
8. Socioeconomic Impacts 
Development of a utility-scale wind power project can have socioeconomic impacts on a region or 
community.  Socioeconomic impacts are typically defined as impacts to a community’s self-definition, 
culture and customs, language, and demographic characteristics; and related changes to its economic 
base, main industries, employment patterns, and infrastructure.  Socioeconomic studies examine the 
relationship between economic activity and social life, or the way in which the economics and social 
structures of a community influence each other. In this way, socioeconomic impacts are distinct from 
purely economic or purely social impacts. 

The potential socioeconomic impacts of wind farm development may be divided into three distinct 
stages: pre-construction impacts, primarily development-related changes in community vision, identity 
and cohesion; construction impacts, primarily the housing and other services needs of construction 
workers, the creation of temporary construction jobs, the economic ripple effects from construction, 
and the impacts on traffic and roads due to construction; and post-construction impacts, primarily 
reduced municipal taxes and/or increased services, changes in the viewshed, lease and/or easement 
payments to some landowners, potential changes in property values, potential safety issues, and the 
creation of a few permanent jobs.  It is important to note that the pre-construction and construction 
periods are relatively brief; the pre-construction period typically lasts a few years, and the construction 
period may last from six months to a year.  By contrast, the post-construction or operational period is 
much longer, and may be essentially permanent if the wind farm is repowered at the end of its lifespan.   

 

8.1. Pre-Construction Impacts 

Community vision, identity and cohesion 

Wind farm proposals can affect community identity and cohesion in both positive and negative ways.  
Because utility-scale wind installations are a relatively new phenomenon, many communities find they 
need to amend town zoning ordinances and comprehensive plans to regulate wind farm development, 
and this can involve some reassessment and revision of the community’s goals and identity.  For 
example, in communities where farming has been the primary economic activity, wind energy 
development may be viewed as a move away from traditional agriculture and toward industrialization, a 
change that may be welcomed by some, resisted by others.  Alternatively, wind energy development 
may be seen as a way to support traditional agriculture, because wind turbines blend well with farming, 
and the added income from wind leases can help farmers keep the majority of their land in agricultural 
use.  In other communities, where second-home owners and tourists play a major role in the town’s 
identity and economy, property owners may worry that wind turbines will lower property values, and 
shopkeepers may worry that wind turbines will reduce tourism.1 
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 Studies have not shown that wind development has a negative impact on tourism.  A number of studies have also 

found no evidence that wind development has a negative impact on property values, although there is one recent 

report that contradicts this, at least in two out of three upstate New York counties studied. 



Because utility scale wind energy development remains a new phenomenon in most rural towns and 
villages, it is likely to be viewed with skepticism by some local residents.  In extreme cases, towns have 
become polarized by disagreement over wind farm planning and zoning, and the way wind development 
proposals are handled by governing bodies and elected officials.  In general, it is much more effective for 
communities to work together, compromise when necessary, and arrive at a mutually agreed-upon plan 
to integrate wind energy into the town’s future.  In this way, communities can enjoy the socio-economic 
benefits of wind energy without suffering the negative effects of polarization. 

 

8.2. Construction Impacts 

Construction jobs and workers 

In small, isolated towns, the influx of construction workers for a wind energy development project can 
have both positive and negative temporary impacts.  For example, the town may experience a 
temporary scarcity of vacant housing units, as contractors and their employees rent all the available 
apartments.  Alternatively, contractors may elect to house workers on or near the construction site in 
temporary facilities.  In many cases, the wind developer will hire as many local contractors as possible, 
creating a minor boom in local construction jobs, and this can cause temporary changes in the 
employment and economic profile of the community.  These construction workers will spend more 
money locally, supporting other local businesses, such as retail stores and restaurants.  These sorts of 
effects are known as economic ripple effects and are illustrated in the case study in the Toolkit’s 
appendix. 

In addition to these economic impacts, there may be social impacts.  Imported workers may temporarily 
increase the heterogeneity of the community’s racial, cultural and linguistic makeup.  These impacts 
may be particularly noticeable because wind energy projects tend to be located in rural areas, which 
tend to be more culturally homogenous than urban areas. Local services 

As is the case for any significant construction activity, a wind power project has the potential to increase 
the work load for local police, fire, medical, and other similar services.  Although major events such as 
fires are rare in the construction and operation of a wind project, industrial accidents do happen and 
must be planned for.  Typically, the construction general contractor and O&M manager will work with 
the local and surrounding communities to determine the ability of local services to handle potential 
events, and to put mitigation measures in place as necessary. 

