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Background & Methods 
 

Study Design  A qualitative study utilizing focus groups with adult Iowans was conducted to 

provide foundational information for a broader study of public perceptions of wind energy and 

transmission lines for wind energy turbines. The themes and key issues that emerge from focus 

groups can provide substantive information that is valuable to the understanding of public 

perceptions and can be used in a formative way to assist in the development of future 

quantitative surveys.  Center for Social and Behavioral Research (CSBR) staff conducted two, 90-

minute focus groups which took place at the University of Northern Iowa on Wednesday, 

August 19, 2015.  One group included the general public and a second group targeted farmers 

(either landowners or operators). 
 

Recruitment  Focus group participants were recruited through convenience sampling that was 

coordinated by CSBR staff.  Participants were recruited through the CSBR Research Registry 

which includes adults throughout the state and by list-assisted dialing of rural numbers in Black 

Hawk County.  Postcards recruiting landowner / operator participants were also distributed at 

the following locations: Iowa State University Extension Office for Black Hawk County, ECI Coop 

Cedar Falls (Grain), ECI Coop Waterloo (Energy), ECI Coop Hudson, and P&K Midwest Hudson. 

Flyers were also distributed via email to the Borlaug Learning Center and ISU Extension Office 

listserv of landowners and operators in Northeast Iowa. Additional recruitment took place at an 

August 17th ISU Extension Office workshop on farm leasing and landownership at Hawkeye 

Community College in Waterloo, Iowa.  All participants were given a $30 Visa gift card as 

compensation for their time and travel. 
 

Materials  An interview guide was developed to elicit information about perceptions of wind 

energy and transmission lines.  The moderator guide contained a series of  questions and 

probes to explore topics thoroughly and to facilitate meaningful conversation.  General 

demographics were also collected for each participant (Appendix A – Demographic 

questionnaires, Appendix B – Focus Group Question Topics).   
 

Data Collection Signed informed consent and assent was obtained from participants 

before conducting the focus groups.  Groups were moderated by Andrew Stephenson and Jill 

Wittrock and both researchers were in attendance at both groups.  The group discussions were 

audio-recorded.  Key themes were identified from audio recordings.  Study protocol and 

informed consent process was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of 

Northern Iowa. 
 

Analysis  Inductive thematic analysis was used to identify major themes that emerged from the 

content of the focus groups.  Both of the moderators reviewed the focus group participant 

content (that had been transcribed) from each group to familiarize themselves with the 

information and identify main themes that emerged.  Themes were then compared within and 
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between the two focus group discussions to yield the final set of key themes outlined in this 

report. 
 

Participant statements often reflected multiple themes.  Illustrative quotations which 

repeatedly emerged across or within focus groups were extracted separately for further review.  

The most important themes were consolidated for inclusion in the report provided here.  Other 

relevant nuances and details may be valuable but inclusion was beyond the scope of this report 

and are not included here.  We encourage a thorough review of the transcripts to get a deeper 

understanding of the group content and valuable insights contained therein.  Transcripts 

(redacted where necessary to ensure participant confidentiality) are provided in Appendix C. 

 

Participant Profiles  Participants were asked to provide demographic and background 

information about themselves.  Questions included gender, age, education, place of residence, 

farmland owned/leased, and exposure to wind turbines (see Table 1).  
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Table 1. Demographic profile of focus group participants 

  Focus Groups 

 n % 

Gender   

Female 6 50.0 

Male 6 50.0 

Age (Range, mean)   

18-34 1 8.3 

35-55 2 16.7 

55+ 9 75.0 

Educational Level   

High school graduate or less 3 25.0 

Some college, but did not finish 5 41.7 

Two year college degree (AA/AS) 3 25.0 

Four year college degree (BA/BS) 1 8.3 

Graduate/professional degree - - 

Community Type   

On a farm or in an open rural area 7 58.3 

Small town (less than 5,000) - -  

Large town (5,000 to less than 25,000) - - 

City (25,000 to less than 50,000) 1 8.3 

City (50,000+) 3 25.0 

Other: Semi-rural 1 8.3 

Land owning status (farmers only)   

Own 5 83.3 

Rent - - 

Both Own and Rent 1 16.7 

Amount of land farmed   

Less than 100 acres 1 14.3 

100 – 200 acres 4 57.1 

More than 200 acres 2 28.6 

Do you know anyone who has wind 
turbines on their property?   

No 6 50.0 

Yes, myself - - 

Yes, a family member 2 16.7 

Yes, a friend 2 16.7 

Yes, a neighbor 3 25.0 
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Summary of Key Findings 
 

 

 Proximity of wind farms to main thoroughfares in Iowa has resulted in high awareness 
of wind energy in the state, as demonstrated by all participants stating they have seen 
them. 
 

 With little personal experience beyond seeing turbines, individuals in both groups 
draw heavily on what they’ve heard from others, both positive and negative.   

 
 In both groups, energy independence from small (individual landowner) to large 

(United States) emerged as one of the most important positive impacts of wind 
energy. 

 
 Reduction of fossil fuel use and pollution, economic benefit to individual landowners 

and communities, and development of cleaner and cheaper energy were identified as 
positives of wind energy by participants in both groups. 

