
 

 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Introduction 
 
In November 2001, the East Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission (East Central) 
submitted an application for a state planning grant to help fund the preparation of a regional 
comprehensive plan.  In January 2002, a grant of $175,000 was awarded to East Central.  
These funds will assist with the project, which will result in the adoption of a regional 
comprehensive plan document for a 10-county area (Exhibit I-1).    
 
Working together with citizens, local governments and interest groups, East Central’s objective 
is to develop a comprehensive vision for the future of the area through 2030, as well as to 
provide guidance to help that vision become reality.  The focus is on better planning, helping 
communities to be smarter about addressing growth management issues in both urban and 
rural counties, as well as balancing individual property rights with community interests and 
goals. 
 
To make the planning process more manageable, East Central has divided the planning process 
into a number of stages, which will be reported upon as they are completed.  This report, the 
State of the Region, is the first in a series of four milestone reports that East Central will 
prepare and adopt between now and 2005. The State of the Region report will be followed by 
Milestone Report 2: Issues, Opportunities and a Regional Vision (October 2003), Milestone 
Report 3: Goals and Strategies for Action (October 2004), and Milestone Report 4: A Plan for 
Implementation (January 2005).  The final regional plan products will include a review of 
current policy, the four milestone reports, a report on the public participation process, and a 
regional poster plan.    
 

Fig. I-1 Major Phases of the Regional Comprehensive Planning Process 
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The purpose of this first milestone report is to provide a broad description of the current state 
of the region.  Before we begin to plan for the future, we need a benchmark of where we are at 
the moment.  Background information and data are provided on issues and opportunities, 
economic development, housing, transportation, utilities and community facilities, agricultural, 
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natural, and cultural resources, land use, intergovernmental cooperation and implementation. 
The data collection schedule has incorporated the 2000 census release timetable.  Regional 
aerial photography was completed in the spring of 2000 to coincide with the census statistics.  
The data used to produce this report appear in interactive format (Microsoft excel) at the East 
Central Data Center at www.eastcentralrpc.org/data_center.   
 
This chapter describes the region, the East Central Regional Planning Commission, and current 
policy.  It discusses, briefly, the 1999 comprehensive planning legislation, outlines the regional 
planning process, and explains the structure of the remainder of this report. 
 
The Region 
 
The region, which consists of 10-counties: Calumet, Fond du Lac, Green Lake, Marquette, 
Menominee, Outagamie, Shawano, Waupaca, Waushara, and Winnebago counties, 
encompasses approximately 5,900 square miles and has a population of over 600,000.  As of 
2000, 60.5% of the region’s population was classified as urban. 
 
The region contains two distinct geographical areas.  Portions of the four eastern counties 
(Calumet, Outagamie, Winnebago, and Fond du Lac) form an urbanized area around Lake 
Winnebago and support a well-developed industrial base.  Three of these counties (Calumet, 
Outagamie, and Winnebago) comprise the Appleton-Oshkosh-Neenah Metropolitan Statistical 
Area (MSA), the third largest metropolitan area in Wisconsin, with a 2001 population of 
approximately 361,591.  This is a major manufacturing center for Wisconsin and the Midwest, 
focusing on paper products and machine manufacturing. 
 
The four urban counties surrounding Lake Winnebago accounted for approximately 75% 
(459,518) of the region’s population in 2001.  The area along the Lower Fox River between 
Lake Winnebago and Green Bay contains the largest concentration of urban development, 
including the Fox Cities.  The latter is comprised of seven contiguous, incorporated 
municipalities and adjoining urbanizing towns and has a combined 2001 population of about 
202,097.  Appleton, with a 2001 population of 70,623, is the largest of the Fox Cities and the 
largest city in the region.  Other major urban centers include Oshkosh on the west shore of 
Lake Winnebago and Fond du Lac on the south shore.   
 
The outlying portions of the four urban counties surrounding Lake Winnebago are more rural in 
character and, therefore, share many similarities with the six rural counties to the north and 
west: Menominee, Shawano, Waupaca, Waushara Marquette, and Green Lake.  The northern 
and western counties contain many lakes and forested areas providing recreational and tourism 
activities.  Shawano, Waupaca, and Waushara counties have a number of motor vehicle body 
and part manufacturing firms.  The two largest cities outside of the urban area include the City 
of Shawano, in Shawano County and the City of Ripon, located in western Fond du Lac County.   
 
The Fox-Wolf River Basin serves as a common orientation for both the rural and urban counties.  
Each of the ten counties in the region are wholly or partially within the 6,400 square mile 
drainage area, which includes the Winnebago pool lakes, the largest inland water body in the 
state of Wisconsin. 
 
