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1 Introduction and Background 
1.1 Introduction 

This report presents the results of a bird assessment undertaken at South Moor Farm, Langdale 

End, Scarborough, YO13 0LW in relation to a proposed single grass runway and small control 

room. The site is centred at approximate grid reference SE907902 (see Figures 1 and 2) 

approximately 10 km north-east of Pickering town centre and approximately 13 km west of 

Scarborough town centre. The proposed runway is approximately 600 metres in length; it lies at 

approximately 240 metres above sea level at the south-western end and slopes down to 

approximately 210 metres above sea level at the north-eastern end. 

The aims of this assessment were to determine the potential for nightjar Caprimulgus 

europaeus and goshawk Accipiter gentilis to be affected by the proposed development.   

An ecological field survey was undertaken on 25
th
 October 2016 and a desk-based study was 

undertaken in October 2016 to obtain previous bird records for the site and the surrounding 

area. 

A grass runway is currently in situ at the site (see photos at Appendix 1). Under the site’s 

current agricultural land use, the runway can be used on up to 28 days per year. The 

forthcoming planning application relates to a proposed change of use to enable the runway to 

be used on an unlimited number of days. It is understood that all flights from the runway would 

be during daylight hours only.    

It is noted that the previous planning application and subsequent appeal described below 

related to 2 no. grass runways and construction of pilot/restroom building; whereas the proposal 

is now for a single runway and a small control building measuring approximately 2 x 3 metres.  

1.2 Background 

A planning application, dated 2 November 2015 (Ref NYM/2015/0781/FL) for ‘change of use of 

land to form 2 no. grass runways and construction of pilot/restroom building’ at South Moor 

Farm, Langdale End, Scarborough, YO13 0LW, was refused by North York Moors National Park 

Authority (NYMNPA) on 15
th
 January 2016. 

Subsequently, an appeal (Ref: APP/W9500/W/16/3144478) was made by the applicant against 

the refusal to grant planning permission. The appeal was dismissed by the Planning Inspector 

(decision date: 16
th
 September 2016). 

Regarding ‘the effect of the proposal on wildlife’, the Appeal Decision stated the following: 

23. The North York Moors Special Protection Area (SPA) lies around 6km to the north-west 

of the site. The Troutsdale and Rosekirk Dale Fens Site of Special Scientific interest (SSSI) 

lies around 2.5km to the south and the Bride Stones SSSI is a similar distance to the west. 

Advice from the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) indicates that the site also 

lies close to areas of forest identified as a breeding site for Nightjar and Goshawk, the latter 

of which is a species protected under Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act. Natural 

England have advised that if representations are received during the planning process which 

indicate that protected or priority species may be present on the site, further survey work 

should be carried out to determine their presence prior to determination. 

24. In the first previous appeal the Inspector noted that he had limited information on which 

to determine the risk to protected species. Nevertheless, based on the case put to him, he 

considered that other than in the immediate surroundings of the proposed airstrip, the noise 

from take-offs and landings would be unlikely to cause any significant disturbance. This 

together with the small number of movements, suggested to him that there would be unlikely 

to be any disturbance to Goshawks or Nightjars. In the second appeal the ecology of the site 

does not appear to have been a matter that was put before the Inspector. 

25. At the hearing I was provided with evidence from a Mr Gary Marchant, a consultant 

ecologist and local ornithologist who stated that a number of species were present in the 



QUANTS environmental Ltd 

903.02 South Moor Farm, Langdale End, Scarborough 

Bird Assessment 

 

  5

area around the site, including Goshawks, a species which I was advised are very sensitive 

to noise. Although I was provided with no firm evidence that these species nest close to the 

appeal site, I take into account that as a protected species Goshawk breeding sites are kept 

confidential. I also take into account that he has extensive professional experience which 

includes work in and around Dalby Forest. This evidence, along with the written comments of 

the National Park Ecologist leads me to the view that there is a reasonable prospect of both 

species being present. 

26. The application is not accompanied by a wildlife survey, but rather a desk-top 

assessment which indicates that given the distance to designated sites and the species 

within them, the proposal is unlikely to be a habitat for SPA species. I do not consider that 

the pattern of use proposed would result in intensive use of the site, and note that aircraft 

noise can be compatible with birdlife in the case of a number of other airfields which have 

been drawn to my attention. Based on the information before me I am nonetheless 

conscious that there is a reasonable prospect of protected species being present and that 

the development proposed has the potential to adversely affect them. However, in the 

absence of any detailed habitat survey for the presence and likely effect on protected 

species in and around the site, I cannot be sure of the extent of likely harm, if any. 

27. As this is the only matter in which I have identified potential harm, I have carefully 

considered whether a condition requiring that a survey be undertaken could mitigate any 

potential impact. However, Circular 06/052 advises in paragraph 99 that it is essential that 

the presence or otherwise of protected species, and the extent that they may be affected by 

the proposed development, is established before the planning permission is granted. The 

need to ensure ecological surveys are carried out should therefore only be left to coverage 

under planning conditions in exceptional circumstances. Based on the information before me 

I am not aware of any circumstances which would negate the need to address this issue as a 

material consideration. 

28. I bear in mind that previous appeal decisions are material considerations to which I must 

have regard. However, as I have evidence before me which does not appear to have been 

put to the original Inspector, I am satisfied that there is no inconsistency in our decisions. I 

also take into account that the conservation of wildlife is explicit in the statutory purposes of 

the National Park, and is reflected in Core Policy C of the Core Strategy. According I must 

conclude that the failure to demonstrate that protected species would not be harmed runs 

contrary to local and national policy and must be given significant weight. 
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Figure 1. Site location outlined in yellow (aerial image dated 2009)  

 

 

Figure 2. Site location circled in red 
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2 Assessment Methodology 
2.1 Desk Study and Literature Review 

North and East Yorkshire Ecological Data Centre (NEYEDC) was contacted for a search of bird 

records within a 1 km radius of the sub-500 foot flight path shown in Appendix 3, i.e. a straight 

line between grid reference SE893891 in the south-west and SE917910 in the north-east. 