 
 Both the general public and landowners view the potential health issues and loss of 

valuable farmland as significant concerns with the expansion of wind farms in the 
state. 

 
 The high visibility of wind turbines results in high awareness of wind energy among 

both the general public and landowners, although most general public participants 
indicated they felt relatively uninformed about wind energy, while knowledge levels 
of landowners ranged from little to great. 

 
 Participants indicated a perception of “ownership” over wind energy produced in 

Iowa and expressed that energy produced in Iowa should be used by Iowans. 
 

 There was high support for wind energy development, although support declined if 
development was viewed as solely for production of wind energy for use outside of 
Iowa. The general public expressed a notable lack of knowledge about the role of 
transmission lines in the power grid. 

 
 Transmission lines carry negative connotations for the general public and were 

perceived as unsightly and dangerous compared to wind turbines; whereas 
landowners’ concerns were about proper routing of transmission lines across 
properties. 

 

 Concerns over routing of transmission lines were raised by landowners.  These 
participants argued that transmission lines should be routed on existing right-of-ways 
or should circumvent agricultural fields, rather than bisect them. 
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Section 1. General Perceptions about Wind Energy 
Orange text indicates a quote from the general public focus group, while purple indicates a 
quote from the landowner focus group. 

Theme #1: WIND ENERGY AND WIND FARMS EVOKE MIXED REACTIONS.  Associations with 
“wind energy” and “wind farms” were mixed, with positives and negatives identified.  

There was variation within and across the focus groups. Participants in the general public 
initially voiced concerns about why the energy generated by wind was being exported out of 
state as well as why tax dollars were being spent on wind energy. Others in the group were 
more supportive and positive of wind energy, believing it to be a sustainable source of energy.  

“I have family northwest of here and my one sister lives on the Century Farm and there are tons of 
the wind turbines around there and I said, well that must really help your town and surrounding 
towns out and she said no, the wind goes to -- the energy goes to Chicago.” 
 
“I just think wasted tax dollars… It will never sustain itself on its own. It’s always going to be profit 
by tax money. It’s never ever going to be able to provide for itself so I think it’s a waste of money.”   
 
“I think it’s a good deal because I think we’re going to run out of fossil fuels…” 
 
“I generally think pretty positively.  I’ll admit that I don’t know that much about it but I kind of feel 
like it has to be renewable so how can it not be, continue, I guess, to be a positive influence.” 

 
When asked about wind farms in particular, the general public mentioned issues related to loss 
of property value, and impact on wildlife. There was also the perception that people who 
owned the land used for wind farms did not live in Iowa.  
 

“Noise.  Loss of property, land…” 
 
“I’ve heard that sometimes there’s collateral damage with birds.” 

 
The top-of-mind thoughts from the landowners/operators were associated with conservation, 
freedom, and self-sufficiency.  
 

 “I know conservation is what comes to my mind.” 
 
“What wind power means to me is freedom and self-sufficiency and freedom from the electric 
company…” 
 
“I look at it as just a use of our natural resource.  I mean, it’s on a lot grander scale but think back 
years ago, most of the water was pumped by windmills…But I think anytime we can utilize the free 
natural resource in a reasonable [way], a person should do it.” 

 
Noise pollution was also a concern that some in the landowners/operators group believed was 
not something most landowners/operators consider when having wind turbines on or near 
their land. 
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“They comment on the sound.  There’s, in areas where there’s lots of units running, on certain 
days the sound gets to some of the people that live in the area. It’s not super annoying but it is 
constant.” 

 
“Yeah, it’s not a noise level that certainly you couldn’t talk above, not by any means but the curious 
thing about the noise is wind, humidity almost have an effect on how that sound travels because 
one of my seed dealers had an ongoing seed comparison plot about half a mile from a large unit 
and you could be out there on certain days and you would think you would hear it and you would 
not and then other days you wouldn’t know why but it would sound like you were standing right 
next to it, the constant swish, swish, swish was there ongoing.” 

 
Theme #2: BENEFITS OF WIND ENERGY ARE ASSOCIATED WITH ECONOMIC AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL DIMENSIONS.  Distinct positive impacts were identified for landowners, 
the state of Iowa, the nation, and beyond. Beneficiaries of wind energy included 
communities, large consumers of electricity and the wind turbine industry.  

Landowners, in the view of both groups, received positive economic benefits from wind 
turbines. Wind turbines/farms were a source of additional income through rental agreements 
or indirectly by offsetting energy needs with “on farm” supply.   
 

“Money, that’s always a positive.” 
 
“There was one guy on television, one farmer who had three of them on his farm.  He said that was 
his retirement income.” 
 
“I would think that just the satisfaction of knowing that you’re attempting to make some sort of 
difference in the state of the earth.” 
 
“Self-sufficiency.” 
 
“You could almost say free energy but it costs a lot to get into it.” 

 
When asked about positive impacts for Black Hawk County, the general public had a difficult 
time recalling whether or not any wind turbines were located in the county. In comparison, the 
landowner/operators perceived the impacts to be about the same as elsewhere in the state 
with no specific mention of positive impacts for the county.   
 
In terms of the state of Iowa, employment opportunities were the first thing that came to mind 
in both groups when asked about positive impacts. Development of a new industry would 
provide new opportunities for manufacturing and maintenance jobs.  
 