In the 20 years, between 1981 and 2001, the 10-county area has changed considerably.   
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 83,000 new jobs have been created; 
 an area larger than the entire area of Winnebago County has been taken out of 

agricultural production; 
 60,000 new homes have been built, that is 8 new homes everyday; and  
 as of 1997, the price of many of these homes was out of reach of one-third of workers 

in the region who earn low-level wages. 
 
East Central Regional Planning Commission  
 
In May 2002, East Central celebrated 30 years as a regional planning agency.  The East Central 
mission continues to be the preparation of a regional plan and the provision of advisory services 
to member governments.  
 
East Central has had a regional planning approach since the early 1970s.  Since its adoption in 
1978, the regional plan has been expanded and refined through the adoption of a series of 
project specific plans.  These include the Fox Cities Long-Range Transportation and Land Use 
Plan for the Fox Cities, Oshkosh, and Fond du Lac urban areas.  
 
East Central has promoted and implemented its regional plan by providing assistance and 
advice consistent with the plan to local government units, as they develop local plans for their 
respective areas.  Providing planning assistance to local governments in respect of land use, 
housing, transportation, open space, economic development and environmental management 
has been and, remains a core function of East Central.  
 
The benefits of adopting a regional approach have long been recognized in Wisconsin.  Indeed, 
the regional planing commissions, established throughout the state in the early 1970s, were 
created in order to promote and facilitate greater intergovernmental cooperation in dealing with 
issues spanning individual jurisdictions.  Regionalism continues to grow in relevance as we 
come to terms with the global economy and the need to ensure better value for tax dollars.  
The challenges that we face today, such as, economic development, transportation, 
environmental quality, and social inclusion, stretch across traditional political boundaries and 
jurisdictions.  It is therefore important that these types of issues are examined on a regional 
level, where economic, environmental and social issues come together. 
 
In the absence of specific performance indicators, East Central’s success has been judged on 
the basis of major work efforts that resulted in implemented projects of area wide significance 
and area wide program recommendations that have been implemented by local government.    
 
The most significant accomplishments leading to the development of areawide projects include 
the following.  The construction of STH 441 (Tri-County Expressway) and CTH CB (Westside 
Arterial) in the Fox Cities; inclusion of Winnebago County service from the Wisconsin Southern 
(shortline) Railroad; construction of the Grand Chute-Menasha West Sewerage Treatment 
Facility; transfer of the Fox River locks from Corps to state authority; and acquisition and 
development of the Tigerton Dells ATV Park.   
 
Area-wide program recommendations include the regional outdoor recreation plan; sewer 
service area plans; Fox River Heritage Tourism program; Economic Disaster Plan; local bridge 
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replacement priorities; multi-jurisdictional pavement management system; major highway 
corridor plans; and non-metallic mining program administration. 
 
Intergovernmental cooperation continues to be the basis for the organization and structure of 
East Central.  The region consists of 10 counties, 27 cities, 29 villages and 156 towns.  In 
addition to the local units of government there are, within the region, 60 school districts 
(elementary & secondary schools), 6 institutions of higher education, 7 vocational technical and 
adult education districts, and 66 sanitary districts.  In terms of neighboring jurisdictions, the 
region is bordered by 3 regional planning commissions, North Central; Bay Lakes; and South 
Eastern, and by 11 counties: Langlade; Oconto; Brown; Manitowoc; Sheboygan; Washington; 
Dodge; Columbia; Adams; Portage; and Marathon.   
 
East Central works cooperatively with a wide range of federal, state, regional and local 
organizations.  East Central staff work routinely with federal agencies such as the US 
Department of Commerce, Economic Development Administration and the US Department of 
Transportation: the Federal Highway Administration and the Federal Transit Administration.  
Staff also work closely with state agencies such as the Departments of Commerce, Natural 
Resources, Transportation and Administration.  Specific memoranda of agreement have been 
entered into with various area-wide and state agencies for cooperative planning efforts.  These 
include four manpower planning districts, an area agency on aging, two rural conservation and 
development districts, three community action programs, the Wisconsin Rural Housing 
Cooperative, and the State Clearing House. 
 
East Central has various planning responsibilities that are multi-jurisdictional and address area-
wide issues.  East Central is a designated Metropolitan Planning Organization (MPO) for the 
Appleton and Oshkosh Urban Areas.  East Central is also a designated Economic Development 
District (EDD).  As such, it prepares a Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) 
that addresses economic issues and qualifies the region for federal assistance.  In addition, East 
Central prepares, by agreement with the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, sewer 
service area plans that delineate future growth areas for major urban areas throughout the 
region.  Finally, East Central is also a designated regional clearinghouse (E.O 12372) for various 
federal and state grant programs and reviews approximately 500 applications a year for 
consistency with the regional and local plans.  
 
