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Planning for Renewable
Energy: Huron County, Michigan

By Sarah Mills, University of Michigan

Q: What can Michigan’s Thumb teach us about planning
for wind energy?

Michigan’s Thumb has some of the best wind resource in the state. In 2009, a report
from the Wind Energy Resource Zone Board identified the Thumb as having the
highest potential to produce wind energy to meet the state’s renewable portfolio
standard—also noting the Thumb lacked transmission capacity to bring the renewable
energy to load centers elsewhere in the state." This report paved the way for
construction of a 140 mile transmission line—the Thumb Loop—to enable power
generated by windfarms in Huron, Tuscola, Sanilac, and St. Clair counties to connect
to existing electrical infrastructure north of metro Detroit.

For much of the last decade, the Thumb—and in particular, Huron County, located

at its tip—has been Michigan’s wind capital. The county’s first two utility-scale wind
projects went online in 2008. Subsequently, eleven more projects were built in Huron
County. As a result, the county’s 13 wind projects account for about 41% of the state’s
total wind capacity (870 of the state’s 2,139 MW) as of the end of 2019.

Huron County’s Planning and Zoning for Wind

The growth of wind energy in Huron County was aided by planning and zoning that
largely viewed wind energy development as a land use generally compatible with the
county’s agricultural goals, particularly related to farmland preservation. This was the
view taken both by the county—which is responsible for zoning 16 townships—as well
as by a number of other townships in the county that are self-zoned.

The county chose to regulate utility-scale wind energy by zoning an overlay district
that would allow turbines to be sited within the zone after a straightforward site

plan review. However, because every wind project effectively requires a rezoning to
apply the overlay district, each of these projects is subject to a protest petition. This
allows all voters who are registered in townships covered by county zoning to vote on
whether the overlay district should be approved.

In 2010, a ballot measure challenging an overlay district that spanned four townships
passed with 59% of the vote.
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No Longer the Wind Capital

Though the projects approved through the 2010 ballot
referendum were constructed, wind energy became
increasingly divisive in Huron County. In 2015, the Planning
Commission issued a moratorium on wind development to
consider changes to the zoning ordinance. The county made
changes to the ordinance and subsequently approved two
new overlay rezonings. Enough signatures were gathered to
put these rezonings before voters on the May 2017 ballot,
and both were rejected by 63% of voters. For all intents and

purposes, any wind developer interest in Huron County has

stopped.

The county is currently undergoing a review of its Master Plan,
and while not finalized as of March 2020, the draft Master

Plan suggests that the referendum vote and a resident survey
indicate that support for future wind development is uncertain.

What Happened in Huron County?
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No one knows for sure. There is some speculation that Huron County just reached a
saturation point: that people decided enough was enough. However, that idea isn't
ubiquitous, and research from other states has not consistently supported the idea of
there being a saturation point or “cumulative impacts” of multiple wind projects.?

One reason explicitly called out in the Master Plan review likely has to do with tax
payments. The State Tax Commission has changed the tax table for wind turbines
three times since it was initially adopted, often resulting in less money going to local
governments than what was originally expected. This has led to legal disputes when
wind developers appeal their tax assessments to the Michigan Tax Tribunal. It has

also meant that local governments are hesitant to make long-term plans for the tax
revenues associated with wind development since there is still some uncertainty about
the revenue stream. Researchers at the University of Michigan are trying to understand
if there are alternate ways to tax wind energy to remedy this issue.?

Another possible reason there has been such a change in Huron County’s approach
to wind development may be that—as the first in the state—there was a learning
curve for both local communities and wind developers about how wind best fit in
communities, and how to best engage residents in planning for renewable energy.
Many of those lessons have been documented in “Lessons Learned: Community
Engagement for Wind Energy Development in Michigan”* and are increasingly
becoming standard practice in planning for wind.
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