Several attempts were made to contact the Forestry Commission (Pickering office) to obtain 

information regarding nightjar and goshawk in Langdale Forest and the wider area. At the time 

of writing, no information had been received.  

A search for protected nature conservation sites was undertaken on the Multi Agency 

Geographic Information for the Countryside (MAGIC) website
1
. 

A literature review was also undertaken. The aim of the literature review was to search for 

background information regarding the effects of light aircraft on nightjar and goshawk. The 

literature review was extended to include information regarding the effects of other relevant 

disturbance effects, e.g. from other types of aircraft and other anthropogenic sources.   

2.2 Field Survey 

An ecological field survey was undertaken on 25
th
 October 2016. During the survey, all land 

within a 1 km radius of the sub-500 foot flight path shown in Appendix 3 was assessed in terms 

of its potential value to nightjar and goshawk as habitat for breeding, feeding or other behaviour. 

During the field survey, any observations of notable bird species were recorded (no evidence of 

nightjar or goshawk was observed during the survey).  

The survey involved walking along the majority of paths, tracks and roads within the survey 

area. There is an extensive network of paths in the survey area used by mountain bikers and 

walkers. Additionally the surveyor walked along Dalby Forest Drive which is used by visiting 

traffic and forest vehicles. During the field survey, all areas of relevance were fully accessed. 

The majority of the land within a 1 km radius of the sub-500 foot flight path shown in Appendix 3 

is designated as ‘open access land’ under The Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000. Non- 

‘open access land’ within the survey area was largely visible from public rights of way.  

2.3 Personnel  

All survey and assessment work has been undertaken by Toby Fisher CEnv MCIEEM. 

2.4 Limitations  

The field survey was undertaken in October 2016 which is outside the main bird breeding 

season. During October it is not possible to confirm the presence or absence of nightjar or 

goshawk as breeding species. Nightjar winters in Africa and is typically present in breeding 

territories in the UK only between May and August. Goshawk is resident in the UK but the 

population is normally bolstered during the winter by birds which breed in continental Europe but 

winter in the UK; goshawk territorial behaviour typically occurs between February and August.  

During the field survey on 25
th
 October 2016, all areas of relevance were fully surveyed and 

there were no significant access limitations. 

Regarding the NEYEDC data search, it is noted that many species records are not supplied to 

records centres due to various reasons including the threat of illegal egg-collecting particularly 

for the rarer raptors such as goshawk.    

 

                                                      

1 http://magic.defra.gov.uk/ 
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3 Background Ecology and Other Information 
3.1 General Notes on Avian Responses to Aircraft 

Most species of bird have evolved predator-evasion responses as a technique to avoid aerial 

predators such as raptors
2
. This predator-evasion response will sometimes be elicited 

erroneously, such that birds respond to the sudden approach of animals or machines that are 

essentially harmless. 

Ruddock and Whitfield
3
 defined two types of disturbance response. 'Static' disturbance distance 

was defined as the distance at which there was a static behavioural response to the disturbance 

stimulus, such as increased vigilance and/or alarm calling. 'Active' disturbance distance was 

defined as the distance at which there was an active behavioural response to the disturbance 

stimulus, for instance taking flight, moving away from/towards the observer. 

Not all bird species will exhibit the same predator-evasion response to a given stimulus. There 

is significant inter-species variation with some species flying off when the stimulus is several 

hundred metres away and some species using crypsis
4
 and only flying off when the stimulus 

approaches to within a few metres. There will also be significant intra-species variation, 

whereby individuals of the same species will react to the same stimulus at different distances; 

this may be because individuals in a certain location (e.g. near a long-established airfield) have 

become attenuated to non-predator stimuli such as aircraft.  

The predator-evasion response will also be affected by the nature of the habitat, e.g. birds may 

feel safer from aerial stimuli when they are within, or close to, a cluttered environment such as a 

woodland and may therefore be less likely to exhibit a predator-evasion response. This effect 

may be more marked if the stimulus is large (e.g. an aircraft) and therefore perceived as less 

able to effectively pursue prey within a cluttered woodland canopy environment. Species which 

spend much of their time on open-ground with no nearby woodland cover tend to be most 

susceptible to disturbance from aerial stimuli, e.g. wintering flocks of geese are known to exhibit 

predator-evasion responses at distances of over 1 km from aircraft. 

Repeated predator-evasion responses can adversely affect birds by increasing their energy-

expenditure (i.e. energy reserves are used up every time a bird makes a flight); reducing the 

time available to participate in other activities such as feeding, defending a territory and rearing 

young; and causing birds to be displaced from otherwise favourable habitat.    

Scottish Natural Heritage
5
 states that raptors may react to aerial disturbance in a number of 

ways. They have been recorded watching nearby aircraft, flattening  or clamping down  on 

nests (usually in incubating or brooding birds) and standing up on nests with eggs or chicks. 

Birds may also be flushed from the nest, and may delay returning to the nest or a change-over 

between the pair during incubation or brooding being disrupted. This can result in the nest being 

unattended for an extended period, and the eggs or young chicks being vulnerable to the effects 

of weather (chilling or overheating), starvation or predation. Breeding birds may also be 

panicked off a nest and, in the process, dislodge eggs or young leading to a breeding failure
5
. 

Behaviour of young in nests is not well studied but there is evidence to suggest that they can 

flatten  on the nest or exhibit startled/panic behaviours. This latter reaction can lead to 

                                                      

2 Raptors = birds of prey, e.g. eagles, falcons and hawks. 

3 Ruddock M and Whitfield DP. (2007). A Review of Disturbance Distances in Selected Bird Species. A report from Natural 

Research (Projects) Ltd to Scottish Natural Heritage. 2007.   

4 Crypsis is the ability of an animal to avoid observation or detection by other animals, e.g. by camouflage and/or remaining 

motionless. 

5 Scottish Natural Heritage. (2015). Guidance. The use of helicopters and aircraft in relation to disturbance risks to Schedule 1 & 

1A raptors and wider Schedule 1 species June 2015.  
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premature fledging in older chicks which risks injury and potential abandonment by the parents, 

although the latter is probably rare
5
. 

