy s o ft-b o tto m  
e c o s y s te m  b rings a bou t a cascade o f e n v iro n m e n ta l changes 
(the so-ca lled  're e f e ffe c t') , m o s t n o tab ly  o rgan ic  e n rich m e n t 
and th e  a ttra c tio n  o f h a rd -subs tra te  fish  (D egraer e t al., 2011 ). 
A n o th e r Im p o rta n t fa c to r  In th is  resp e c t cou ld  be th e  exc lus ion  
o f fish e ry , a llo w in g  th e  In te rlay ing  s o ft-b o tto m  e c o s y s te m  to  
recove r fro m  decenn ia  o f heavy beam  tra w lin g  Im pact.
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The m o s t im p o rta n t q u e s tio n  y e t to  be a n sw e re d  is w h e th e r  
b irds are a ttra c te d  to  w in d  fa rm s  fro m  a sh e e r physica l po in t 
o f v ie w , w ith  th e  w in d  fa rm  fu n c tio n in g  as a s te p p in g  s to n e  
or a res ting  place, o r w h e th e r  th e y  a lready learned  to  e xp lo it 
th e  h yp o th e s ise d  Increase  In food  availab ility. A  good e xa m ­
ple o f an o ffs h o re  w in d  fa rm  fu n c tio n in g  as a s te p p in g  s to n e  
Is g iven  by Leopo ld  e t al. (2011). Large n u m b e rs  o f m ain land  
b reed ing  g rea t c o rm o ra n ts  P ha lacrocorax carbo  e xp lo it th e  
o ffs h o re  O W EZ and PAW P w in d  fa rm s  fo r  fe e d ing , and use th e  
m e t-m a s t and m on o p lle  fo u n d a tio n s  to  rest. The p re se n ce  o f 
ab o ve -w a te r s tru c tu re s  Is a c ritica l s ide  co n d itio n  fo r  th e  occur­
rence  o f g re a t c o rm o ra n ts  th a t need to  d ry  th e ir  fe a th e rs  a fte r 
fe e d ing . W ith o u t th e  p rese n ce  o f th e  tu rb in e s , th e se  areas 
w o u ld  s im p ly  be o ff- llm it.

In itia lly, b irds  occu rrin g  Inside th e  Be lg ian o ffs h o re  w in d  fa rm s  
(m a in ly  gulls) w e re  on ly  o b se rve d  res tin g  on th e  w a te r  or 
on to p  o f th e  tra n s fo rm e r p la tfo rm s , s tro n g ly  su p p o rtin g  th e  
¡dea th a t th e ir  p re se n ce  w a s  to  be In te rp re te d  In th e  v ie w  o f 
roo s tin g  p o ss ib ilitie s . S ince O c to b e r 2012 how ever, f lo cks  o f 
b lack-legged k ltt lw a ke s  are regu la rly  o b se rve d  fo ra g in g  Inside

th e  B ligh Bank w in d  fa rm . S trik ing ly , th e  p e rce n ta g e  o f k lt­
t lw a k e s  d isp lay ing  ac tive  fo rag ing  behav iou r Inside th e  w in d  
fa rm  appears  to  be m uch h ig h e r than  In th e  c o n tro l area (5.9 
v e rsu s  0 .3% ). In subzone  B o f th e T h o rn to n b a n k  w in d  fa rm  (op­
era tiona l s ince  th e  beg in n ing  o f 2013), good  n u m b e rs  o f lesse r 
b lack-backed gu lls  w e re  o b se rve d  fo ra g in g  near th e  jacke t 
fo u n d a tio n s  d u ring  th e  su rve ys  o f A p ril and M ay  2013. The 
fa c t th a t th is  behav iou r Is o b se rve d  o n ly  n o w  (several m o n th s / 
yea rs  a fte r tu rb in e  co n s tru c tio n ) m ay n o t be co in c id e n ta l, but 
can be a re fle c tio n  o f th e  de layed Increase  In food  ava ilab ility  to  
seab irds  fo llo w in g  In itia l re e f e ffe c ts . A s su m in g  th a t (In tim e) 
o ffs h o re  w in d  fa rm s  o ffe r Increased fe e d ing  p o ss ib ilitie s , sea­
bird a ttra c tio n  e ffe c ts  to o  are e xp e c te d  to  Increase. S eabirds 
are kn o w n  to  read ily  e xp lo it any area w ith  h igh and p re d ic ta b le  
food  availab ility , and Im proved  fo ra g in g  co n d itio n s  m ig h t a lso 
speed  up th e  hab itua tion  p rocess  fo r  b irds th a t are n o w  still 
re lu c ta n t to  e n te r th e  w in d  fa rm s.

Gulls resting on a jacket foundation 
during the construction of Phase 2 & 
3 of theThorntonbank wind farm.

FUTURE MONITORING
W e  w ill con tinue  to  m on ito r seabird presence Inside th e  Belgian 
o ffshore  w in d  farm s, w ith  Increased a ttention  to  the ir behavioural 
and forag ing-re la ted actions. To fu rth e r Investiga te  the  hypo the ­
sised link be tw e en  seabird presence and food  availability, It w ou ld  
be ve ry  In teresting  to  conduc t research on pelagic fish  co m m u n i­
tie s  occurring In- and ou ts ide  th e  w in d  farm s. To w h a t ex ten t Im ­
proved forag ing cond itions benefit seabirds on a population level 
Is ve ry  hard to  assess. The benefits  gained how ever are un like ly to  
w e ig h  up to  th e  costs  o f addltonal m orta lity. An Increased num ber 
o f flig h t m ove m e n ts  Inside the  w in d  fa rm s Inevitab ly resu lts  In an 
Increase o f collis ion fa ta lities, po ten tia lly  tu rn ing th e  s ituation Into 
an ecologica l pitfall (see C hapter 17).


