On a recent sunny afternoon, Tim Lipetzky pauses to gaze into the air at the spinning blades of his new Skystream 3.7 wind appliance that is shunting electricity to the offices and warehouse of L&S Electric headquartered in the Springfield Industrial Park.  

The tri-blade unit kicked into operation at 6 p.m. May 15.  Mounted on a single pole buried in a huge block of concrete nine feet into the ground, it stretches a modest 56 feet into the air and turns automatically to catch the wind. 

The windmill begins producing power when the wind hits eight miles an hour. Once turning, the wind can subside to 4-5 mph and the windmill still produces electricity. At 20 mph it generates 2.6 KW, which is the UL listing for it.  However, Lipetzky has seen it reach a peak as high as 4.5 KW produced. 

“There’s a good source of electricity in the sky. It’s free, non-polluting and endless,” says Lipetzky, who with wife Hyon and their family have established Green Energy Products, LLC, and are selling the windmills that will allow its owners to produce power from their backyard or farmyard.

The Skystream power appliance is manufactured by Southwest Windpower, the nation’s largest producer of small-scale wind turbines, in Flagstaff, Arizona.  

You won’t see these windmills marching across suburbia, however. They are suited to rural subdivisions and country properties. They are recommended for lots of at least a ½ acre or more with no tall structures nearby.  

Anyone who wants to put up a wind generator should check with their local county office for special permitting and comply with local regulations regarding property-line setback, etc.

“Wind is free. However, wind power is not free,” Lipetzky emphasized. There are upfront costs, but those are affordable and reliable and the turbine will pay for itself in time. Homeowners and farmers in a good wind area can shave 30 to 70 percent off their electricity bills with a similar windmill, he estimates. Savings vary depending on the wind and the type of generator. The Skystream generators cost from $11,500 to $15,500 installed, depending on the model and pole height. (Most other large 10 KW wind generators cost $60,000 to $80,000.)

Payback on the wind generator can be as little as 5 to 7 years if it qualifies for tax or productivity incentives or other subsidies to support wind energy. The cost of electricity is also a factor; if electricity costs increase, the payback time would be less. 

This is one smart piece of machinery, Lipetzky says. Everything is built into the head of the windmill, and operates with an electronic circuit board, so if anything goes wrong, the maintenance technician can come to the site and use a computer to “talk” to it. The system can also be upgraded throughout its lifespan, using a computer. This means there’s no need to bring the tower down or have to scale the 60 ft. tower. 

  Safety features are built into the equipment. When the wind hits 60 mph, the machine’s onboard computer turns the unit off so the blades don’t exceed their safe turning speed.  The windmill then tests the situation by restarting automatically and stopping again if it’s still too blustery. When the blades rotate at more than 360 rpm, it is designed to shut down to keep it from self-destructing and to keep it from back-feeding electricity into the grid system — a feature to ensure the safety of utilities workers.

Minnesota mandates that anyone and everyone who puts up a wind generator must have an interconnection agreement with municipal or REA power providers. Basically, that agreement ensures safety and liability concerns.

Folks are asking the Lipetzkys about their new turbine these days. Questions most frequently asked are about cost, rate of return, whether or not it is right for them, and environmental concerns, such as loss of birds.

As residential small wind generators gain popularity around the world, it’s becoming clear they do not pose a significant hazard to birds, said Phil Lipetzky. Extensive bird research regarding large wind generators has shown that bird strikes do occur but are relatively rare. Large wind farms are sometimes associated with risks for birds, he noted, but, in fact, such farms only account for a tiny percentage of the bird fatalities caused by man-made structures. More birds are killed flying into buildings, vehicles, power lines and towers than even the largest wind generators. 

“Wind generators are good for the environment, but they must make good economic sense,” says Tim Lipetzky, who has 25 years of experience in the electrical contracting business.  They’re not intended to payback by selling back electricity to utility companies. They’re made to supplement electric bills.

 “Small wind really seems to be taking off for residential, small business, and farm use,” says Trudy Forsyth, leader of the distributed wind program at the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Golden, Colo.   The installed capacity of “on grid” small-wind residential generators has almost tripled, from 1,300 kilowatts nationwide in 2006 to 3,000 kilowatts last year, according to the American Wind Energy Association (AWEA), a Washington-based trade organization.   The number of residential installations rose from 400 to 1,200 units in the same period.

Advanced technology and electronics have made these units more reliable and safe, and more states are now offering incentives to build them.

At least 26 states have tax or productivity incentives or other subsidies to support wind energy, according to Forsyth. But strong growth is happening even without the federal tax incentives enjoyed by solar panels land big utility-scale wind turbines, she notes.