Less commonly, territorial adults can show defensive or aggressive reactions to aircraft by 

treating them as an intruder. This can manifest as circling or mobbing (birds have sometimes 

been heard using alarm calls) or shadowing  (following the aircraft s movements by flying 

alongside or above) the aircraft. In more extreme cases birds may attack the aircraft
6
. This most 

often leads to the injury/death of the bird, but aircraft have also been damaged or brought down 

in such incidents. Video evidence from cameras on drones in the USA has shown raptors will 

attack the drone as an intruder if it used irresponsibly close to a nest
5
. 

In some cases, disturbance by helicopters has led to raptors shifting nest site the following year 

even if they have bred successfully despite disturbance
5
 
7
. 

There is evidence that birds may habituate over time to aircraft activity
8
, but where it remains 

irregular or sporadic, or where background levels increase over time, there is a greater risk of 

disturbance
9
. There is, however, individual variation between birds, and some will tolerate more 

disturbance than others
5
. 

Although based on only six observations, Evans
10

 concluded that wintering pink-footed geese 

rapidly habituated to the presence of microlights landing and taking off from an airstrip only 

250m from their feeding grounds. 

Smit and Visser
11

 observed that waders exhibited a high degree of habituation to the 

predictable  stimulus of helicopters passing regularly overhead at a frequency of 2-3 hour at 

100-300m altitude. However, unusual  types of plane, which showed up at low frequencies still 

had strong effects.   

Aircraft may disturb birds both visually and audibly. Drewitt
9
 concluded that helicopters disturb 

more than fixed wing aircraft although there are a number of factors that can affect the level of 

disturbance. These include the timing and frequency of flights; type of aircraft (e.g. different 

helicopters have different noise signatures); existing level of aircraft flight activity; height and 

speed of flight; type of flight (e.g. single pass or repeat passes) and distance from nests and 

roosting areas
5
. 

Flights less than 500m in altitude are considered to present a higher risk of disturbance to 

birds
9
. Many flying operations typically involve flights between 100-300m in altitude, e.g. 

material transfer and surveys. Low flying military jets are often considered to be less of an issue 

due to the speed at which they pass. There is some evidence from the USA that raptors can 

habituate on military training grounds and also evidence that their reaction to the sonic boom of 

a passing jet is similar to that of a natural thunder clap (i.e. very little reaction). In contrast there 

are also cases of birds flushing from nests, chicks showing a startle reaction, and individual 

birds panicking in response to military jets, although these have usually involved a relatively 

close approach
5
. 

                                                      

6 Gregory, M. (1985) Glider attacked by golden eagle. Scottish Birds, 13, 230-231. 

7 Platt, J. B. (1977). A study of wintering and nesting Gyrfalcons on the Yukon North Slope during 1975 with emphasis on their 

behaviour during experimental overflights by helicopters. Ch. I. in Ornithological studies conducted in the area of the proposed gas 

pipeline route: Northern Alberta, North Western Territories; Yukon Territory and Alaska 1975 Arctic Gas Biol. Rept. Ser. Vol 35. 

8 Grubb, T. Y, Delaney, D. K., Bowerman, W. W. & Weirda, M. R. (2010) Golden eagle indifference to heli-skiing and military 

helicopters in northern Utah. Journal of Wildlife Management, 74, 1275-1285.  

9 Drewitt. A. (1999) Disturbance effects of aircraft on birds. English Nature Birds Network Information Note.  

10 Evans ME. (1994). Microlights and geese: s study of the effects of microlights operating at Tarn Farm, Cockerham, upon 

wintering pink-footed geese. English Nature and the Ribble Valley Microlight Club.  

11 Smit and Visser (1993) cited in Drewitt (1999). 
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Experimental studies of the effects of microlights on pink-footed geese
10

 indicated that they 

caused no detectable disturbance of geese, lapwing or golden plover when at an altitude of over 

1000ft; signs of disturbance were first noted at 500ft.  

Most recorded incidents of flushing from nests have occurred due to a combination of the 

aircraft being relatively close to the nest (most within 300m), sudden appearance over a ridge or 

cliff, lingering near corries or ridges and/or repeated passes. Noise effects in more enclosed 

glens or corries and visual disturbance may also contribute to disturbance, but there is limited 

direct evidence for this. Noise transmission may be influenced by the local topography or wind 

speed/direction, so it should not be assumed that birds will already be alert to the presence of 

the craft in the area
5
. 

Other raptor disturbance behaviours related to aircraft have been recorded in literature at 

distances out to 800-850m
5
 
12

. 

Aerial surveys for raptors in North America use methods to minimise the risk of disturbing birds. 

These include a slow and obvious approach from as far out as possible and minimising the time 

spent close to a nest. This greatly reduces flushing or defence/aggressive responses, although 

does not eliminate them altogether
5
. 

There is some evidence for raptor nests failing due to aircraft disturbance but few confirmed 

records because of the relatively low intensity of nest monitoring and inability to rule out other 

factors. It has, however, been suspected as being a more regular causal factor in breeding 

failures than the confirmed incidents suggest. Obvious disturbance of flushed birds is much 

more often reported, although many of these birds have gone on to breed successfully
5
. 

Bird strike is also a risk in lower level flying. These may result from defensive/aggressive 

reactions and are probably not widely considered by the operators/pilots in their risk 

assessments. More typical bird strikes for raptors have also been recorded
5
. 

SNH guidance
5
 provides Safe Working Distances  (both lateral and altitudinal) for 6 raptor 

species (not including goshawk) with recommended lateral distances ranging from 300m for red 

kite to 1000m for golden eagle and recommended altitudinal distances ranging from 500m for 

red kite, golden eagle, hen harrier, osprey and peregrine to 1000m for white-tailed eagle.  

3.2 Nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus  

3.2.1 Legal Status 

As with all wild birds, nightjar receives general protection under Section 1 of the Wildlife and 

Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) which makes it an offence to intentionally kill, injure or take 

any wild bird or take, damage or destroy the nest (whilst being built or in use) or its eggs.  