Roads and traffic 

Wind turbines are very large, and wind turbine construction inevitably requires the use of large cranes, 
trucks and other equipment.  Local roads may need to be widened or paved, and new roads may need 
to be built.  These changes are often viewed as positive; paving a dirt road would allow for future 
development and widening a road may make general travel along the road safer. However, some people 
living along an access road may not want the road paved and widened, fearing a general increase in 
traffic and traffic speed. Such concerns are usually addressed in a traffic study, completed as a part of 
the project development process, with the developer offering mitigation measures as necessary. 

 



8.3. Post Construction Impacts 

Viewshed impacts 

Wind power projects, particularly in rural areas, can change the visual character of a community by 
introducing large-scale structures into areas not accustomed to this type of development.  Viewshed 
impacts may be negative or positive; this is a subject evaluation that depends on many variables, and 
frequently is an issue on which members of a community are divided.  Those who see the viewshed 
impact as negative typically describe wind turbines in unattractive terms: they may see the turbines as 
large industrial machines degrading the natural landscape.  They may fear that the introduction of wind 
turbines will reduce property values, harm tourism, degrade the value of local historic sites, and reduce 
their personal visual amenity (i.e., make the view from their property less desirable).  Those who see the 
viewshed impacts as positive typically describe wind turbines in attractive terms: they may see the 
turbines as graceful, futuristic machines, symbolic of a commitment to renewable, clean and sustainable 
energy.  In some communities, wind turbines have been welcomed as a way to enhance tourism or 
improve the host community’s image. 

It is important to note that not all wind development is in rural areas.  For example, the Steel Winds 
development in Lackawanna, near Buffalo, redeveloped a brownfield, the old Bethlehem Steel 
manufacturing site, on the shore of Lake Erie.  The wind project has been hailed by Lackawanna Mayor 
Norman Polanski as a positive change for the image of his city, and is a cornerstone of the city’s 
waterfront redevelopment effort. 

 

Economic impacts 

One of the most significant post-construction impacts for most communities is the economic impact of 
wind energy development.  This is typically experienced in terms of tax payments, or payments in lieu of 
taxes (PILOT), made to local municipalities; lease and easement payments (and, in some cases, good 
neighbor payments) made to participating and neighboring property owners; and any permanent new 
jobs that may be created.  These economics impacts are discussed in more detail elsewhere in this 
toolkit.   

Generally, the economics of wind development are considered a benefit to the local community.  From a 
socio-economic perspective, the effects are also generally positive, although they may not be viewed 
positively by all members of the community. 

The tax or PILOT benefits to municipalities typically allow the municipality to lower taxes and/or 
increase municipal services to businesses and residents.  School districts frequently benefit from such 
payments as well, meaning public education services may be improved and/or property taxes may be 
lowered.  This type of economic impact is almost always viewed as a positive one. 

Payments to individual property owners for wind leases and easements are positive for those property 
owners, but may be a source of irritation to neighboring residents, who may feel they must put up with 
the presence of unwanted wind turbines without the compensating benefit of lease or easement 
payments.  In extreme cases, some members of the community may feel that the wind development 
primarily benefits a few individuals.  For this reason, some developers are now offering “good neighbor” 



payments to non-participating property owners in close proximity to the turbines.  Similarly, unequal 
payments to various property owners can lead to dissatisfaction if the disparity becomes known.   

Permanent new local jobs created by wind farm development tend to be few and, because wind farm 
operation and maintenance is a specialized field, these jobs are often filled by non-local individuals who 
move into the community once the wind farm becomes operational.  There is little socioeconomic 
impact from these jobs, since they do not typically represent a significant change in either the economic 
or the social makeup of the community.  However, major maintenance activity, such as reblading 
(replacing worn or damaged turbine blades), can provide periodic economic ripple effects in the 
community, since nearby hotels, restaurants, gas stations, and other service industries are likely to see 
an increase in business during such activities, due to the temporary influx of contractors and employees. 

 

Property Value Impacts 

Limited documentation exists regarding the impact of wind turbines on property values because it is 
difficult to definitively correlate changes in property values to the presence of wind turbines. This is 
because property values fluctuate due to a wide variety of factors that can influence the subjective 
opinions of the buyers and sellers. Furthermore, a multitude of local, regional, and national economic 
factors influence property values. 

