
  

BERKSHIRE 
 PLANNING TOOLS 
 
One in a series of “toolbox” items to accompany the Regional Plan for the Berkshires                     November 2003 
 

 

Permitting wind energy facilities  
 

This toolbox item discusses the issues that should be considered in the permitting of inland  
small-to-moderately-sized commercial wind energy facilities (1-30 MW). 

 
Introduction 
 
The Berkshires, along with the coastal region of 
Massachusetts, has been identified as an area to 
harness wind power.  The Berkshires, again like the 
coast, is an area rich in scenic and natural resources, 
of which its residents can be fiercely protective.   
 
Some Berkshire communities are being approached 
by wind energy developers and some are considering 
pursuing wind power proactively.  Local officials 
should plan ahead and determine residents’ level of 
interest in fostering wind energy production within 
their communities.  If town residents are amenable to 
the development of wind energy, then they should 
consider adopting a bylaw that would allow wind 
while being protective of community resources.   
 
Wind Energy Technology in the Northeast   
 
Modern wind turbines are no longer the quaint wind 
paddles that we envision on family farms.  They are 
tall, sleek and powerful, often three times more 
powerful than their predessors 5 years ago.  Each 
turbine will produce 660 kW to 1.5 MW, enough to 
supply electrictiy to 200-700 homes. 
 
Although large wind energy facilities with dozens or 
hundreds of wind turbines are common in the western 
and more open expanses of America, wind 
professionals expect  that the typical commercial 
inland facility in the Northeast will range between 
10-20 turbines.  This is consistent with existing 
commercial wind developments in Vermont and New 
York State, and the proposed developments in 
Western Massachusetts. 

 
Most likely the turbines that we will see in Western 
Massachusetts will have hub heights of 160-260 feet, 
with an additional blade height of at least 75-160 
feet.  At these heights, the turbines will be much 
taller than surrounding trees, which grow to 
approximately 70 feet tall.  The Federal Aviation 
Administration requires lighting on all structures  
taller than 200 feet, so lighting will be required. 
 

 
Basic diagram of a wind turbine. 

 
Graphic courtesy of Sally Wright, Renewable Energy Research 
Laboratory, UMass, Amherst. 
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Public opinion on commercial wind energy facilities 
is varied and often contradictory.  As part of the 
“bigger picture,” they represent a green energy 
source, because they emit no air pollution and reduce 
impacts caused by oil and coal extraction and 
refinement.  As part of the “local picture,” they 
represent a potentially negative land use that could 
impact the scenic and natural resources of the region.  
As such, wind power presents a paradox.   
 
Local officials should determine residents’ level of 
interest in fostering wind energy production within 
their community.  This can be done by conducting 
resident surveys and by holding public meetings on 
the subject.  During this time, it would be prudent to 
identify sites that are unacceptable or “off limits” to 
wind development.  
 
If local residents view wind energy facilities as a 
beneficial land use, then the local planning board 
should develop policies and regulations to permit 
them.  These policies and regulations will provide 
leaders with a clear sense of what local residents will 
accept.   

Step Two: Creating a Bylaw that Addresses the 
Major Issues  
 
Wind turbines are not invisible, nor are they a typical 
development that local communities are used to 
permitting.  If a community wants to allow 
commercial wind development, it should consider 
developing a bylaw that allows wind, while being 
protective of community character and public safety.  
Commercial wind projects should be catagorized as a 
special permit use, with site plan review.  This allows 
the municipality to place appropriate conditions on 
the project.  Listed are the major issues that a 
windmill bylaw should address.   
 
Purpose or Preamble  
 
A wind energy facility bylaw should begin with a 
statement of purpose.  This purpose should be 
derived from communications with local residents 
through surveys, public meetings or other outreach 
activities. 
 
Aesthetics 
 
Commercial wind farm developers look for sites with 
a relatively forceful and steady rate of wind, and in 
Western Massachusetts that is along our ridgelines.  
As noted earlier, modern wind turbines are over 200 
feet tall and will stand far above the existing treeline.  
They will also require lighting.  As such, they will be 
prominent features against the skyline.   
 
However, the aesthetic impacts can be minimized to 
some extent by careful placement and spacing of the 
turbines, and by selecting mute and non-reflective 
colors for the tower and blades.  Criteria to consider: 
 
• Require post-development photographic 

simulations of the project, as seen from several 
prominent locations 

• Require the flying of balloons to allow residents 
to understand the extent of the proposed project 

• Require non-reflective color to minimize contrast 
• Require that lighting be as minimal as allowed 

by FAA regulation.   
 
It should be noted that limiting the height of the 
turbines to less than 200’ to avoid FAA lighting 
requirements is effectively prohibiting commercial 
wind development, as all utility-scale turbines on the 
market today are taller than 200’. 

Step One: Determine Community Interest  
 

Why Consider Wind Energy? 
 
1. Environmental benefits. 
Fossil-fueled electric power plants emit more air 
pollution than any other industrial activity in the 
U.S.  Per year these power plants emit: 
• 34% of the carbon dioxide generated by the 

U.S.; CO2
 is a major green house gas 

component and the U.S. is the largest emitter 
of CO2 in the world 

• 70% of the sulfur dioxide, a major component 
of acid rain 

• 34% of nitrogen oxides, a major factor in 
smog and coastal eutrophication 

• More then 33% of the mercury emissions, 
toxic at low levels; emissions can travel from 
30-600 miles downwind of the source. 

 
2. Financial benefits. 
Commercial wind energy facilities provide 
revenue to local communities.  Municipalities can 
collect taxes on the assessed value of the 
property as an industrial site, as well as on value 
of the equipment and structures.  Property 
owners can collect a fee for leasing the land on 
which the facility rests. 
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Criteria to cons
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Typical Sound Levels (in decibels, or dBA) 
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corrected is more difficult.   
 Determine unacceptable conditions and establish

steps to mitigate problems 
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 Establish conflict resolution procedures 
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Performance Security 
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