
COVID-19 has dished out some harsh lessons to humanity in the last while and 

the need for us to stop abusing the planet has been highlighted as never before. True 

sustainability in all we do is the only viable way forward. This imperative is difficult to 

reconcile with the power-hungry technology driving our modern way of life because 

conventional ways of generating electricity are so notoriously bad for the environ-

ment. Working towards a solution to this paradox, many of BirdLife South Africa’s 

conservation programmes touch on ecological aspects of power generation, and one 

is exclusively concerned with the trade-off between meeting the country’s energy 

demands and keeping the collateral environmental damage of doing so to levels that 

nature can sustain.

“An obvious shift to clean up our energy sector is to move away from fossil fuels 
and towards renewable,” says BirdLife South Africa’s CEO, Mark D.  Anderson. “Over 
75% of our current energy mix is derived from coal-fired power stations sited 
in the Highveld grasslands of Mpumalanga, causing unsustainable environ-
mental impacts such as the destruction of habitat, some of the most polluted 
air on the planet, drainage of acidic water and heavy metals into our river 
systems and high carbon emissions that contribute to climate change.”

Anderson’s organisation and its partners are working hard in the Highveld to 

save and protect vestigial areas of pristine grasslands and wetlands through their Im-

portant Birds and Biodiversity Areas Programme and by lobbying against new mines 

in ecologically sensitive areas. Driven primarily by the need to conserve populations 

of threatened endemic birds, these activities are also limiting the spread of destruc-

tive mining practices, effectively reducing the incidence of acid mine drainage and tox-

ic smog, and helping to limit the fall-out from environmental indiscretions of the past. 

But the future of power generation must and will be different. Harvesting the free 

and infinite energies of nature is key and moves in this direction have already begun. 

At least 92 industrial-scale renewable energy facilities have been built or are approved 

and under construction around the country, with the operational plants contributing 

thousands of megawatts to the national grid. Most of these are either wind energy 

facilities or solar photovoltaic plants with a few other bit-players. Government’s plan 

is to raise the input of renewables to about 33% of the country’s energy demand, 

again with the bulk supplied by wind farms. And herein lies the rub…

Wind farms and birds do not combine well. With hub heights of more than 150 

m, blade lengths of over 60 m and blade-tip velocities in excess of 300 km/h, modern 

wind turbines can be lethal to birds, especially if they are poorly positioned in areas 

regularly used by susceptible species. Unfortunately, many of the most susceptible 

birds – vultures, eagles, other raptors, storks – are already some of our most threat-

ened species. So while wind energy has a role to play in the economy of tomorrow, 

this can only happen with close supervision of avian impact issues. 

The BirdLife South Africa Birds and Renewable Energy Project was set up in 2010 

specifically with this watch-dog role in mind. It has since assisted in the formation and 

administration of specialist advisory groups, developed best-practice guidelines for 

studying and mitigating bird impacts at wind and solar plants and advised government 

and industry on development decisions. 

Says project manager Samantha Ralston-Paton, “We are proactively putting 
measures in place and promoting a better understanding of the impacts of 
renewable energy on birds to ensure that it never becomes a major driver of 
biodiversity loss in South Africa.”

In the run-up to the COVID-19 outbreak, South Africa’s demand for electricity 

threatened to exceed the capacity of our failing power stations and we were once 

again teetering on the brink of rolling blackouts. The pandemic saved us from load 

shedding then, but the woeful inadequacies of our electricity system remain and the 

time is ripe for instituting progressive change. 

“We will continue to advocate sustainability and maintain close over-
sight,” says Anderson. “By pushing for bird-friendly renewable energy we are 
helping to guide the country towards a bright and truly green future.”

Western Barn Owl risks hunting among solar panels.

It’s early 2021, the world is in turmoil, 
and the work of BirdLife South Africa has 

never been more important.

Birds and Power Generation

To read more of the work that BirdLife South Africa is doing to make the planet a better place  

for both humans and for nature, go to www.birdlife.org.za/hope

A Black Harrier soars high, but more work needs to be done to reduce  
bird fatalities at wind turbines.
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