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Policy Context 
 
Land is a basic physical resource with natural properties, and also a unique social and economic 
commodity.  Good design can contribute to the enjoyment and livability of an area, and proper 
location and quality of services strengthens the economic viability of a region.  Planning can 
help to integrate these diverse aspects into a single seamless coordinated, functional living 
environment.  Some elements of land use are best decided by local jurisdictional governments, 
but other elements span multiple jurisdictions and can best be addressed on a regional scale, 
balancing the interests of several governmental jurisdictions.  Having a cohesive public policy 
for land use is pivotal to the physical, economic and social health of rural areas, cities, counties 
and regions.  As a result, policy planning is done on the federal, state, regional and local level.   

 
Federal 
 
At the federal level, concepts such as Manifest Destiny combined with expansive federal 
housing, land and transportation legislation, policies and subsidies have heavily influenced the 
settlement patterns we see today.  Early expansionism was motivated by a strong desire for 
settlers to own land, and for a new government to maintain order. 
 
The Homestead Act (1862-1986), for instance, promised ownership of a 160-acre parcel of 
public land to the head of a family after he had cleared and improved the land and lived on it 
for five years.  In many parts of the nation, including the east central portion of Wisconsin, this 
has resulted in a grid settlement pattern in rural areas.  During this time, rivers and railroad 
legs provided access and generally determined the survival or demise of new cities.  The new 
cities served as service centers for the settlers of the surrounding rural landowners.  Most 
everything needed by the residents of the city and the surrounding area was available in one 
central location. 
 
In the post war 1950’s, the demand for housing and services increased dramatically, prompting 
the rapid construction of new housing developments, new communities, and new federal 
policies.  The signing of the Federal Housing Act of 19541 resulted in standards for affordable 
housing and the advent of the residential subdivision.  The subdivision was based on the 
concept of a separation of land uses, which segregated single-family residential from all other 
land uses.  This sort of development resulted in lower densities and the dramatic increase in 
auto ownership and the development of highways, as it was no longer convenient, or in some 
cases feasible, to use other forms of transportation. 
 
Transportation was the topic of many policy actions in the post-war era.  Following the start of 
federal aid for highways in 1916, a new interstate system of freeways was authorized in 1956.  
The construction and expansion of this system over the next 30 years enabled the development 
of residential subdivisions farther and farther from the central cities, very segregated land use 
patterns, and the near demise of railroads.  Communities became more fragmented and 
isolated.  Central cities began to decline, as infrastructure investments shifted from 
maintenance of existing infrastructure to construction and expansion of new infrastructure. 
 

                                            
1 See Chapter 4 for additional housing policy information. 
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Poverty, discrimination, and inadequate housing sparked a new rash of federal policies in the 
1960s aimed at preservation and revitalization.  The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the National 
Environmental Policy Act of 1969 dealt with complimentary functions of providing services in the 
inner city, encouraging redevelopment and rehabilitation, and the preservation of natural 
features, eventually evolving into policy and standards for clean air, clean water, quieter 
communities, and safe disposal of wastes2.  This change in focus from expansion to 
preservation ended the Homestead Act in 1976 for the lower 48 states. 
 
The Rural Development Act of 1972 provided grants to nonmetropolitan planning agencies, as 
well as grants for water and waste disposal construction, an agricultural credit insurance fund, 
insured watershed loans, industrial assistance (loans and grants), rural housing loans, and small 
enterprise operation loans.  According to Section 106 of the act, “…no loan under this section 
shall be made that is inconsistent with a multijurisdictional planning and development district 
area-wide plan of such agency.”  Other concerns of the Rural Development Act included “the 
conservation and utilization of land, land use and water quality, rural community fire protection, 
and research and education grants to enhance the capabilities of colleges and universities to 
perform the vital public service roles of research, transfer, and practical knowledge in support of 
rural development.”  The 1972 Act was substantiated by the Rural Development Policy Act of 
1980, which primarily set up the political structure to administer the programs, and assigned 
roles for implementation.  
 
The Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency Act of 1991(ISTEA), followed by the 
Transportation Equity Act for the 21st Century (TEA-21) requires that urbanized areas examine 
the relationship between transportation and land use, and consider alternative land use patterns 
that would promote multi-modal transportation opportunities.  This requirement is carried out 
for the Fox Cities and Oshkosh urbanized areas by East Central, the Metropolitan Planning 
Organization (MPO) for the two areas.  The Fond du Lac urbanized area, the designation 
resulting from the 2000 Census, will be undergoing this process for the first time by 2005. 3 
 
State 
 
State land use legislation such as that addressing water quality planning requirements (NR 
121), farmland preservation, natural resource protection and real estate tax codes have 
influenced growth and settlement in the region.  Responsibility for such legislation is dispersed 
among a number of state agencies, including the Department of Administration (plat reviews, 
land use legislation, and municipal boundary reviews), Department of Commerce (onsite waste 
disposal systems), Department of Natural Resources (sewer extensions, waste treatment 
facilities, erosion control, and stormwater), Department of Revenue (real estate laws, transfers 
and assessment regulations, and use value assessment), and Department of Agriculture, Trade, 
and Consumer Protection (farmland preservation).  A close relationship also exists between land 
use and transportation, resulting in a number of WisDOT policies and regulations that have had 
significant effects on land use in the area.  A few of the policies having the most significant 
effect on land use are discussed here. 
 