 “Jobs.  There would also be maintenance people so that will be jobs for them because they have 
to be maintained.” 
 
“Jobs.” 

 
The state government was also identified by both groups as a benefactor from the revenue 
generated by taxes on wind energy. Iowa would also benefit from less reliance on coal.  
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“Well, if they’re selling the power to Chicago they must be getting some money out of it… Well, 
there’s taxes on that.” 
 
“Share the wind power, give kickback to the state, they’d almost have to one way or another.  The 
state’s going to benefit financially.” 
 

“It’s an alternative source of energy versus having to rely on coal.” 
 
“It doesn’t get any cleaner.” 
 
“…everybody around this table agrees that clean energy is great, it’s just a source of clean energy, 
amen.”   

 
When queried about benefits to the United States and beyond, both groups mentioned 
environmental aspects, such as cleaner air, reduction in pollution, and less reliance on fossil 
fuels. 
 

“Reducing the use of fossil fuel.”  
 
“It seems less invasive than things like mountain top removal…”  
 
“Reduction of pollution” 
 
“Cleaner air.” 
 
“…In the long-run it should be cheaper energy.” 

 
When asked which groups benefit the most from the development of wind energy, both groups 
identified consumers. For the general public, this was discussed in reference to household 
consumers and manufactures of wind turbine components, whereas the landowners/operators 
referenced communities and “big” consumers of electricity, such as large farms, businesses, 
and larger companies.  
 

“The people that are getting the energy from it.” 
 
“Well, I think any community would benefit from it. Any community would because we all use 
electricity and if they can get it out it’s going to come back to your homes…” 
 
“Yeah, anyone who’s a large user of electricity, I mean, real large and grand scale things.” 
 
“Larger farmers, larger businesses, larger companies.” 
 
The general public also mentioned the companies building the turbines as benefactors: 
 
“The people building them… whoever builds the components that go into them.” 
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Theme #3: TURBINES ARE ASSOCIATED WITH A VARIETY OF NEGATIVE PERCEPTIONS.  
Participants also identified several negative impacts of wind turbines/farms, in particular 
maintenance and upkeep, loss of land for agricultural production, community health 
concerns, and impact on wildlife. Those impacted negatively the most included residents 
residing near wind farms and wildlife, particularly birds. 

Both groups mentioned noise pollution, startup, maintenance, and removal costs, as well as 
damage to agricultural fields to individual landowners. 
 

“Womba, womba, womba, womba… Well, when the, what do you call it, the -- blades go 
around we can hear and we’re close enough to my neighbors that sometimes you can 
hear them.” 
 
“I’ve read where people in Wisconsin are finding out there are health hazards if they’re 
nearby...” 
 
“Noise pollution.” 
 
 “…to get rid of all of that cement and the turbine is going to be extremely expensive.” 
 
“The other and probably the largest of all the concerns in areas where they’ve been 
established is the damage done to the ground during construction…So when a unit goes 
down, the first thing you hear from a landowner is oh no, the big crane’s coming back 
and all my tile lines are going to have to be redone again.” 
 
“…soil is disturbed with the big equipment and it takes years and years to bring that soil 
back.  And you take that big stuff across there and compact that soil, that soil is 
damaged for a long time.  It goes deep.” 

 
General health concerns attributed to living nearby wind turbines were raised during both focus 
groups; specifically, hazards associated with the sound and strobe effect caused by blades of 
wind turbine were identified and elevated incidences of cancer were suggested. 
  

“And [noise pollution] is causing physical problems it has been at least in Wisconsin I 
was reading about it.” 
 
“And what I hear from people that have lived in those areas also through the seasons, 
the chances of one of these towers with the generator on top coming in line with their 
home, it’s going to happen probably sometime during the year, sometime during the 
day, and what you get is a strobe light effect and people are learning that they have to 
just pull their shades at certain times of the day on a bright sunny day or they’re just 
going to -- that’s one of the bigger points of contention ongoing.” 
 

When asked about negative impacts for Black Hawk County, the general public did not express 
specific undesirable aspects; however, the landowner/operator group recalled the controversy 
surrounding the Rock Island Clean Line project that has a projected corridor through southern 
parts of the county.  This was offered unprompted and in advance of the set of questions about 
transmission lines.  
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“Over by Fort Dodge down between Cedar Falls and Fort Dodge, wasn’t there some 
farmers that were upset because they had to run that electric line through their farm?” 

 
When asked about the state of Iowa, the general public perceived that the state was not fully 
benefitting from the wind energy infrastructure because it was being shipped out of state. 
 

 “If we’re not using the power for ourselves, we’re missing out on that.” 
 

For the landowners/operators, the issue was lost farm land and production as a result of the 
turbines.  

 
“There’s nothing wrong, if you want to have an individual wind turbine, that’s not a problem.  To 
me, the wind farms, you know, where like they’re going to put a whole bunch of them, those should 
be, I mean, I feel about that just like I do about urban sprawl, it should not happen.  There’s too 
much farmland being sucked up by our urban sprawl and because there’s plenty of places that they 
could build that wind farm that’s not going to take away productive, high-dollar productive land.” 

 
At the national level and beyond, there was some concern among the general public about 
wildlife.  
 

