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Impact Geographies of Wind Energy Development in Kansas
Dr. Amanda Buday, Dr. Keith A. Bremer1, Ashten Clark, Connor Mountford, Connor Phelan, Criquet Smith
Fort Hays State University
kabremer@fhsu.edu1
Introduction:

Buckeye Wind Farm (2015)
Ellis Co., KS - Developed

Elk River Wind Farm (2005)
Butler Co, KS – Scenic Natural Area

Situated in the center of the continental United States, vast wind resources and interstate
transmission capacity have made Kansas a leading exporter of wind energy. However,
public reactions to commercial scale wind power production have varied considerably
across the state, inspiring a mixture of enthusiasm and opposition. Using a comparative
case study design, we examine how geographic, political, and economic factors collide to
produce distinct impacts of wind energy development in Kansas.

Energy Infrastructure: Transmission lines were easily accessible in Gray County
when the first wind farm was installed in 2001. However, insufficient transmission
capacity in southwest Kansas restricted further development until the Southwest
Power Pool added transmission capacity (n=28). Upgrades to the interstate
transmission system in 2010 provoked an increase of new wind projects in 2012.
Policy Changes: Anticipated changes in the federal production tax credit (n=19) and
instability in state renewable portfolio standards (RPS) (n=4) inspired a sense of
urgency to complete new projects under favorable policy regimes.

Impact Geographies:

Socio-Economic Impacts: Initial wind development was greeted with enthusiasm,
with the Gray Co. project expected to create approximately 150 jobs during
construction (n=31). Additional revenues from land leases (n=17) and approximately
$500,000 annually in payments in lieu of taxes (n=8) also generated local support.
Later projects benefited from this previous experience with positive economic
impacts.

Our study utilizes the “impact geographies” framework developed by Haggerty et al.
(2018) to examine how historical, physiographic, economic, and cultural factors
converge to create a distinct context in which energy development occurs and a unique
set of place-based social impacts associated with that development. Though the
“flyover” region of the Central Great Plains is often depicted as a homogeneous grassy
expanse, regional diversity in geographic and socio-economic characteristics has
produced considerable variation in impacts of wind industry development across the
state. Our research examines situationally specific challenges associated with the
development context, revealing factors that promote community acceptance of wind
energy development and highlighting potential points of concern raised by the
anticipated impacts of siting decisions.

Level of Conflict: Project development was generally characterized by low levels of
contention. Moderate contention emerged in Spearville, where supporters hoped to
have a view of the project from their kitchen windows (n=21), and opponents
worried about impacts on community identity (n=11) and natural features (n=6).

Developed

Methods:
Our analysis draws on regional and local news publications archived by NewsBank
(n=5,365) and secondary data collected by the U.S. Census and the USDA Economic
Research Service. We used the search terms “wind energy,” “wind farm,” “wind
power,” and “wind turbine” to identify articles about wind energy circulated in Kansas
newspapers, selecting cases from three distinct regions of the state: (1) rural and
remote southwest Kansas; (2) developed land in Ellis County; and (3) scenic natural
areas in the Flint Hills Tallgrass Prairie National Preserve. We oversampled sites in
southwest Kansas to reflect the higher concentration of wind energy development in
that region.

Rural and Remote

State of Kansas with different land use classifications and windfarm locations.

Gray Co. Wind Farm (2001)
Cimarron Wind Farm (2012)
Gray Co., KS – Rural & Remote

Spearville Wind Farm (2006)
Ironwood Wind Farm (2012)
Ford Co., KS – Rural & Remote

Energy Infrastructure: Developers initially explored locating a wind farm in Ellis
County because of its adequate existing transmission infrastructure (n=6).
Policy Changes: Project opponents enacted numerous local policies to obstruct
development, including blocking conditional use permits, instituting a year-long
moratorium on wind development, implementing a buffer zone around residential
areas, and passing noise restrictions (n=41). Wind proponents were eventually able
to repeal many of these restrictive measures.
Socio-Economic Impacts: Project supporters claimed that wind farms are a socially
responsible form of energy production (n=5) and that the project would yield
economic benefits through easement agreements, payments in lieu of taxes, and jobs
(n=25). Project opponents claimed that wind energy is loud, aesthetically unpleasing,
environmentally harmful, and only benefits a few landowners (n=15). To mitigate
concerns, developers offered neighbor agreements, paying household utilities for the
life of the farm, and addressed concerns at public hearings.
Level of Conflict: Project development was characterized by high levels of
contention. Citizens mobilized against the project, forming activist organizations,
writing letters to the editors, testifying at public hearings, and filing lawsuits (n=47).
Interpersonal conflict became increasingly hostile (n=26), with property damage
inflicted on several key stakeholders.

Scenic Natural Area
Analysis:
We used the auto coding function in ATLAS.ti to reduce the articles in our sample to
those relevant to our selected cases (n=1,913), using the wind farm names as search
terms and confirming each auto code match. We also used the auto coding function to
identify articles about policy and infrastructure changes promoting or restricting wind
energy development, using the search terms “production tax credit,” “renewable
portfolio standard,” “net metering,” and “transmission.”
A team of four student researchers coded the articles using a structured coding scheme
that included five major categories and a series of sub-codes: (1) economic impacts,
(2) environmental impacts, (3) social impacts, (4) policy tools, and (5) public
meetings. Following Ashmoore et al. (2016), articles in each “impact” category were
valence coded using a positive/neutral/negative/mixed sub-code. The research team
met weekly to discuss coding strategies and identified four primary themes in the data:
energy infrastructure, policy changes, socio-economic impacts, and community
conflict.

Energy Infrastructure: The Flint Hills physiographic region initially appeared a favorable area for wind energy
development due to proximity to large population centers and adequate transmission capacity (n=22). However, conflict
emerged in 2005 when developers sought county right-of-way for additional transmission line construction (n=17).
Policy Changes: Encouraged by passage of the federal PTC for wind energy in 2004, developers flocked to the Flint
Hills (n=20). County commissions hurried to fill the regulatory void, enacting zoning policies for commercial wind
projects (n=54). In 2005, Governor Sebelius created a 5,000 square mile protected area, “Heart of the Flint Hills,”
prohibiting development in sensitive natural areas, which doubled in size under Governor Brownback in 2011 (n=40).
Socio-Economic Impacts: Though concern about impacts to scenic vistas prompted a moratorium on development in
much of the Flint Hills region, Elk River’s peripheral location minimized impacts on local tourism (n=7). Economic
returns included $150,000 annual PILOTs to Butler County for fourteen years. Additionally, leases yielded $2,000 per
turbine annually to landowners (n=62).
Level of Conflict: Project development was characterized by high levels of contention. Transmission construction
prompted legal action and citizen groups organized to deter development (n=40), calling for protection of ecologically
sensitive virgin prairie (n=73) and greater prairie chicken habitat (n=11), and disputing infringements on property
rights, land use, and view sheds (n=28). Project opponents attended multiple public hearings (n=18), conferences (n=8),
and forums (n=16).

Conclusions:
Our findings contribute to the growing body of research underscoring the
importance of place characteristics and regional economic activity in accounting
for differing impacts of new energy projects (Olson-Hazboun et al. 2016; Phadke
2011). Promoting renewable energy transitions will require nuanced attention to
existing infrastructure, policy regimes, socio-economic factors, and communities.
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