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Executive Summary


Projections for 2025 show total domestic energy consumption increasing by 35.5% and domestic crude oil annual production, which currently accounts for 85.5% of the energy produced in the U.S.  decreasing by 16.7%.  As energy consumption increases and fossil fuel production decreases, alternative sources of energy will have the opportunity to become more prevalent in meeting energy needs.  Wind energy is a clean, cost effective and renewable energy resource capable of helping to meet those energy demands.  Currently, there are two proposed offshore wind energy projects in the north east, one project off the coast of Cape Cod in Nantucket Sound, and another off the coast of Long Island in the Atlantic Ocean.  While the project off of Cape Cod has been the most controversial, both projects have been met with opposition from the local communities.


In this study I hypothesized that opposition to wind power projects was coming from public concerns that were either unaddressed, or ineffectively addressed by the education and outreach programs that were being offered by the wind industry and the project stakeholders, and that with those  education and outreach shortcomings in mind, I could design and pilot test a module of a web tool which would address public concerns in a new way.  Therefore, my project goals are aimed at understanding public concerns about wind energy and designing an interactive, clear and understandable web tool that engages users in an informative dialogue about wind power and wind turbines.


A review of previous public opinion studies showed that the most commonly reported concerns about wind energy included turbine destruction to the environment and wildlife, noise from turbines, turbine intrusion in the landscape, and possible negative impacts on the surrounding area in terms of business or value.  I built a web tool which attempted to address user’s concerns about how wind turbines sound and appear, gather data from users about their opinions on wind energy and ask users if this approach to communicating about wind power is useful.  The web tool informs users about turbine sound and appearance in a new way by using wind turbine simulations and user feedback to engage users with the information in a way that the previous educational and outreach approaches from the wind industry had not done.  One new approach to communicate ideas about turbine sound was to let users hear what an actual turbine sounds like up close, and at different distances, which was the first of its kind in the wind energy field.     


The web tool was online for two months during which 161 users participated in the project.  Results showed that while support for wind energy was high among the self-selecting respondents, turbine energy production, effect on wildlife and the environment, cost, turbine sound, safety and turbine appearance are areas of significant concern for the study sample.  In general, users reported that the website was very easy to use, clear, and that it would be very useful in helping them to make a decision about wind energy in their community.  Users also strongly reported that hearing the sounds that turbines make and viewing both simulations and pictures of what turbines look like helped them to understand turbine sound and appearance.   


Further development of the web tool should address public concerns beyond turbine sound and appearance such as turbine effect on the environment and the costs of installing and maintaining a wind energy project.  While almost all of the respondents were potential decision makers about whether or not they would install a wind turbine in their community, the majority of the study sample consisted of well educated people working in the academic and scientific fields.  Future versions should attempt to reach a more diverse study sample.  Finally, while this website explored the effects of a single wind turbine, future versions should deal with the effects and public concerns of entire wind farms.