“The ecology and the birds. I don’t know if it’s as bad here as it is in California but in California 
certain areas have to be shut down for periods of time in order to not wipe out a whole migration.” 
 
“these bird mulchers I call them kill thousands of birds every year and nobody bats an eye about it.” 

 
There was also the perception that this was not a reliable source of energy.  
 

“It’s not very consistent energy.”   
 
To some participants, it was too early to tell what the negative impacts would be for the world.  
 
When asked which individuals or groups were most negatively impacted, the general public 
group expressed concern over farmers who did not want turbines but had them within near 
proximity to either homes or farmlands and were impacted by the sound the site of the 
turbines.  
 

 “Surrounding farmers that don’t want the turbines.” 
 

“So my sister and her husband’s farm is absolutely surrounded by these and my brother-in-law 
almost became physically sick.  He was raised on a farm.  That’s all he knows.  And you look out 
and you see nothing but these big white things sticking up all over the place and you hear it all the 
time.” 

 

The landowner/operator group was less sympathetic to this perspective, believing that even in 
the country residents should expect a certain level of noise. 
 

“Well, being born and raised on a farm, you’re used to a certain amount of background noise, not, 
you know, nothing like -- if I had to live in town, I’d climb the walls, but I know people that have 
moved out of town out in the country and just the farm noises, you know, during the spring, fall, 
combines, tractors and that, drives them nuts.”   
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Section 2. Wind Energy Knowledge 
 

Theme #1: FAMILIARITY WITH WIND TURBINES WAS UNIVERSAL BUT MORE DEPTH WAS 
EXPERSSED BY THE LANDOWNER/OPERATOR PARTICIPANTS.   

Overall, participants were very familiar with seeing turbines across Iowa’s landscape and were 
quick to identify areas of Iowa where wind farms are located; however, few participants had 
ever been in close proximity to wind turbines. Five of the seven landowners/operators knew an 
individual, whether it is relative, friend, or neighbor, with a turbine on their property.  
 

“Yeah, all you have to do is just head out west and they’re everywhere.” 
 
“When I head north.  That’s what I see most of the time.” 
 
“I have not been around them that much.  I have not been close enough.  I know where there’s 
several of them at but I’ve just not been close enough to hear them or anything like that.” 

 
Theme #2. GENERAL PUBLIC KNOWLEDGE WAS LIMITED WITH LITTLE OR NO INFORMATION 
ABOUT TRANSMISSION.  LANDOWNERS/OPERATIONS HAD GREATER DEPTH OF KNOWLEDGE.  
The general public felt relatively uninformed about wind energy compared to 
landowner/operators, about the same proportion in both groups could recall the amount of 
electricity generated by wind in Iowa, and the landowners/operators had an accurate 
understanding of how energy from wind turbines routed to households.  

Most general public participants indicated they felt relatively uninformed about wind energy, 
while knowledge levels of landowners ranged from little to great. 
 

“I haven’t delved into it a lot.  I’ve done some reading on it.  I’d say I’ve done some reading on it, no 
studying, but I haven’t been around the units per se.” 
 
“…my knowledge on them I guess comes from hearsay, from the couple of fellows that’s down in the 
area that have them but I think it’s a positive way to go.  If you want to go on a scale of 1 to 10 
knowledgably about them, I guess I’d have to say maybe I’m a 5 or a 6, kind of in the mid-range 
there.” 
 
“Out our way everybody’s informed on it because we have five of them out there.” 
 

The majority of landowners (5/7) indicated they knew someone (e.g., neighbor, friend) who had 
a wind turbine on their property. 
 

“I do have a neighbor down the road, about eight miles from me, that has one.  The startup on his 
was terrible to get it to function.  When it works, he’s happy with it.  When it breaks down, it’s 
expensive.  He’s a humungous farmer and he can absorb some of those costs… He probably 
farms, I don’t even know, 4,000 or 5,000 acres I’m sure.  He uses it on his farm and he generates 
enough -- he says he generates enough electricity with the power company to pay for all of his 
electricity including drying his corn.” 

 
When asked if they could recall the proportion of electricity generated by wind in Iowa, two 
members in each focus group recalled a MidAmerican Energy report that put the estimate at 
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25%, but the majority in each group did not know how much was produced.  To further gauge 
understanding of wind infrastructure, participants were asked to describe how energy makes it 
from the turbines to the outlets in a household. The general public had a vague understanding 
of how the energy was transmitted to the power plant, transformed, and then routed on power 
lines to households. In comparison, participants in the landowner/operator group could 
accurately describe the process.  
 

“But basically the way I understand, I think I’m on the right thing here, is the windmill generates the 
current or electricity or whatever you want to call it and then it’s fed back through the lines to the 
energy company and then it’s converted, I think I’m right, to the AC and then goes through the lines 
to supply electricity to our homes, our farms, our businesses.” 
 
“It’s basically doing the opposite of your cell phone charger.  Your cell phone charger is taking an 
AC current and making DC current for your phone.  It’s basically just doing the opposite is what 
they have to do with it.” 
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Section 3. Support for/Opposition to Wind Energy 
 
Theme #1: WIND ENERGY ENJOYS SUPPORT WITH SOME HESITATION ABOUT EXPORTING 
ENERGY.  The majority of participants supported wind energy in Iowa, though many 
expressed concerns regarding energy development primarily for use in other states. 

