Shifting Winds
by Mark Oprea
April 14, 2022 (abridged) – It was one of Iowa’s longest droughts in recent years.  It arrived just as the 2020 pandemic was surging across the American Midwest. 
Gerald Leng, a stocky corn and soy grower in his 80s, watched as friends and acquaintances around his town of Primghar succumbed to the virus.  Then June — usually the wettest month — came and went with barely a drop of rain.  The drought continued into the fall, wilting crops and cracking the ground.  Like others, Leng upped his federal crop insurance from 70 to 85%.  Lake Big Spirit, one of his getaway spots up north, dropped a resounding 2 feet.
But Leng, a generally positive man with a grandfatherly wit, did not flinch.  Like 100s of other farmers around O’Brien County, his land contains not just corn and soybeans, but an array of massive wind turbines.  Besides delivering power to homes as far south as Houston, it provides Leng and his brother Arnie with 10s or sometimes 100s of 1,000s of leasing dollars per year.
These turbine leases are the lynchpins in a multi-pronged, mutually beneficial arrangement that makes Iowa one of America’s most prolific producers of renewable energy.  The system brings together farmers, energy companies and the federal government to capitalize on 2 of Iowa’s most prominent resources: strong winds and vast expanses of land.  The result is 1,000s of MegaWatts (MW) of green energy, reliable income streams to offset bad harvests, and substantial private sector profits aided by generous federal tax credits. 
“It’s just like another crop,” Leng says of his turbines, from behind his desk at the Primghar Savings Bank, which he’s owned since 1994.  “It’s diversification.  If the weather doesn’t cooperate and we don’t have enough corn and soybeans, we might have enough wind.”
According to the U.S. Department of Energy’s 2021 Wind Energy report, some 57% of the power generated in Iowa last year came from wind — the highest share in the nation.  Iowa is 2nd only to Texas – which produces more wind power than most countries — in the total amount of wind power it is capable of producing.  A politically conservative state that voted for Donald Trump twice over, Iowa is a trailblazer in the clean energy sector.  The bulk of all this wind power was captured in what Iowa is known best for: corn fields.  
Since 2005, when federal tax breaks incentivized energy companies to invest heavily in wind, agents from these companies have fanned out across the Hawkeye State.  They visit Iowa’s rural farms and ranches to convince the owners to install turbines, many of which soar well over 200 feet in height, among the rows of their crops.
“We wouldn’t be able to do these projects without voluntary participation of our landowners,” says Adam Jablonski, the vice president of resource development at MidAmerican Energy.
Based in Des Moines, MidAmerican today is responsible for the highest number of wind turbine land leases (or easements, in energy parlance) in the state: 3,414 turbines generating over 7,300 MW of electricity.
Nowhere is MidAmerican’s presence more evident than in O’Brien County, centered smack dab in the middle of Northwest Iowa’s economically lucrative Wind Belt.  While already profitable for cash crops — its loose black dirt means bragging rights for century farms — O’Brien County has the capacity to produce up to 752 MW of energy (enough to power roughly 150,400 homes), making it one of the top-producing wind power counties in the United States. 
For 18 years, energy behemoths like MidAmerican, Invenergy in Chicago, and Mortensen in Minneapolis have flocked in droves to places like O’Brien, Ida County and Palo Alto County.  They tout property tax benefits to county auditors and offer cash-in-pocket — $10,000 to $15,000 per tower — to farmers who sign on the dotted line.  With sustained winds that often clock 30 m.p.h., O’Brien County is to wind what Saudi Arabia’s Ghawar Field is to oil and natural gas.
For Jablonski, who was one of those energy company agents on the ground in the early aughts, the trifecta of benefits is a no-brainer: “The better the wind resource, the more wind generation, the more renewable energy for our customers.”
Being a green energy goldmine doesn’t come without hiccups, however.  From the first preliminary meetings with locals in Primghar’s Community Center, the turbine boom proved divisive.  Some believed they were ugly, or killed off bats or birds.  Others worried the cranes or trucks carrying the massive structures were  damaging their land.  Perhaps the most unexpected acrimony came from those who couldn’t get a turbine deal, due to dissenting neighbors or obstructing power lines near their property.  “Here,” says Barbara Rohwer, auditor of O’Brien County, “you either love ‘em, or you hate ‘em.”
This is why many O’Brien folk maintain a quiet neutrality on the subject of wind, akin to avoiding discussions of national politics circa 2016.  For Leng, who has hosted 5 MidAmerican turbines on his farmland outside Primghar, the deal he made—which kept him calm during the 2020 drought—has just these pros and cons.  On the one hand, it allows for more romps up to the Okoboji Lakes, maybe a new $300,000 combine harvester one year.  On the other, the agreement he made 17 years ago has burned a few bridges.
“I don’t think any one of my neighbors are still talking to me,” Leng says.  “But I probably haven’t opened up a conversation and said, ‘Hey! Let’s talk about windmills.’ I’m smarter than that.  I mean, I don’t even want to go there.”  For as long as wind turbines have been in Iowa, and the rest of the Midwest for that matter, there has been both a tax benefit and a resulting backlash....
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