                                            
2 For more detailed information on federal environmental policy, see Chapter 8. 
3 For more details on federal transportation regulations effecting land use, see Chapter 5. 
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Wisconsin’s water quality legislation (NR121) establishes regulations specifying policies, 
procedures, and requirements for Wisconsin's areawide water quality planning process.  It sets 
the requirement for areawide plans regarding the management of the quality of waters, ground 
and surface, public and private, including consideration of the relationship of water quality to 
land and water resources and uses.  The purpose of this planning process is to systematically 
evaluate alternative means of achieving state and federal water quality goals and related 
standards. This planning process integrates consideration of both the technical measures for 
water pollution abatement and the management arrangements necessary for implementing 
abatement measures. 
 
The preservation of Wisconsin's valuable farmland was the goal of the Farmland Preservation 
Program (established in 1979).  The program required and made funding available to counties 
in creating county agricultural preservation plans. These lay the groundwork for towns, 
municipalities and the county to develop exclusive agriculture zoning districts.  Farmers can 
then participate by signing an individual, long-term agreement. The farmland preservation 
program provides state income tax credits to farmers who meet the program's requirements; to 
meet soil and water conservation standards; and to use the land for agriculture only.  A 
minimum lot size of 35 acres was set for land divisions in the zoned areas.  The program has 
met with mixed reviews and the attainment of its goals is a much-debated issue. 
 
The regulations regarding the extension of sewer service and the development of facility plans 
have had what is arguably the most significant impacts on the pattern of land use that has 
developed over the past thirty years.  Any extension must go through a conformance review, 
which consists of an evaluation (for sewer extensions) of the location of the proposed work and 
its proximity to environmentally sensitive areas such as wetlands, floodways, steep slopes, etc. 
For facility plans, the conformance review involves evaluating the population statistics used, the 
projected flows, and impacts on water quality as they relate to the area's sewer service area 
plan and water quality management plan.  This process, and the standards behind it, have had 
some effect on keeping new urban development, at least that on municipal systems, contiguous 
to existing urban development. 
 
Perhaps the most significant recent state legislation affecting land use is that concerning use 
valuation of agricultural land.  Prior to 1995, agricultural land, like all other taxable property, 
was assessed at full market value.  Under the 1995 Act 25, land devoted primarily to 
agricultural use could be valued on the basis of its use rather than at its potential value in the 
marketplace.  An emergency rule provided for the full implementation of the use value 
beginning in the year 2000.  The intent behind the use valuation legislation was to provide 
property tax relief for the farm sector, and deter the tax burden pressure on farmers to sell off 
parcels of land for development. 
 
The Wisconsin Department of Transportation's policies are often criticized for encouraging 
development away from urban centers, along highway corridors.  While a chicken and egg 
discussion will always result, it is safe to say that the construction and expansion of highways 
have reduced travel time to the urban centers, which has resulted in the reduction in 
importance of one common deterrent to rural residential development – commuting.  Highway 
related development, such as fast-food establishments and convenience stores, at and near 
interchanges and major highway intersections also follow construction.  Concerns in this area 
prompted the development of Transportation and Land Use Coordination: Executive Summary 
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and Report of the WisDOT Land Use Workgroup (August, 2002)4. The report addresses the 
short-comings of Trans233, a plat review process for properties desiring access to state 
highways, as well as the benefits of corridor planning.  Corridor planning examines land use and 
access needs along the full corridor of a highway, and the creation of a future vision for the 
corridor.  For a more detailed description of corridor plans, see Chapter 5 of this report. 
 
Concerns regarding growth, service costs, land use issues and the effectiveness of existing state 
planning legislation to address these issues led to the development of what is commonly 
referred to as Wisconsin’s “Smart Growth Law”.  Wisconsin’s smart growth legislation, adopted 
in 1999, encourages all government entities involved in land use decisions create a 
comprehensive plan, which shall then be used as a basis for land use decision making5.  
 
Regional 
 
While broader land use policy is set at the federal and state level, most land use decisions are 
made locally. While some elements of land use are best decided by local jurisdictions, other 
elements span multiple jurisdictions and can best be addressed on a regional scale, balancing 
the interests of several governmental jurisdictions.  Transportation corridors, for instance, can 
traverse several communities and counties.  Surface water and groundwater quality issues can 
impact several communities.  Provision of utility services, recreational needs, and police and fire 
protection services are often handled locally.  However, these are examples of areas where 
there may be efficiencies in sharing equipment and staff between governmental jurisdictions. 
 