Nightjar is listed on Section 41 of The Natural Environment and Rural Communities (NERC) Act 

2006 as a Species of Principal Importance for the conservation of biodiversity in England. Under 

Section 40 of the Act, every public authority must, in exercising its functions, have regard, so far 

as is consistent with the proper exercise of those functions, to the purpose of conserving 

biodiversity. 

Nightjar is listed in Annex 1 of the EU ‘Birds’ Directive (Directive on the conservation of wild 

birds 79/409/EEC). The Directive requires EU member states to identify Special Protection 

Areas (SPAs) for rare or vulnerable species listed in Annex 1 of the Directive. The SPA suite for 

nightjars in the UK comprises 10 sites. 9 of these are in southern England and East Anglia; 1 is 

in Northern England: Thorne and Hatfield Moors SPA which is located approximately 75 km 

south-south-west of South Moor Farm.  

                                                      

12 Grubb. T Y. & Bowerman, W. W. (1997) Variations in breeding bald eagle responses to jets, light planes and helicopters. 

Journal of Raptor Research, 31, 213-222. 
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3.2.2 Conservation Status  

The most recent published estimate for the UK breeding population of nightjars in the UK was 

4600 (males) in 2004; an increase of over 36% since 1992
13

.  

The nightjar population within North Yorkshire Moors Important Bird Area (IBA) was estimated 

to be 207 males in 2004
14

. 

Unpublished surveys and anecdotal information suggests that the nightjar population in North 

Yorkshire (including Dalby Forest) has increased significantly in recent years. A press release 

from the Forestry Commission in 2011
15

 stated: “The elusive Nightjar, under threat of extinction 

just 40 years ago, has once again returned to North Yorkshire's woodlands in record numbers. 

The nocturnal bird, famed for its churring love-call and aerobatic courtship dance, has made 

local Forestry Commission woods its key summer stronghold in northern Britain. A survey 

underway in 3,000-hectare (7,500-acre) Langdale Forest, between Whitby and Pickering, has 

so far recorded 73 churring males with two more areas to be checked, meaning last summer's 

record numbers are set to be toppled. Pickering-based Mick Carroll, from the Forest Bird Study 

Group, now estimates that there could be well over 500 Nightjar pairs in the 22,400-hectare 

(56,000-acre) public forest estate in North Yorkshire." 

In 2009, nightjar was on the Red List of Birds of Conservation Concern
16

 due to qualification 

under three categories:  

1. Breeding Range Decline. Severe decline in the UK range, of more than 50%, as 

measured by number of 10 km squares occupied by breeding birds, over the longer-

term.  

2. SPEC status. Categorised as a Species of European Conservation Concern (SPEC 1, 2 

or 3). 

3. Breeding Localised. At least 50% of the UK breeding population found in 10 or fewer 

sites. 

However, by 2014
17

, nightjar had moved from the Red List to the Amber List thanks to the 

creation and management of suitable habitat, stimulated by species action plans. Nightjar 

currently qualifies for Amber List status under one category: 

1. Breeding Range Decline. Moderate decline in the UK range, of more than 25% but less 

than 50%, as measured by number of 10 km squares occupied by breeding birds, over 

the longer-term. 

At a European level, nightjar is listed as ‘SPEC 2’
18

, i.e. a species with an unfavourable 

conservation status in Europe (population threatened, declining, depleted from historical levels 

or found only in a few locations) and is concentrated in Europe (i.e. more than 50% of the global 

population occurs in Europe). 

                                                      

13 Conway G, Wotton S, Henderson I, Langston R, Drewitt A, Currie F. (2007). Status and distribution of European Nightjars 

Caprimulgus europaeus in the UK in 2004. Bird Study (2007) 54, 98–111.  

14 http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/sitefactsheet.php?id=2562 

15 Forestry Commission. Friday 24th June 2011. https://www.birdguides.com/webzine/article.asp?a=2767  

16 Eaton MA, Brown AF, Noble DG, Musgrove AJ, Hearn R, Aebischer NJ, Gibbons DW, Evans A and Gregory RD (2009) Birds of 

Conservation Concern 3: the population status of birds in the United Kingdom, Channel Islands and the Isle of Man. British Birds 

102, pp296–341. 

17 Eaton MA, Aebischer NJ, Brown AF, Hearn RD, Lock L, Musgrove AJ, Noble DG, Stroud DA and Gregory RD (2015) Birds of 

Conservation Concern 4: the population status of birds in the United Kingdom, Channel Islands and Isle of Man. British Birds 108, 

pp708–746. 

18 Burfield, I. & van Bommel, F. 2004. Birds in Europe: population estimates, trends and conservation status. Birdlife International, 

Cambridge. 
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3.2.3 General Ecology 

Nightjars are nocturnal and feed primarily on moths and beetles in sustained lower-level aerial-

pursuit
19

. Nightjars hunt at any time from dusk to dawn
20

. 

As a food gatherer, nightjars are wholly aerial but mainly fly in the lower airspace and otherwise 

mostly a ground bird, not only for nesting but also for day-time resting using tree branches and 

other perches less as bases for foraging than as song-posts and look-outs. They spend the 

daytime resting on the ground or on tree branches
19

.  

The main predators of nightjar in Britain appear to be species such as corvids (crows and allies) 

and foxes which predate nests. Predation of birds in flight is thought to be extremely rare.    

Nightjars which breed in Britain spend their winters in Africa. They arrive in the south of England 

in April and in the north of England and central Scotland in May and early June. Nightjars 

traditionally nest in lowland heathland but will also breed in clear-felled coniferous plantations. 

They prefer areas with scrubby vegetation and the occasional taller tree from which males 

display by 'churring'.  