Over 80% of the East Central commissioners are elected officials.  All county executives and 
county board chairs are commissioners.  Towns and cities are also represented.  One 
commissioner from each county is appointed by the Governor to represent state interests. 
 
Policy Context 
 
The basic goals, objectives and policies developed in the late 1970s by East Central have not 
changed dramatically over the last 30 years, rather they have evolved to address federal and 
state guidelines as well as local development trends and concerns.  There have been two major 
policy initiatives in the history of East Central. 
 
The process of developing goals and objectives began in the early 1970s.  The initial goals, 
Goals for East Central Wisconsin (1976), were revisited in 1978 when they were linked with a 
detailed study of land use patterns and their impacts on the east central area.  This plan, New 
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 Precedence: As comprehensive plans are to be produced at the regional, county, and 
local levels, it seems almost inevitable that there will be occasional inconsistencies.  This 
in turn may mean that zoning ordinances at the county and local levels may be 
inconsistent.  The process for determining precedence is yet to be determined.  

 
 Advisory: It is important to note that the new comprehensive planning law supplements 

the planning requirements of prior municipal planning law, it does not change planning 
authority. East Central does not have implementing authority. 

 
Process 
 
During 2000 and 2001, East Central staff produced a draft study design and a draft public 
participation plan for the regional comprehensive plan.  As the regional comprehensive plan will 
help to guide the future shape of the region it was considered appropriate to submit East 
Central’s proposed planning approach to a peer review.  Comments were received over a three-
month period from June 1st to August 31st 2001.  A number of amendments were made to the 
planning approach on the basis of comments received.  The regional planning process and 
schedule, as well as the public participation process are shown in Fig. I-1 and Fig. I-2 
respectively.    
 

Fig. I-2. Regional Comprehensive Planning Process 
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Fig. I-3 Regional Comprehensive Plan Public Participation Process 
   
2001   
          Written Comments 
       
       
   
   
   
   
   
         
   
   
2002   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
        
2003   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
          
2004   
   
   
   
   
   
2005   
            
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
2006-2010   
   
 

Study Design 
 Peer review of study design. 
 Web-site, email, list serve. 
 Identify stakeholders. 
 Update mailing lists. 
 Newsletter. 

Public Education / Awareness 
 Meetings with loca government units. 
 Meetings with UW-Extension. 
 Partner with existing groups.  
 Wide media-based education program. 

(ECWRPC+UW-Extension CRDEs). 

Issue Identification and Visioning 
 4 Focus Groups facilitated by UW-CRDEs, with support from ECWRPC and 

County staff (invited participants representing local government units and interest 
groups): multi-county based events with an urban or rural emphasis depending on 
location.  

 1 region-wide citizen feedback panel (representative sample 12-15 citizens). 
 ECWRPC review and analysis of existing regional, county and local survey data. 
 1/2 region-wide public information meeting (s) #1: (present findings and 

recommendations of input sessions, seek further input and priorities).

1st Draft Plan 
 Establish Technical Advisory Committee(s) to facilitate 

preparation of 1st draft: (meetings on an as needed basis). 
 4 focus groups and 1 citizen panel: present 1st draft to local 

government units, interest groups and citizens and seek 
additional comments. 

2nd Draft Plan 
 Advisory Committee(s) to facilitate 2nd draft plan: 

(meetings on an as needed basis). 
 1/2 region-wide public information meeting(s) #2: 

present likely final plan. 
 Prepare final draft. 

Plan 
Implementation&Monitoring
 Adoption by Commissioners 
 Presentations to County Boards 
 Establish multi-county, inter-

governmental Regional Task Force 
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Structure of Report 
 
The State of the Region report is intended to provide the baseline information that will enable 
Commissioners, staff, advisory committee members, interest groups, and citizens to understand 
the basic make-up of the region.  This report will provide the foundation on which we will begin 
to plan for the future.  
 
The report provides background information on the following: issues and opportunities 
(demographic trends and socio-economic conditions), economic development, housing, 
transportation, utilities and community facilities, agricultural, natural, and cultural resources, 
and land use.   
 
A chapter is devoted to each of the topics listed above.  Each chapter is divided into five main 
sections.  After a brief introduction, each chapter describes the broad policy context for that 
particular area, and presents a statement on current intergovernmental cooperation.  The 
presentation of background information, the assessment of current and future conditions, is the 
main focus.   Each chapter concludes by summarizing current and future trends and presents a 
preliminary identification of the issues and opportunities, which the data analysis and public 
participation process indicate will need to be addressed in the regional plan. 
 
The data inventory along with the public participation process are considered to be crucial in 
providing the input necessary to identify the key issues and opportunities facing the region.   
These issues and opportunities will be addressed in much greater detail in Milestone Report 2: 
Issues, Opportunities, and a Regional Vision, which is scheduled for adoption in October 2003. 
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