Participants in both focus groups expressed strong support for the development of wind energy 
for use in Iowa. Landowners showed unanimous (7/7) support for wind energy. Main reasons 
for support from landowners included economics, job creation, production of an alternative 
energy to coal, and perceptions of wind energy as good for the environment. 
 

“Good for everyone.  Creates jobs, you know, construction jobs and maintenance jobs, things like 
that.” 
 
“It’s an alternative energy.” 
 
“Yes, I think it’s good for the environment.  We just have to work out the bugs like the poles and 
the other negative things, but it’s growing pains.” 

 
Support was more tentative in the general public focus group with one participant opposed and 
others reserved in their support in consideration of potential negatives.  
 

“I’m against it… Because of it’s inconsistency and the cost and it’s basically just a welfare program.  
Most government programs are.  But that’s all it is.  It provides less than 2 percent of our energy.  I 
don’t see that -- it’s never going to get beyond that no matter how many you put up so I just don’t 
see that it’s ever going to be an effective means of power.” 
 
“If it has anything [negative] to do with the health, I’d say just forget it.  We’ve got enough things 
that hurt us.” 
 
“Maybe they could put them in areas that weren’t so invasive… like on hills and places where there 
aren’t people. They’re obviously not farming that mountainside or whatever. There’s a lot I see that 
are in places where you couldn’t really do much else with it except let us live there.” 

 
However, many participants in support of wind energy included the caveat that energy 
generated in Iowa should be used in Iowa. 
 

“The only thing I’d say is try to keep them for states versus having some other state put up a huge 

area in Iowa, they send three or four states over, but yet we’ve got to pay for all of their lines and 
help set up, no.  If that state wants to have them, they can set it up in their own area.  Do their 
own.” 
 
“If it’s for Iowa, yes.” 
 
“Satisfy our needs first.  The state’s needs.” 
 
 “…keeping it in the state.  If we’re putting the windmills up, supply the people in the state before 
you start selling it.” 
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“I mean, you have to look out for number one because nobody else is going to look out for you.  
Iowa needs to be the same way.  You take care of your state, your people first, and then if you can 
get in the position, say technology, you can produce more with the same amount, then start 
shipping it across the borders, say Minnesota, Illinois, Missouri, and wherever.” 

 
Theme #2: PERCEPTIONS OF STATEWIDE SUPPORT DIFFERED BY GROUP WITH THE GENERAL 
PUBLIC VIEWING SUPPORT AS LESS WIDESPREAD.  Landowners believed other Iowans 
generally supported wind energy, while the general population suggested most Iowans to be 
indifferent. 

In consideration of whether other Iowans support or oppose wind energy in Iowa, one 
landowner acknowledged that some opposition exists, while most participants from the general 
public suggested indifference on the part of many Iowans, though one participant suggested 
farmers were opposed. 
 

“It seems like there’s two groups, people that like the lay of the land as it has been for the last 
whenever are not really excited about it but I think the rest of the population is for it.” 
 
“A lot of people probably have no opinion.” 
 
“I was going to also say that people in cities probably don’t think about them, especially if they’re 
not driving ever from city to city.” 
 
“I think farmers are opposed; onsite farmers.” 

 
When asked what one thing keeps people from supporting wind energy infrastructure in Iowa, 
both landowners and the general public cited the loss of productive land and a lack of 
information. 
 

“I go back to loss of valuable land.” 
 
“Probably just what’s been talked about, the prime farmland and the amount of space it takes to…” 
 
“Or maybe they don’t have enough information about the impacts one way or another to make a 
judgment.” 

 
“I think it’s not being talked about thoroughly enough to people in a proposed wind farms so they 
can make an intelligent, informed decision.” 
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Section 4. Wind Transmission Lines  
 
Theme #1: TRANSMISSION LINES ARE ASSOCIATED WITH THE GENERAL GRID FOR PUBLIC AND 
FOR TOWERS AND THEIR RELATIONSHIP WITH THE LAND FOR FARMERS.  When asked for first 
thoughts on transmission lines, the general public group was reminded of the power grid 
quality in Iowa and generally had negative associations. Landowner/operators were more 
concerned about how the towers bisected farmland. 

For the majority of general public participants, negative connotations were associated with transmission 
lines. They were perceived as unsightly and dangerous compared to wind turbines. This also triggered a 
discussion on the state of the power grid in Iowa and how it is antiquated compared to other states.  
 

“They aren’t very pretty.” 
 
“They’re huge… Sometimes when you go down the highway you’ll see some of those and they’re 
immense, like just big, big, big.” 
 
“I think, there’s no reason behind this, but those have a more negative connotation in my mind than 
the actual turbines do and I couldn’t tell you why, but --.” 
 
“The big power transformers and all, they say there’s more incidences of cancer and stuff for 
people who live right close to them.” 
 
“What I’ve read about the power grid in Iowa is that comparatively it’s like a dirt road compared to 
the super highway that it is in other surrounding states.  We’re just sending power to other states 
and our own power grid is antiquated.”   

 
In comparison, the landowner/operator group was concerned about the farmland affected by the 
transmission lines.  
 

