
16th October 2002 

Susan Sliwinski 
10820 Allen Road 
East Concord, 
NY 14055  
USA 

Your Ref:  
Our Ref: WCNY 

Dear Ms Sliwinski, 

PROPOSED WIND FARM 

Thank you for your enquiry about wind farm noise.  I should probably explain my background 
and interest in wind farms.  I have been a noise and acoustic consultant for more than 30 years 
and most of my current work is dealing with the assessment of environmental noise as it affects 
residential properties.  I work equally for those potentially creating noise and those affected by it.  
I have been a supporter of wind energy and other forms of renewable energy for some 35 years.  I 
have carried out noise assessments for both “sides” in planning applications for wind farms and 
adopt the same method of assessment whoever employs me. 

Firstly, I will deal with the standards adopted for new noise sources in the UK.  There are some 
variations throughout Europe but in broad terms they are not very different.  Where a new noise is 
to be introduced into a residential area it is normal to set a noise limit relative to the pre-existing 
background noise. 

Typical planning conditions imposed by rural local authorities (and sometimes urban ones) 
require that the new noise be no more than 5dB above the pre-existing background.  This is based 
on the procedure set out in British Standard 4142.  I should note here that the existing background 
noise is measured using “LA90”, the level exceeded for 90% of the time – in other words it is close 
to the minimum.  With wind farms it would be reasonable to make background noise 
measurements when wind speeds at the development site were in the range at which the turbines 
operate.  There is an argument sometimes used that, because wind turbines only operate when it is 
windy, the background noise levels are high.  This is not necessarily true.  I recently climbed 
from a valley to a wind farm 1½ miles away.  There was enough wind for all the turbines to be 
operating yet when I took noise measurements out of view of the turbines, the level was 
consistently 22-23dBA.  dBA is A-weighted decibels which corresponds roughly to loudness.  An 
increase in 10dBA is a doubling of loudness, an increase of 20dBA is a quadrupling of loudness 
and so on. 

I should mention, as it may be raised by others, that in terms of one piece of British planning 
advice (PAN 45 in Scotland) the one exception to the method I have described is the method of 
assessing wind farm noise.  This advice suggests, effectively, that wind turbines can be 35 to 
40dBA at the nearest housing.  I think this is quite wrong and there is no reason why wind farms 
should be differently treated.  In fact, there is good reason why wind farms should be treated more 

 



 

stringently than other noise sources.  Most noise, for example that from a biomass development 
which has similar importance in renewable energy development, has the potential of being 
controlled at source at a later date by silencing or by barriers.  Wind farms, once constructed, 
cannot practicably have noise reduced at source or by barriers. 

In practice, in most rural areas, my rule of thumb is that the nearest turbine needs to be at least 1¼ 
miles from any house.  However, these are areas where the background noise level can be 20dBA 
at night.  You suggest that your background noise level could be 30-32dB.  This seems a likely 
figure if you have 350 houses in the area, though I suspect it could be a bit lower than this.  On 
this basis, noise from the wind farm should not exceed 35dBA.  If the developers are suggesting 
that 55 decibels is acceptable, this is quite outrageous.  55dBA is more than four times as loud as 
your background noise. 

Most of the Scottish wind farms that have recently been approved have no housing closer than 
about 1 mile, except where the house belongs to the landowner of the wind farm site.  There are a 
few applications with houses as close as about 2000 feet but these have all either been turned 
down or withdrawn by the developer. 

I am not familiar with the GE turbines, but I suspect that they have a sound power level of about 
105dBA.  In this case, the noise level would be between 45 and 50dBA at 1400 feet in neutral 
weather conditions and if the nearest turbines were in full view. 

Pleas let me know if you would like any other information. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Dick Bowdler 

 