Concern over decreased property values is most often expressed by neighboring property owners that 
are not receiving payments from the wind project for land leases or easements, and who feel that the 
close proximity of wind turbines to their property could reduce the number of potentially interested 
buyers, resulting in lower selling prices. By contrast, property owners that do participate in the project 
may feel that the value of their property is increased due to the added value of wind lease and 
easement payments. 

Although it may seem intuitively true that the presence of utility scale wind turbines in proximity to a 
residence would reduce its value, this outcome has not been supported by several recent studies.   

A 2009 study by Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory, analyzing sales prices of 7,500 single-family 
homes within sight distance of 24 existing U.S. wind energy facilities, concluded that the proximity of the 
residences to the wind turbines did not have a statistically significant effect on home sales prices.  A 
similar study by Illinois State University of a 240-turbine wind farm in Illinois found that while the 
anticipation of a wind energy development did temporarily depress property values in the vicinity of a 
proposed project, the values of those properties rebounded and rose even higher than they had 
previously been once the wind project was constructed and operational.  This study suggests that fears 
or uncertainty about wind farm impacts may themselves have had a temporary impact on home values, 
but that once the wind farm was built, those temporary impacts dissipated.  This finding has now been 
reinforced by several other studies that also found post-announcement, pre-operational impacts that 
faded once the turbines became operational. 

The Renewable Energy Policy Project (REPP) published a study of property values in 2003.2 REPP 
evaluated residential property values at 10 wind power projects (10 MW and larger) throughout the U.S. 
built between 1998 and 2001. The Madison and Fenner, New York, projects are both included in this list 
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of projects.  The study found that in 87% of the analyses conducted,property values within a viewshed 
radius of five miles of the turbines increased faster than property values in other comparable areas. In 
cases where the property values decreased, the values of properties within the project viewshed 
decreased more slowly than did those in comparable communities. In some cases, the correlation 
between the presence of turbines and property values was weak, meaning that any impact the wind 
turbines may have had on those property values was overshadowed by other factors not investigated in 
the REPP report. 

Another study, conducted in 2006 by the Bard Center for Environmental Policy, examined the impacts 
on local property values of the Fenner wind farm.3 The researcher visited each home within five miles of 
a turbine to ascertain to what degree the wind farm was visible. When the transaction values were 
examined from home sales pre- and post-construction, the study found no evidence that property 
values were affected by the 20 turbine wind farm installation. 

Researchers continue to study the potential for turbines to impact nearby property values.  Recently, 
two researchers from Clarkson University concluded a nine-year study of 11,331 real estate transactions 
in Clinton, Franklin and Lewis Counties.  They concluded that wind turbine development reduced 
property values in a range from $2,500 to $19,046 in Clinton and Franklin Counties, depending on how 
close the turbines were to the property.  However, the proximity of wind turbines did not seem to have 
any effect on nearby property values in Lewis County.  Since there are very few post-operational 
property sales in Clinton and Franklin Counties, while data from Lewis County is strongly weighted 
toward post-operational sales, this study may effectively be measuring the temporary “post-
announcement, pre-operation” impacts discussed above.  The researchers are finalizing a paper 
reporting their results, titled “Values in the Wind: A Hedonic Analysis of Wind Power Facilities.” 

On a larger scale, tax revenue from commercial wind energy projects is greater than the financial 
burdens the projects place on local services.  Experience has shown that the net increase in funds 
available to local governments and schools has had beneficial impacts. More income from wind energy 
projects can allow increased local services or decreased the local tax burdens; either of which has a 
positive influence on the local economy. Over time, improved services or reduced residential tax 
burdens may have the effect of making the community or region more desirable and possibly increasing 
property values. 

 

8.4. Alternative Ownership and Development Models 

Although most wind projects in the U.S. are developed, owned and operated by large corporations, 
alternative models for wind energy development and ownership do exist.  One such alternative is known 
as the community wind model.  Community wind projects are initiated by the local community, rather 
than by a developer.  The community decides where and how to develop its wind resource, finds 
investors or financiers, hires or partners with a developer, and maintains control of the development 
process from conception to construction.  The community wind model can increase the economic 
benefits that flow to the community from a wind development project; furthermore, socioeconomic 
impacts may be lessened when the community initiates and guides the project.  Community wind 
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projects typically begin with a series of meetings within the community, through which participants 
attempt to reach consensus on how the project should be developed.  This process can take a long time, 
but the results are more likely to please local stakeholders.  
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