“Loss of -- the poles in a farm field; that’s my biggest issue with them.” 
 
Theme #2: PLACEMENT OF TRANSMISSION POLES/LINES IS AN IMPORTANT AND 
CONTENTIOUS ISSUE FOR LANDOWNDERS/OPERATORS.  The placement of the poles for the 
transmission lines was a major point of contention among the landowners/operators and 
several participants felt those wanting to expand lines in Iowa should follow existing right-of-
ways, such as old fence lines or highways.  

At multiple points during the landowners/operators focus group, discussion turned to the 
placement of the transmission lines and how the poles affected farmers.  

 
“I really think that if they’re going to do something like that they should follow right of ways.  I’ve 
always said that.”  
 
“The big complaint there on farmers and I went to a few of the meetings and there was a lot of 
them down there that have been coming through and the placement of the poles was the biggest 
issue. If you’ve got a, you know, how far can you place those poles across and if you could put 
them on this corner of the field and then maybe where the fence line divided that section there and 
then over on this next road on the other side of the section along the fence row if you could place 
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them somewhere in there, instead of going right across the middle of the field and cutting that field 
in half.” 

 
“Why can’t they run it along the old fence lines which we have all pulled out.”   
 
“Why can’t they run them along the old railroad tracks that they’ve taken out?” 
 
“…we’ve got an interstate that runs or someday will have Highway 20, Highway 80, they run east 
and west across the state.  Why can’t we stay close to that right of way instead of cutting across a 
beautiful farm out here, you know.” 
 
“Well, I think they should follow corridors.  You know, like he said, we’ve got many, many miles of 
highway right away that is along Interstate 20, 35, 80 that there’s nothing but mowed grass literally.  
I see no reason why they couldn’t run a line.” 
 
“Run them by the dikes.  We’ve got to keep them mowed anyways.  They’re not planting anything 
there.” 
 

Theme 3: EMINENT DOMAIN AND ITS POSSIBLE “ABUSE” EMERGED IN BOTH GROUPS.  
Eminent domain was a concern for both groups in relation to the placement of new 
transmission lines.  

Both groups voiced concern about the use of eminent domain to expand transmission lines in Iowa, and 
members in each group mentioned specifically the Rock Island Clean Line project as an example of 
eminent domain.  
 

“I keep thinking of that big semi-trailer that I visualize every time I go Des Moines sitting along the 
interstate somewhere and it’s got eminent domain, stop eminent domain.  It’s sitting in this field.  
It’s down there and I see it.  It’s got red paint all over it.” 
 
“Rock Island Clean Line, that’s the power line that they want to come down and cut across 
northwest Iowa and across Grundy and then it’s going to run just north of me…” 
 

“Is that that Clean Line thing? Is that a wind power thing too, that that company wants to take 
people’s land and ship energy off to another state?” 
 
“Well, there’s a company called Clean Line. It’s an out-of-state company.  It wants to erect 
transmission lines through farmers’ fields and in some cases it would be like you mentioned that 
they’ll split their fields and they won’t be able to -- they’ll have to drive around to get to the other 
side of it and I guess there’s some farmers who are willing to sell off their land, others don’t want to 
and there’s talk that they’ll force them to do that.” 

 
The consensus in both groups was opposition to the use of eminent domain for private 
companies or for-profit entities.  
 

“Yeah, they’re even threatening eminent domain which I don’t agree with at all…” 
 
"Eminent domain.  And the power is not to be used locally.  It’s going to go out of state so it’s like –“ 
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“…especially private entities should have nothing to do with eminent domain… Yeah, because it’s 
a for-profit deal.  You know, if you want one in your backyard by your house, that’s fine.  But as far 
as just like with these power lines and stuff, a private entity should not be allowed to have anything 
to do with eminent domain.  That’s the way I feel about it because they’re for profit and eminent 
domain is not for profit.” 
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Section 5. Wind Energy Policy Views 
 
Theme #1: NO CONSENSUS REGARDING RESPONSIBILITY FOR MAINENTANCE OF TURBINES 
EMERGED ALTHOUGH UNDERSTANDING OF PRIVATE VERSUS COMMERCIAL INTERESTS WAS 
EVIDENT. Utility companies and government were identified as responsible entities for 
expanding wind energy in Iowa. 

There was no consensus in the general public group o regarding who -- landowners or utility 
company -- is responsible for maintenance of existing wind turbines. Landowners distinguished 
responsibility between individuals’ private wind turbines and those of utility companies.  
 

“I don’t know if it’s the power company or the landowner… I’m kind of thinking the landowner for 
maintaining.” 
 
“I was under the impression that they were just renting the land that it’s on or being paid for the 
land that it’s on and then the equipment all belongs to the utility company because their lines are 
running through it and all that." 
 
“As far as how I understand it is if it’s a private one that an individual has put up on say his farm or 
business, then I know there was some government help there to put them up but once that thing’s 
out of warranty, the way I understand it then the private owner becomes responsible for the 
payments.” 

 
“One is the private owner and then one is the one that is you know, there are electric companies 

that are putting these fields in and stuff.  They would be responsible for that.” 
 
Responsibility for expanding or improving wind energy in the state was viewed primarily as that 
of the utility companies or government. 
 

