
 

 

 
  (608) 262-6291 
 
   April 28, 2009 
 
Stephen Brazzale 
Director, Portage County Planning and Zoning 
1462 Strongs Ave. 
Stevens Point, WI  54481 
 
Mr. Brazzale: 
 
 It was recently brought to my attention that there is interest in locating wind turbines 
in your area of Wisconsin for the purpose of generating electric power.  Without entering 
into the pro’s and con’s surrounding the use of wind turbines for this purpose, I wish to 
comment on an area of pest and crop management that would likely be indirectly affected 
by the positioning of the turbine towers in an actively farmed area.   
 
 Since 1979, I served the State of Wisconsin as Professor of Plant Pathology and 
Extension Plant Pathologist at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.  I retired in January 
2008, but have continued to work part time for the University to bridge the gap in 
coverage between my departure and the hiring of my replacement.  My duties focused on 
the management of plant diseases affecting the production of potatoes and vegetable 
crops in Wisconsin.  I conducted research and extension programs throughout Wisconsin, 
but because of the intensive production areas in central Wisconsin, I spent a significant 
part of my career working with potato and vegetable growers in that geographical area.  
By working directly with growers, extension agents and agribusiness, we were able to 
greatly improve the management of plant diseases, to reduce the use of pesticides through 
the adoption of effective Integrated Pest Management Programs, reduce grower losses 
related to plant disease and to improve the profitability of production.   
 
 Potatoes and processing vegetable crops are prone to infection by several plant 
pathogens.  One of the important disease control tactics used by growers is to treat with 
safe and effective fungicides which can be applied by ground and aerial equipment.  
While most growers have ground-based sprayers on their farm, a significant acreage in 
central Wisconsin is routinely treated with aerial equipment – fixed wing and helicopters.  
Treatment of potato fields is done on 5-10 day intervals depending on pest pressure, 
weather factors and the equipment used.  Treatment of processing crops is timed 
according to pest pressure and economic threshold levels of pests using data collected by 
processor field personnel and independent crop consultants.  In times of wet soils due to 
excessive rainfall, aerial application allows growers to treat large acreages quickly and in 
a timely manner to insure that economically important diseases are managed at their 
inception, rather than after they’ve reached epidemic proportions.  In the case of potato 



 
late blight, growers who have difficulty in treating their fields in a timely manner run the 
risk of the development of this disease on their property and the risk is elevated for the 
entire region to suffer the consequences of a region-wide epidemic.  In years when late 
blight is active and control is insufficient to contain this disease at the earliest stages, it is 
estimated that this costs the Wisconsin potato industry an additional $12 million in extra 
fungicide applications and losses in storage.  By working closely with the growers, we 
now have every grower on the same page and closely following university 
recommendations.  The results are seen in the fact that we have not seen an outbreak of 
potato late blight in our state since 2002, an estimated savings of over $72 million during 
this period and significant reductions in pesticide use.  These results are in stark contrast 
to the situation in neighboring states where late blight has continued to be a significant 
problem.  I could discuss other diseases and pests affecting potato and processing 
vegetable crops where the timeliness of control is critical to management and to 
minimizing the use of pesticides, but I think the late blight situation clearly illustrates the 
need for the combined efforts of growers, the university, ground and aerial applicators 
and agribusiness in crop and pest management activities.  This partnership is critical to 
successful crop production in an environmentally safe manner. 
 
 The concern I have with the site selection for wind turbine towers is the effect this 
will have on disease and insect management on a wide range of crops grown in your area.  
When towers are positioned in or near production fields where aerial application of 
pesticides is currently used for pest management, aerial applicators are refusing to treat 
these fields with pesticides due to the enhanced potential for personal, property and 
environmental risk.  This potentially leaves significant production areas with one less tool 
that can be used for timely and safe pest and crop management activities.  In short, this 
increases the risk for pest outbreaks, increased use of pesticides and reduced farm 
profitability for an industry that is key to the economic success of this region.  I hope that 
these comments help you in your discussions as you consider if and where wind turbines 
will be located in your area.  If you have questions related to what I’ve discussed above, 
please feel free to contact me at 608-231-3163 or wrs@plantpath.wisc.edu.         
 
    
    Sincerely, 
 

   
 
    Walter R. Stevenson 
    Professor Emeritus of Plant Pathology 
    University of Wisconsin - Madison 
 
WRS 
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