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Memorandum 
 

 

To: Shiawassee County Planning Commission 

 

From: Michael Daly-Martin, Assistant Planner 

 

Re: WECS Ordinance Amendments- Height 

 

Date: March 13, 2017 

 

 
Based on the review of twenty (20) communities that have adopted rules and regulations for the implementation 

of wind energy projects, below is a summary concerning height regulations. 

 

1. Private WECS- Typically counties and townships across Michigan implement height limitations for 

private Wind Energy Conversion Systems (“WECS”) which typically provide power to a single 

residence and accessory structures. Maximum height standards for private WECS ranged between 35 

feet to 200 feet, with an average of 118.75 feet in the assessed communities. Currently the maximum 

height standard dictated in the Ordinance is 100 feet. There are no apparent issues with the current 

standard, however the Planning Commission should discuss whether it is necessary or desirable to alter 

the current provision. 

 

2. Commercial WECS- Throughout the assessed communities, commercial WECS that provide power to a 

community grid are more or less equally split between communities which enforce strict height 

limitations and those communities which have no height limitation. Those communities that have 

explicitly stated a maximum height for commercial WECS, the maximum height ranges between 115 

feet to 500 feet, with an average of 330 feet. With the exception of Shiawassee County, there were no 

other examples of maximum height standards greater than 500 feet. Communities without defined 

maximum height limitations in their ordinance relied upon other provisions of their review process to 

ensure public health, safety, and general welfare. Other methods included but not limited to increased 

setbacks, visual impact studies, environmental impact studies, shadow flicker analysis, and others. It is 

important to note, that some communities with the most restrictive height requirements may be 

considered overly burdensome given the use. Rather than functioning to regulate, overly restrictive 

regulations could effectively prohibit the use and render a community vulnerable to legal action. 

 

3. Applicable Academic Research- Additional studies and agencies have supported removing maximum 

height standards for commercial WECS. The Michigan Land Use Guidelines for Siting Wind Energy 

Systems, produced by Michigan State University and the Land Use Policy Institute, suggests to avoid 

“setting a maximum height for wind systems… [as] rapid innovations in technology dictate that 

individual installation requirements will change” (2007, page 6). In short, rapid advances in technology 

often change the way wind turbines are developed and implemented, which should be reflected in 

regulatory language.  

 

The 2015 Wind Technologies Market Report produced by the U.S. Department of Energy also supports 

that wind energy standards are changing rapidly. This report, produced in 2016, includes data from a 

multitude of state and federal agencies as well as other private entities. It demonstrates that the average 

turbine height has increased dramatically over the past two decades as, “the average hub height in 2015 

was 82 meters (269 feet), up 47% since 1998-1999, while the average rotor diameter was 102 meters 
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(335 feet), up 113% since 1998-1999” (2016, page vii). 

  

If you have any questions, you are welcome to contact this office and speak with Pete Preston, Matt Lafferty, or 

Michael Daly-Martin.  Office hours are Monday-Friday, 8:00 A.M. – Noon and 1:00 P.M. – 5:00 P.M. (Phone: 

989.743.2396) 

 

Sincerely, 

Michael Daly-Martin 

Assistant Planner 

 