An intensive study in the North York Moors
21

 showed clear requirements for open ground to a 

minimum extent of 2 hectares and commonly for the presence of tall marginal trees. As 

described below, in southern England Bright et al
27

 found that nightjars would nest in patches of 

heathland as small as 0.2 hectares provided additional suitable habitat was present elsewhere 

nearby. Brunner
22

 found that woodland glades of less than 1 – 1.5 hectares were unlikely to 

support a breeding pair, while from 3.2 hectares upwards, 2 males may hold territories.    

The nightjar’s global distribution lies in the Palearctic where it breeds from North Africa and 

western Europe, widely across temperate regions of Eurasia as far as central Asia and western 

China
23

. Nightjars are highly migratory and birds leave temperate breeding areas to overwinter 

in Africa, where they are widely distributed south of the Sahara. Over half of the species’ global 

breeding range lies in Europe, where it occurs in most countries, being absent only from Iceland 

and northern parts of Scandinavia. In the UK, Ireland and central Europe its distribution tends to 

be sporadic, reflecting the scattered availability of good breeding habitats
24

. 

Nightjars breeding in the UK are concentrated in southern and south-eastern England and East 

Anglia, with smaller numbers and lower densities occurring in Wales, the Midlands, north-east 

England and south-west Scotland
23

.  

Breeding habitats include heathland, often with scattered pine or birch, woodland edges and 

clearings, young forestry plantations and, particularly in south-east England, coppiced 

woodland.  Forestry plantations are used up to 15–20 years after planting
25

. In clear-felled areas 

of Thetford Forest, nests have been found in a variety of habitats, including extensive, non-

vegetated areas and sparse bracken
26

. Birds forage over a variety of habitats including 

                                                      

19 Perrins C and Cramp S (Eds). (1998). Birds of the Western Palearctic (BWP): Handbook of the Birds of Europe, the Middle East 

and North Africa. CD-ROM Edition, December 1998.   

20 Schlegel R (1967). Beitr. Vogelkde. 13, 145-190. 

21 Leslie R (1981). The North York Moors Nightjar (Caprimulgus europaeus) Survey 1980 Rep. Pickering.   

22 Brunner K. (1978). Anz. Orn. Ges. Bayern. 17, 281-291.  

23 http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/pdf/UKSPA/UKSPA-A6-97.pdf 

24 Hagemeijer W.J.M. & Blair M.J. (eds) 1997. The EBCC Atlas of European Breeding Birds: Their distribution and abundance. T & 

A Poyser, London. 

25 Bowden, C. G. R. and Green, R. E. (1994) The ecology of Nightjars on pine plantations in Thetford Forest. Unpublished report 

to Forestry Commission and Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, Sandy.   

26 Burgess NP, Evans CE (1989). A management case study: management of heathland for nightjars at Minsmere, Suffolk. RSPB, 

Sandy, Beds. 
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deciduous or mixed woods, orchards, gardens, riparian habitats and freshwater wetlands, 

heathland and young plantations
25

. 

Regarding the amount of suitable habitat (i.e. heathland or clear-felled plantation) required to 

sustain a breeding pair of nightjars, in England, Bright et al
27

 found that nightjars were present 

on 327 heathland patches which ranged in size from 0.2 ha to 2874 ha. The minimum size of 

heathland patch containing more than one nightjar territory was 1.5 ha. The median density of 

nightjars on the heathland patches was 9.8 males per km
2
. The likelihood of a patch being 

occupied increased with increasing area of heathland in the vicinity (area within 10 km). This 

study shows that patches of suitable habitat as small as 0.2 ha can support breeding nightjars 

but that isolated patches were less likely to support nightjars compared to patches close to other 

areas of suitable habitat.  

3.2.4 Background Information on the Effects of Disturbance  

Whilst there is plentiful evidence of adverse effects on the numbers of breeding nightjars as a 

result of direct human disturbance from walkers and dogs; we have found no published 

information regarding the effects of aircraft on nightjar. 

When threatened at roost, adults rely on crypsis
28

, adopting ‘cigar-posture’ with head moved 

forward and down with eyes closed to a slit. In this position, the bird remains motionless and 

usually allows approach to within a few metres (circa 5 metres) before finally flying up suddenly 

and giving alarm call
19

.  

Given the nightjar’s reliance on crypsis and its nocturnal behaviour, it is expected that this 

species will have relatively low levels of susceptibility to aerial predators during daylight hours 

and therefore aerial predators (and by inference, aircraft) are not likely to elicit regular ‘active’ 

predation-response effects (as defined by Ruddock and Whitfield
3
). It is likely that nightjars will 

tend to be largely tolerant of potential sources of disturbance during daylight hours unless the 

birds are approached to within a few metres (circa 5 metres). Nightjars may be less tolerant of 

airborne disturbance at night (it is understood that no nocturnal flights will be undertaken at this 

site).   

For nightjar, Currie & Elliot
29

 proposed safe (i.e. non-disturbing) working distances of 50 – 250m 

for forestry workers. 

Ruddock and Whitfield
3
 state that because breeding nightjars rely on their cryptic plumage to 

escape detection, estimates of static disturbance distances should be viewed with some 

scepticism because avoiding any movement is probably part of the suite of behaviours nightjars 

use to escape detection. This trait is also likely to lead to low active disturbance distances, with 

birds only flushing from the nest when an approaching potential predator is close. Surveys 

revealed that nightjars were flushed from nests only at distances of <10 m during incubation and 

50 – 100m during chick rearing. These values were lower than those suggested by Currie & 

Elliott
29

 (i.e. 50 – 250m). Although difficult for an observer to detect, however, passive 

disturbance is likely to occur at greater distances than could be revealed by the expert survey. 

Ruddock and Whitfield
3
 suggest that detrimental effects of disturbance may occur at greater 

distances than implied by upper limits of active disturbance responses to an approaching 

human. 

The published information clearly shows that nightjars are sensitive to daytime disturbance from 

people and dogs and that nightjars preferentially select undisturbed areas for nesting and day-

                                                      

27 Bright JA, Langston RHW, Bierman S (2007). Habitat associations of nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus breeding on heathland in 

England. RSPB Research Report No 25. A report by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, as part of a programme of work 

jointly funded by the RSPB and Natural England, October 2007. 