“So far it’s been the government.” 
 
“I would think it should be the utility companies.” 
 
“You know, say like we got Mid-America here and whoever takes it over in Illinois, it should be a 
joint venture type deal between the two utilities to, you know, hash that out, okay, you get this 
percentage, you pay this percentage.” 

 

When asked who should be fiscally responsible for expanding wind energy in Iowa, participants 
in both groups suggested that responsibility would fall onto consumer. 

 
“Inevitably everybody’s going to pay.  Inevitably because if utilities maintain them, put them up, 
maintain them, it’s going to fall back on the consumer.” 
 
“So far it’s been taxpayers.” 
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The majority of general population participants suggested companies should be responsible, 

while landowners proposed those receiving the electricity (e.g., other states) should be 

accountable for some of the cost.  
 

“I think the company.” 

 

“Also the company.” 

 

“But lines that are feeding like Illinois or Florida, I don’t think Iowa should be responsible for those. 
Illinois should pay for their own lines. Florida should pay for their own lines.”   

 

Theme #2: RECREATIONAL USES OF RIGHT OF WAYS AND OTHER SOURCES OF ENERGY 
EMERGED IN BOTH FOCUS GROUPS AS COMPETING WITH WIND ENERGY DEVELOPMENT.  

Both groups identified oil companies, nuclear energy, natural gas and coal as competing energy 
sources to wind power in Iowa. 
 

“Oil companies. Nuclear power plants.” 
 
“Nuclear energy is the way to go but it’s a lot cleaner.” 
 
“I guess natural gas.” 
 
“They were talking about building that coal plant not too far from where we live…” 
 
“…the power plant in Marshalltown, Marshalltown they’re retooling that from coal to natural gas, 
they’re laying pipeline down through there to feed that across a friend of mine’s property down 
there.” 

 
Bike paths were highlighted as competing with wind energy for use of existing right-of-ways 
during both focus groups (e.g., abandoned railway lines). 
 

“There’s one strip up in Valley Spring in Minnesota where they used old railroad right of way and 
they’ve got lines of them all over.” 
 
“Don’t be taking the bike trails…Oh, the bicyclists wouldn’t like riding underneath them just like 

farming underneath them.” 
 
Theme #3: A REGULATORY COMMISSION EMERGED IN BOTH GROUPS AS A POTENTIAL 

ENTITY FOR DEVELOPING SAFEGUARDS AND REGULATIONS FOR WIND ENERGY 

DEVELOPMENT.  

Participants in both focus groups identified that a utility regulatory commission or government 

entity is likely involved in developing public policy, safeguards and regulations. 
 

“Would it be the utility regulatory board I would think?” 
 
“If it stands to gain somebody in the legislature will get behind it.” 
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“Well, I think the state has had more of a hand in it than anything, utilities or whatever, as far as 
where you can put them and how far away.  I think now they’ve got some rules out there that 
they’ve got to be so far away from a road and so far away from a homestead and that now I think 
where at one time they didn’t but I think they do now.” 

 
Landowners suggested more consultation with landowners would be better, while the general 
public suggested a bipartisan committee of experts.  
 

“…a lot of it is just working with the landowners, making a good policy…” 
 
“Maybe a bipartisan committee with people who are engineering in that particular field as well as 
representatives from government, representatives from the utilities… Yeah, of engineering-type 
people that do go with that, people from the regulatory board in the government, common citizens 
could serve on that board as well… Maybe some doctors.  If there’s health impacts, then doctors 
should be also involved in it.” 
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Summary 
 

The participants in the focus groups expressed a wide range of interest, knowledge, and 
experience on the topic of wind energy infrastructure in the state of Iowa. General perceptions 
of wind energy and wind farms evoked a range of emotions and reactions within and between 
the focus groups. For both groups, the positives ranged from the economic benefits reaped by 
landowners to the communities, households, and large consumers of electricity utilizing clean 
energy.  Individual wind turbines, however, were associated with negative impacts related to 
their cost and upkeep, loss of land for agricultural production, community health concerns, and 
potential negative impact to wildlife, especially birds. Landowners/operators were far more 
concerned with the noise pollution attributed to wind turbines, whereas the general public 
focused on the cost of the wind energy industry to taxpayers in Iowa.  
 
In terms of knowledge, both groups expressed familiarity with wind turbines although the 
majority of participants had never been in close proximity to a turbine. Most participants in the 
landowner/operator group knew someone, either a relative, friend, or neighbor, with a turbine 
on their property. The groups diverged considerably in terms of their knowledge of 
transmission lines. The landowners/operators could recall relatively accurately the process by 
which energy was routed from a wind turbine to a transmission line and ultimately to a 
household outlet, but the general public struggled to describe electric power transmission.  
 
Support for wind energy was universal among participants in both groups, although they were 
less inclined to be in favor of developing wind energy for export to other states. When asked to 
consider if other Iowans support or oppose wind energy, the general public believed the 
average Iowan was indifferent to the issue but farmers would be opposed. Both 
landowner/operators and the general public pointed to the loss of productive land and a lack of 
information about the long-term consequences as two of the primary reasons that kept Iowans 
from supporting wind energy infrastructure in Iowa.  
 
