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Town of Menasha Community   
Development Department 

MEMO 

To: Town Planning Commission Members 

From: Community Development Department Staff 

Date: June 2, 2009 

Re: New Business Item 2 – Winnebago County Town-County Zoning Ordinance Amendment – 

Renewable Energy for Wind and Solar 

Proposed Amendment 

Winnebago County is proposing an amendment to the Town-County Zoning Ordinance to regulate 

renewable energy (see attachment).  This ordinance, if adopted, will regulate both commercial and 

non-commercial wind farms.  It will also regulate solar panels.  Commercial wind farms are defined as 

one or more wind-driven machines that convert wind energy into electrical power for sale, resale or 

offsite use.  Non-commercial wind farms are defined the same except that the system size must be 100 

kw or less.     

This ordinance includes a provision that the Winnebago County Sheriff’s Department must review all 

commercial and non-commercial wind projects.  There is no information in this ordinance about what 

criteria the Sherriff’s office will use for this review and what time frame will be used for the review.   

This ordinance also prohibits commercial wind systems from a district other than an agricultural 

district.  This prohibition is overly restrictive and would prohibit municipal complexes, manufacturing 

firms or others from implementing wind farms larger than 100 kw.  The Town of Menasha is 

exploring the installation of a system larger than 100 kw as are other businesses in the Town.     

In addition, there is a requirement for evaluation of endangered species and historical resources that is 

more restrictive than would be required for a major industrial development that could have a much 

greater impact.  This requirement specifically targets renewable energy as having a greater 

environmental impact than other forms of development and thus is unreasonable unless the same 

standards are applied to all new development.  It should also be noted that there are many types of 

wind turbine systems. The Town of Menasha’s Wind System Ordinance more fairly regulates wind 

energy systems.  The County’s proposed ordinance will discourage renewable wind energy 

production.  

One final issue is that the state is now working on legislation that will regulate renewable energy 

production.  This legislation will undoubtedly supersede the overly restrictive provisions of the 
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County’s proposed ordinance.  Staff also contends that the County’s ordinance, as now drafted, does 

not comply with current state law that says, in part, that local units of government may not place any 

restrictions on the installation of a renewable energy system that incorporates solar collectors or wind 

energy systems unless the restrictions are for reasons of health and safety and as long as the 

restrictions do not reduce the efficiency or increase the cost of the system.  Additionally, as can be 

seen below, there are some examples of wind turbine systems which should not require any review 

other than to be considered part of an existing structure.                

                                                         Rotary Wind Turbines 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Staff Recommendation 

Staff recommends that the ordinance as proposed be denied or withdrawn and revised to be brought 

back for a new review.  An ordinance needs to be developed that more fairly regulates renewable 

energy without discouraging it.  Staff recommends that the County use the Town’s ordinance as a 

template for its ordinance.  Staff also feels that the proposed new ordinance does not comply with 

current state law on renewable energy. In addition, since the state legislature is now developing 

standards for wind energy systems that may supersede this ordinance, it would be prudent to wait until 

decisions are made on state legislation.  

One final note from staff is that discouraging green jobs and the production of renewable energy is an 

environmental and economic mistake.  The ordinance, as proposed, would prohibit the Town from 
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installing wind turbines at its municipal complex and it would prohibit other commercial and 

industrial sites from doing so if they desire to install a wind energy system larger than 100kw.   In 

times of environmental and economic uncertainty we need to encourage, not discourage, the use and 

production of new technologies that decrease our impact on the environment and that help broaden 

our economic base. 
