28 Crypsis is the ability of an animal to avoid observation or detection by other animals, e.g. by camouflage and/or remaining 

motionless. 

29 Currie, F. & Elliott, G. (1997). Forests and Birds: A Guide to Managing Forests for Rare Birds. Forestry Authority, Cambridge 

and Royal Society for the Protection of Birds, Sandy, UK. 
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time resting. However, observations of nightjars hunting over gardens, roads, orchards and 

even around street-lights at night suggests that they may be more tolerant of human presence 

whilst airborne at night.   

Lowe at al
30

 examined habitat use and reproductive success over 10 years in a breeding 

population on 1335 ha of managed land in Nottinghamshire, England. The study site was 

divided into a heavily disturbed section and a less disturbed section of equal habitat availability, 

forming a natural long-term experiment. They found that overall nightjar density was significantly 

lower and there were significantly fewer breeding pairs in the heavily disturbed habitat 

compared with the less disturbed habitat. However, average breeding success per pair, in terms 

of eggs and fledglings produced, was not significantly different between the two sections across 

years. The findings suggest that human recreational disturbance may drastically alter settlement 

patterns and nest site selection of arriving females in nightjar and may reduce the utility of 

apparently suitable patches of remnant and created habitat.  

English Nature
31

 compared the breeding success of nightjars on several sites in Dorset with 

varying levels of public access. Sites with no public access showed significantly higher breeding 

success than sites with open access. On sites with public access, territory centres and nest 

sites occurred considerably further away from urban development. In addition, nests that did 

succeed were located significantly further away from paths. The probability of nest survival was 

12%. The key cause of nest loss was predation (60% of all nests failed, 93% due to predation). 

The evidence from nest remains, post predation, suggested that 63% of failed nests were 

predated by corvids. The results therefore suggest that predation and disturbance may be 

linked, the possible mechanism being that birds nesting close to paths are flushed from the nest 

more often, betraying the nest site to predators. Anecdotal evidence suggests that dogs off 

leads may be a particular cause for concern. 

3.3 Goshawk Accipiter gentilis 

3.3.1 Legal Status 

Goshawk is listed on Schedule 1 of the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended) which 

means that it receives special protection which makes it an offence to intentionally or recklessly 

disturb this species while building a nest or in, on or near a nest containing eggs or young; or to 

disturb dependent young of this species. This protection is additional to the general protection 

afforded to all wild birds under the Act as described above for nightjar. 

3.3.2 Conservation Status  

Goshawk is on the Green List of Birds of Conservation Concern (BoCC) as the species meets 

none of the criteria for inclusion on the Red or Amber lists.  

The British breeding population is estimated to be approximately 400 pairs
32

 although there is 

anecdotal evidence that the population may now be higher than 400 pairs. The population in the 

North York Moors area is not known.   

3.3.3 General Ecology 

Goshawk is a large raptor which, in Britain, breeds primarily in large areas of plantation 

woodland. Goshawk is active during daylight hours and hunts for its prey items (largely pigeons, 

corvids, thrushes and starlings although many other species are taken) by rapid flight, often 

through woodland. 

                                                      

30 Lowe, A., A. C. Rogers, and K. L. Durrant. 2014. Effect of human disturbance on long-term habitat use and breeding success of 

the European Nightjar, Caprimulgus europaeus. Avian Conservation and Ecology 9(2): 6. 

31 English Nature Research Reports No. 483. (2002). The impact of human disturbance on the breeding success of nightjar 

Caprimulgus europaeus on heathlands in south Dorset, England. English Nature, Peterborough, 2002. 

32 http://blx1.bto.org/birdfacts/results/bob2670.htm 
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Those goshawks which breed in Britain remain resident year-round. Populations breeding in 

northern Europe are partially migratory, and some individuals may reach Britain from 

Scandinavia. 

Goshawks defend only the nesting territory and hunt within large overlapping home ranges. 

Home range sizes and nest densities vary with the availability of suitable prey and woodland. In 

lowland Britain, the distance between adjacent nests in woodland blocks varied from 1–3.7 km 

(Anon., 1989).  

Nest sites are usually placed in areas with a high density of mature trees and well developed 

canopy cover, surrounded by relatively open woodland
33

. 

3.3.4 Background Information on the Effects of Disturbance 

Ruddock and Whitfield
3
 state that, although apparently highly dependent on extensive tracts of 

native forests in North America, goshawks in Europe are highly adaptable to human-altered 

landscapes and in the absence of illegal killing and other forms of persecution are tolerant of 

intense human activities in some areas, including occupying urban habitats with relatively 

successful productivity
34

. Goshawks in Britain generally avoid housing and public roads at 

distances greater than 200m but goshawk colonisation of large cities elsewhere in Europe is a 

demonstration that the presence of humans per se does not prevent successful breeding
3
. 

Urban-breeding goshawks are remarkably tolerant of human and the flushing distance for 

perched hawks is typically as low as 10 – 20 metres 
3
 
34

. 

Brooding females in urban territories may not flush from the nest even when the nest tree is 

struck with a stick
3
 
34

. Rutz et al
34

 suggested that tolerance shown by urban pairs was unlikely to 

be a regular occurrence in rural pairs although it had been recorded, albeit infrequently
3
. 

For goshawk, Currie & Elliot
29

 proposed safe (i.e. non-disturbing) working distances of 250 – 

400m for forestry workers. 

 

 

 

                                                      

33 Petty, S.J. (1996). Reducing the disturbance to goshawks during the breeding season. Forestry Commission Research 

Information Note, 267. Forestry Commission, Edinburgh. 

34 Rutz, C., Bijlsma, R.G., Marquiss, M. & Kenward, R.E. (2006). Population limitation in the northern goshawk in Europe: a review 

with case studies. Studies in Avian Biology, 31, 158–197. 
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4 Survey Results  
4.1 Desk Study  

4.1.1 Protected Sites 

North York Moors Special Protection Area (SPA) lies approximately 6.02 km to the north-west of 

the site. The SPA Qualifying Features are: merlin Falco columbarius (breeding); and European 

golden plover Pluvialis apricaria (breeding).  