When asked  their thoughts on transmission lines, the general public thought of the (low) 
quality of the power grid infrastructure in Iowa and generally had negative associations come to 
mind. Landowner/operators were also less favorably inclined to transmission lines with several 
participants expressing concern about how the towers interfered with farmland. The placement 
of the transmission lines was the single most important issue for the landowner/operators, and 
while mentioned by the general public, it never reached the same degree of salience as for the 
landowner/operators. The participants most directly impacted by the potential placement of 
the transmission lines felt that those wanting to expand lines in Iowa should follow existing 
right-of-ways, such as highways.  Eminent domain (and possible abuse of eminent domain) was 
mentioned as a concern by both groups in relation to the placement of the transmission lines. 
 
In terms of policy, there was no consensus within or between the groups for maintenance of 
turbines, althought it was clear the participants understood the difference between private and 
commercial interests. Utility companies and the state government were identified as being 
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responsible for expanding wind energy infrastructure in Iowa, and both groups suggested a 
regulatory commission as a potential entity for developing safeguards and regulations for wind 
energy infrastructure in Iowa.  
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Limitations 
 

As is true for all qualitative methods, results from these focus groups are based on the 
expressed views of the particular group of participants and are unique to their experiences and 
opinions. Despite work to include a diverse crossection of young and old participants, the use of 
focus groups with small numbers of participants precludes generalization to the broader 
population. In this case, it was more difficult to recruit participants from younger 
demographics, especially in the landowner/operator focus group.  In addition, the use of more 
than one moderator with differing emphases and use of probes within the guide which yields 
somewhat different experiences across groups   
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Appendix A – Participant Questionnaire 
 

Wind Energy Focus Groups  
Demographic Questionnaire 

General Public 
 

1. What is your first and last name? _________________________________________________ 
 
2. What is the best phone number for you? ____________________________________ 
 

3. What is your gender?    Female  Male    Other 
 
4. What year were you born? _______________ 
 
5. Are you Hispanic or Latino/a?  

 Yes  

 No  

 Don’t Know/Not Sure/Prefer not to answer 
 
6. Which one or more of the following would you say is your race?  (Select all that apply) 

 White 

 Black or African American 

 Asian 

 Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

 American Indian or Alaska Native 

 Other (Specify:__________________) 

 Not Sure/Prefer not to answer 
 
7. What is the highest level of education you completed?  

 High school graduate or less   

 Some college, but did not finish  

 Two year college, associate’s degree (AA/AS) 

 Four year college, bachelor's degree (BA/BS) 

 Graduate college or professional degree 
 
8. Which of the following best describes where you live? Do you live…  

  On a farm or in an open rural area, 

  In a small town of less than 5,000 people, 

  In a large town of 5,000 to less than 25,000 people, 

  In a city of 25,000 to less than 50,000 people, or 

  In a city of 50,000 or more people? 

  Don’t know/Not sure  
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9. Do you know anyone who has wind turbines on their property? 
 

  No 

  Yes, myself 

  Yes, a family member 

  Yes, a friend 

  Yes, a neighbor 

  Yes, other (please specify) ______________________________________________ 
 
 

Wind Energy Focus Groups 
Demographic Questionnaire 

Landowners/Operatoars 
 
1. What is your first and last name? _________________________________________________ 
 
2. What is the best phone number for you? ____________________________________ 
 

3. What is your gender?    Female  Male    Other 
 
4. What year were you born? _______________ 
 
5. Are you Hispanic or Latino/a?  

 Yes  

 No  

 Don’t Know/Not Sure/Prefer not to answer 
 
6. Which one or more of the following would you say is your race?  (Select all that apply) 

 White 

 Black or African American 

 Asian 

 Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 

 American Indian or Alaska Native 

 Other (Specify:__________________) 

 Not Sure/Prefer not to answer 
 
7. What is the highest level of education you completed?  

 High school graduate or less   

 Some college, but did not finish  

 Two year college, associate’s degree (AA/AS) 

 Four year college, bachelor's degree (BA/BS) 

 Graduate college or professional degree 
 
8. Which of the following best describes where you live? Do you live…  

  On a farm or in an open rural area, 

  In a small town of less than 5,000 people, 

  In a large town of 5,000 to less than 25,000 people, 
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  In a city of 25,000 to less than 50,000 people, or 

  In a city of 50,000 or more people? 
 

  Don’t know/Not sure  
 
9. Do you own or rent this land? 

 Own  Rent   
 
10. How big, in acres, is your property, including any land you farm? _____________________  
 
11. Do you know anyone who has wind turbines on their property? 
 

  No 

  Yes, myself 

  Yes, a family member 

  Yes, a friend 

  Yes, a neighbor 

  Yes, other (please specify) ______________________________________________ 
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Appendix B – Focus Group Question Topics 
 
Section 1: General Wind Energy Issues 

- Wind energy 
- Wind turbines/farms 
- Positive/negative impacts 

 
Section 2: Wind Energy Knowledge Issues 

- Perception of informedness about wind energy 
- Knowledge of transmission lines 

 
Section 3: Wind Energy Policy 

- Reponsibility for maintenance and expansion of wind energy 
- Safeguards and regulations 
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Appendix C – Full Transcripts 
 

Not included in this version of the report. 

 


