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I am speaking today in opposition to AB-256 that proposes to remove control over the placement of large wind energy systems from local governments.

For a sixteen-month period, ending in November of 2008, I served as the acting chair of the Town of Union (Rock County) Plan Commission as it developed its Ordinance No. 2008-06, Wind Energy Systems Licensing Ordinance.

Extensive work of a volunteer citizen Wind Turbines Study Committee, the Union Plan Commission, and the Town of Union Board was made necessary because the Wisconsin Public Service Commission had failed in its responsibilities to fully investigate or consider the impacts on human health that result from proximity to large wind turbines.

I am concerned that, if decisions on the rules governing placement of large wind turbines is given to this same negligent Public Service Commission, great harm to Wisconsin residents will result.

We already have enough evidence of harm to human health resulting from sound from large wind turbines now operating in Wisconsin.

I must admit that when I first began to inform myself about this issue, I was skeptical of the seemingly hysterical reports of effects of sound from the turbines. After all, seen from a distance, they seem rather elegant, slow-moving providers of green energy.

However, as I have learned more and have visited properties surrounded by large wind turbines, I have come to understand that what looked like hysteria was more likely desperation expressed by citizens who were suffering serious effects, had been failed by their government, and were either going to have to move (if possible) or suffer these effects for the next thirty years.

I am strongly in favor of alternative energy sources. My wife and I have installed a geothermal heating/cooling system on our rural property and are investigating investment in photovoltaic and wind energy systems. However, I think that there has been too little attention paid to the personal property aspects of large wind energy systems.

While I believe that the state should allow great latitude for what one does on his/her own property, I also believe that the state should carefully consider what effects a property owner can produce on neighboring properties.

In effect, the Wisconsin Public Service Commission has chosen to ignore these effects on neighboring properties, and our township was required to expend extensive money and volunteer time to develop an ordinance that protects our residents’ health and safety and property rights.

Now comes proposed legislation to override local control at the locations where wind turbines would be sited and to give control over the standards to the Public Service Commission.

Wind turbine vendors, utilities, and utility-supported renewable energy groups support the proposed legislation. But the Public Service Commission has already had its opportunity to develop responsible standards, and failed to do so.

In its Draft Model Wind Ordinance for Wisconsin, put forth to provide guidance for local governments, the Public Service Commission recommended that it was safe to locate a 400-foot wind turbine within 1,000 feet of a neighbor’s residence.

When the Town of Union’s Wind Turbines Study Committee sought to determine how PSC knew that this 1,000-foot setback would protect the neighbor’s health and safety, it required a Freedom of Information Act request to learn that the PSC was taking the word of an out-of-state utility and had made no independent determination.

Now it appears that the PSC has abandoned its own guidelines and has withdrawn the Draft Model Wind Ordinance for Wisconsin from its website.

In 2007, the Public Service Commission received and ignored a communication from board-certified experts in acoustics and community noise with critiques of the Public Service Commission’s recommendations and offers of unpaid assistance.

This inadequate approach to the development of its recommendations suggests that the Public Service Commission will be insufficiently protective of the property or health of Wisconsin residents.

When asked about health and safety effects of wind turbines, EcoEnergy (the company proposing to locate wind turbines in our township) as well as our local utility simply have denied that there are any concerns, using statements such as “The noise from wind turbines is about the same as a refrigerator running in the room. “ or “The noise from wind turbines is masked by the sound of the wind blowing.”

These often-repeated statements are demonstrably false and would be laughable if they weren’t so disrespectful of the people suffering from sleep deprivation and other chronic health effects resulting from bad placement of wind turbines in Wisconsin.

If they believe what they’re saying, they can’t have listened to their own turbines.

They are counting on the ignorance of landowners, editorial writers, and, frankly, legislators to allow them to make such deceitful claims. (Yet, while denying any adverse effects from placement of wind turbines, EcoEnergy uses the word “mitigation” a lot—  betraying their recognition of the need to counteract the effects of wind turbines on humans in their vicinity.)

The language used to promote this bill—such as, “uniform siting standards,” “protecting and creating ‘green collar’ jobs,” and “a sensible wind energy policy”—sounds desirable and sensible, but, given the behavior of the key players who have lobbied for this bill, the justifications given are simply spin.

These parties have not behaved responsibly or in good faith in the past and cannot be expected to give adequate care to the welfare of Wisconsin citizens.

Finally, this legislation is not just a bad idea, but is unnecessary and meddlesome in local affairs.There are already enough safeguards in place to limit unreasonable local ordinances.

Unduly restrictive local ordinances can be challenged in court. If the wind turbine companies and utilities have a case to make, they would only have to make it in court one time to affect similar cases.

Further, many ordinances, including ours, contain “good neighbor agreement” options that would allow setbacks closer than the ordinance stipulates if the affected landowners agree.

The parties in support of this proposed legislation are trying for a short cut by trying to put the Public Service Commission—an agency they have already co-opted—in charge so they don’t have to address the troublesome issues of health, safety, and property rights.

I would ask that the committees considering this legislation not report it out or the legislators to vote against this attempt to override local control over the welfare of citizens.

I thank the Committee for the opportunity to speak today on this important issue.
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