Troutsdale and Rosekirk Dale Fens Site of Special Scientific interest (SSSI) lies approximately 

2.00 km south of the site. The SSSI citation describes the site’s value as fen habitat.  

Bride Stones SSSI lies approximately 2.76 km west of the site. The SSSI citation describes the 

site’s value in geological terms and for the habitats present. 

The site is located within North Yorkshire Moors Important Bird Area
35

 (IBA). IBA is a non-

statutory designation for areas of key importance for particular species. North Yorkshire Moors 

IBA is designated as an IBA due to its populations of nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus 

(population estimate 207 males in 2004), merlin Falco columbarius (population estimate 40 

breeding pairs in 1996) and European golden plover Pluvialis apricaria (population estimate 141 

breeding pairs in 2000)
35

.   

4.1.2 Bird Species Records 

Information provided by NEYEDC is reproduced at Appendix 2. NEYEDC provided one record 

of nightjar, dated 30
th
 June 1992, at grid reference SE910907 which is approximately 300 

metres north of the northern end of the proposed runway. NEYEDC provided no records of 

goshawk from the search area. 

Despite several attempts to contact the Forestry Commission (Pickering office) to obtain 

information regarding nightjar and goshawk in Langdale Forest and the wider area, no 

information had been received at the time of writing. 

4.1 Field Survey  

4.1.1 Nightjar 

The field survey was undertaken at a time of year when nightjars have migrated to Africa and 

therefore no evidence of nightjar was observed during the field survey.  

The areas within the survey area have been assessed in terms of their suitability to support 

nightjars. 

Areas assessed as containing habitat potentially capable of supporting breeding nightjar are 

shaded orange in Appendix 3. These areas comprise former coniferous plantation which has 

been clear-felled no more than 20 years ago and where the canopy of planted or naturally 

colonising trees has not yet become too dense to potentially support breeding nightjars.  

Areas assessed as unsuitable nesting habitat for nightjar but potentially suitable for foraging are 

shaded bright green in Appendix 3. These areas comprise habitats such as forestry rides, 

forestry edges, deciduous or mixed woodland, riparian habitats and areas of young coniferous 

plantation. 

As shown in Appendix 3, within 500 metres of the proposed sub-500ft flight path, the following 

areas of potentially suitable nightjar habitat have been identified: 

• 4 patches of potentially suitable breeding habitat covering approximately 11.5ha; 2.7ha; 

2.5ha; and 0.6ha respectively, 17.3 hectares in total.  

                                                      

35 http://www.birdlife.org/datazone/sitefactsheet.php?id=2562 
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• Potentially suitable foraging habitat covering approximately 22.3 hectares in total. 

The previous record of nightjar supplied by NEYEDC relates to the orange-shaded patch of 

potentially suitable breeding habitat approximately 175 metres north of the northern end of the 

proposed runway.  

The four identified patches of potentially suitable breeding habitat within 500m of the proposed 

sub-500ft flight path could potentially each support breeding nightjars. Given the known 

variability in the breeding density of this species; in the absence of surveys during the breeding 

season, it is not possible to determine how many pairs of breeding nightjars may occur in these 

areas.  

Nightjars breeding within the four identified patches of potentially suitable breeding habitat, plus 

nightjars breeding elsewhere within 2-3km radius or more, may forage within the identified 

22.3ha of potentially suitable foraging habitat identified. Habitats elsewhere within 500m of the 

proposed sub-500ft flight path have been assessed as largely unsuitable for nightjar, although 

these areas could be used on an occasional basis, e.g. for nocturnal passage/commuting 

flights.  

4.1.2 Goshawk 

During the field survey, no evidence of goshawk was observed. Occasional evidence of a 

raptor-kill was found (i.e. remains of plucked pigeons), but these could not conclusively be 

attributed to goshawk.   

The areas within the survey area have been assessed in terms of their suitability to support 

goshawk. 

Areas assessed as containing habitat potentially capable of supporting breeding goshawk are 

shaded orange in Appendix 4. These areas comprise mature woodland. Some parts of the study 

area contain habitats highly suitable for goshawk, i.e. dense mature coniferous plantation with 

very low levels of human disturbance surrounded by extensive tracts of woodland including 

some areas with less-dense tree cover but Appendix 4 shows all areas assessed as potentially 

suitable nesting habitat.  

Whilst goshawks generally hunt in woodland in Britain, this species can hunt over open-ground 

also. Whilst the large expanse of grassland near the runway is considered to provide sub-

optimal hunting ground for goshawk, it is possible that this fast-moving and relatively far-ranging 

species could hunt anywhere within the study area.    

As shown in Appendix 4, within 500 metres of the proposed sub-500ft flight path, the following 

areas of potentially suitable goshawk nesting habitat have been identified (the entire area is 

considered to provide potentially suitable, although not necessarily optimal hunting habitat for 

goshawk): 

• Potentially suitable nesting habitat covering approximately 165 hectares. 

NEYEDC provided no previous records of goshawk within the search area.  

Given the known variability in the breeding density of this species; in the absence of surveys 

during the breeding season, it is not possible to determine how many pairs of breeding goshawk 

may occur in these areas. It is possible that up to 4 breeding pairs of goshawk could occur 

within 500 metres of the proposed sub-500ft flight path, although the actual number, if present, 

may be much less than 4 pairs. 

Goshawk breeding within the identified suitable habitat areas may hunt throughout the entire 

area.  
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5 Conclusions 
5.1 Nightjar  

Nightjar is known to occur within the vicinity of the proposed runway with a previous record dated 

1992 from approximately 300 metres north of the northern end of the proposed runway. This study 

has identified four patches of potentially suitable breeding habitat covering a total of approximately 

17.3 hectares within 500m of the proposed sub-500ft flight path and a further approximately 22.3 

hectares of potentially suitable foraging habitat within the same area. 

There is no known published research on the effects of aircraft on nightjar although there is 

plentiful evidence of the confirmed adverse effects of disturbance from humans and dogs on 

nightjar in England.  

The ecology of nightjar, including its nocturnal behaviour and its use of crypsis to avoid detection, 

suggests that this species may be relatively tolerant of daytime flights of light aircraft.  

There is evidence of other bird species becoming habituated to disturbance from aircraft. Birds 

appear to become better habituated to aircraft flight activity where the flights are ‘regular’ in terms 

of their occurrence, type of aircraft and flight path. The proposed runway is anticipated to involve a 

fairly regular pattern of flight activity, i.e. involving flights of the same/similar type of aircraft along a 

regular flight path and without the erratic flight activity which would be associated with a pilot-

training airfield. 

As mitigation for nightjar, it may be appropriate to avoid flight activity during the periods 30 minutes 

after dawn and 30 minutes before sunrise during the main nightjar breeding period of May to 

August inclusive. Additionally, flight activity in the vicinity of suitable breeding habitat (clear-fell) 

should be limited to direct ‘in-and-out’ flights rather than circling and/or erratic flight activity at low 

altitude. 

5.2 Goshawk 

Goshawk could to breed within the vicinity of the proposed runway although NEYEDC did not 

provide any previous records from the search area. This study has identified potentially suitable 

nesting habitat totalling approximately 165 hectares within 500m of the proposed sub-500ft flight 

path. It is possible that up to 4 breeding pairs of goshawk could occur within 500 metres of the 

proposed sub-500ft flight path, although the actual number, if present, may be much less than 4 

pairs.  

There is no known published research on the effects of aircraft on goshawk although there is 

evidence that this species is highly tolerant of anthropogenic disturbance, particularly in continental 

Europe.  

There is evidence of other bird species becoming habituated to disturbance from aircraft. Birds 

appear to become better habituated to aircraft flight activity where the flights are ‘regular’ in terms 

of their occurrence, type of aircraft and flight path. The proposed runway is anticipated to involve a 

fairly regular pattern of flight activity, i.e. involving flights of the same/similar type of aircraft along a 

regular flight path and without the erratic flight activity which would be associated with a pilot-

training airfield. 

As a best practice measure in order to minimise the potential for disturbance of goshawk, the 

runway operator liaise with local Forestry Commission ornithologists on a regular basis so that 

pilots can aim to avoid flying close to any known goshawk nest sites, although it is important that 

details of goshawk nest sites remain confidential due to the threat of egg-collectors. Additionally, 

flight activity in the vicinity of suitable nesting habitat (mature dense woodland) should be limited to 

direct ‘in-and-out’ flights rather than circling and/or erratic flight activity at low altitude. 
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Appendix 1. Photos  
Photo 1. Looking north-east along runway 

 

Photo 2. Woodland-edge habitats which may be used by nightjar for feeding  
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Photo 3. Clear felled plantation – suitable nightjar breeding habitat 

 

 

Photo 4. Woodland ‘ride’ providing suitable nightjar feeding habitat 
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Photo 5. Woodland-edge habitat alongside road providing suitable nightjar feeding habitat   

 

 

Photo 6. Formerly clear felled habitat in foreground (bracken with immature trees) provides 

potentially suitable breeding habitat for nightjar. Mature plantation in distance provides 

suitable breeding habitat for goshawk.  
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Appendix 2. Information provided by NEYEDC



Data search for species records within 1km buffer of line from SE 893 891 to SE 917 910 NEYEDC, 14/10/2016

Scientific Name Common Name
Taxonomic 

group
Location

Grid 

Reference
Custodian Survey Recorder Dated Measurement

Accipiter nisus

Eurasian 

Sparrowhawk bird North Yorkshire SE888889 neyedc.org.uk Gordon Simpson's bird records

Simpson, Gordon 

(Mr) 10/05/1967
Caprimulgus 

europaeus European Nightjar bird Scarborough District SE910907 neyedc.org.uk

Bird records from local ornithological 

groups Unknown 30/06/1992

Cuculus canorus Common Cuckoo bird North Yorkshire SE893888 neyedc.org.uk Gordon Simpson's bird records

Simpson, Gordon 

(Mr) 31/08/1966

Muscicapa striata Spotted Flycatcher bird North Yorkshire SE916917 neyedc.org.uk Gordon Simpson's bird records

Simpson, Gordon 

(Mr) 09/05/1967

Poecile montanus Willow Tit bird Bickley [Deep Dale]

SE912109080

0 neyedc.org.uk

Ecological Consultant Survey Data: 

Wold Ecology R.B. Ltd

Surveyor [Wold 

Ecology] 12/07/2014

Poecile montanus Willow Tit bird Bickley [Deep Dale]

SE912109080

0 neyedc.org.uk

Ecological Consultant Survey Data: 

Wold Ecology R.B. Ltd

Surveyor [Wold 

Ecology] 12/07/2014

Pyrrhula pyrrhula Common Bullfinch bird North Yorkshire SE9291 neyedc.org.uk Gordon Simpson's bird records

Simpson, Gordon 

(Mr) 14/02/1967

Strix aluco Tawny Owl bird North Yorkshire SE8888 neyedc.org.uk Gordon Simpson's bird records

Simpson, Gordon 

(Mr) 18/05/1967

On behalf of Quants Environmental Page 1 of 1 NEYEDC Ref:E02464
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Appendix 3. Map Showing Suitable Nightjar Habitat  

 

 
Key: 

 Proposed runway 

 Proposed sub-500ft flight path 

 500m buffer around sub-500ft flight path 

 Clear-felled plantation assessed as potentially suitable breeding habitat for nightjar 

 Rides, scrub and woodland assessed as potentially suitable feeding habitat for nightjar 
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Appendix 4. Distribution of Suitable Goshawk Habitat 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Key: 

 Proposed runway 

 Proposed sub-500ft flight path 

 500m buffer around sub-500ft flight path 

 Mature woodland assessed as potentially suitable nesting habitat for goshawk 
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Appendix 5. Disturbance Effects of Aircraft on Birds. 
English Nature Birds Network Information Note 
