To bridge the gap between state and local government, the state passed legislation in 1959 to 
establish regional planning commissions (RPC’s).  The RPC’s were established to carry out 
comprehensive, intergovernmental planning, meet areawide requirements so that local 
jurisdictions can receive federal grants, and to have an organization to receive federal planning 
grants.  
 
East Central plays a key role in creating an overall land use framework for its ten county region.  
Initial regional policies were established in the mid-1970’s.  For a full description of policy 
development and current policies, including preliminary policy analysis please refer to East 
Central Policy (2003), which is available on line at www.eastcentralrpc.org. 
 
County and Local Government 
 
As stated earlier, while policy direction may come from federal and state agencies, on the 
ground decisions are made locally.  Local attitudes towards growth and accompanying zoning 
legislation, transportation and utility investments and tax and land subsidies also influence the 
type and amount of growth and development which occurs in each community.  
 
Land use issues are often complex and interwoven.  What is a good solution for one aspect of 
the living environment may be detrimental to another aspect.  For example, an older farmer, 
who’s chosen to rely on developing his farm for his retirement, could drive up the land value so 
high, that a young farmer cannot afford to purchase additional acreage to make his farm 
                                            
4 The report can be found, in its entirety, online at: www.dot.wisconsin.gov/localgov/docs/landuse-
coordination.pdf. 
5 For additional information regarding smart growth legislation, see Chapter 1. 
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economically viable (good for one purpose, but bad for the young farmer and farm 
preservation).  His buyer could be a hunting and fishing enthusiast, who will pay a premium 
price to control a large open tract of land, and will protect the woodlots and waterways (a good 
thing for the wildlife and the environment); but may, in the process, increase property values 
for established residents in the surrounding area (a bad thing economically for existing 
taxpayers, but a good thing in terms of future resale value).  His buyer could be a developer, 
who provides housing and commercial and industrial buildings, thereby adding significant value 
to the land (good for increasing tax revenues).  However, the additional development will 
increase the need for additional services (bad for increasing tax expenditures).  The 
development of the additional housing and other buildings may also dramatically alter the 
character of the community (good or bad, depending on the community’s vision). 
 
Land use policies must consider multiple positions and consequences, and strive to create a 
harmonious balance between competing values so that property rights are balanced and the 
common good is served.   Local land use policies must be carefully crafted to balance the 
physical protection of the sustaining land and water, with the economic benefits, and be 
tempered by social responsibility for a healthy living environment.   
 
To that end, several counties within the region have formed land use planning committees to 
coordinate preparation of county wide master plans well in advance of the state mandated 2010 
deadline established for completing “smart growth” comprehensive master plans.  A common 
practice has been to adopt a bottom up approach where the individual communities, villages 
and towns prepare land management plans for their respective jurisdictions, and when adopted, 
submit them to the County for use in developing an overall county plan. 
 
Each community and county in the region will need to address a number of issues.  An array of 
tools are available to offer some assistance to local communities to protect water quality, 
wildlife habitat and rural character vistas and views.  The Clean Water Act grant programs, 
Conservation subdivisions, purchase of development rights (PDR) programs, conservation 
easements, open space acquisition programs, land trusts, forest management, the DNR 
Stewardship grant program and many other state and federal programs are available to assist 
with implementing this goal.  
 
Other issues such as building code enforcement, quality housing, reduction of visual blight and 
improving the provision of good public services may best be addressed by forging cooperative 
agreements with other adjacent communities, the appropriate County agency and staff, and the 
private and nonprofit sectors.  It may be possible for several towns and communities to share a 
privately contracted staff person under a shared services agreement.  Private industry/business 
development attraction, and some major transportation improvements and healthcare service 
issues may lend themselves to solutions prepared on a regional scale. 
 
Intergovernmental Cooperation 
 
Competition for growth and lack of communication between communities are two major factors 
that have contributed to sprawl and inefficient development patterns within the region.  As a 
result, East Central has worked hard to facilitate communication and coordination between 
communities and overlapping districts, particularly in regards to transportation and sewer 
service area planning.  While some progress has been made, many opportunities for increasing 
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intergovernmental cooperation and efficiencies still exist.  As a result, East Central will continue 
to work to foster continued cooperation and communication within the region.  
 
Many urban communities in the region have experience with developing and implementing land 
use plans, but have not always considered the impact of their decisions on other communities 
within the region.  Much of the planning in the region also tends to be reactive, rather than 
proactive.  As a result, growth has, at times, outpaced municipal boundaries and facility and 
service growth, and the long-term costs associated with development patterns have not always 
been considered.  East Central is working with these communities to help mitigate some of 
these impacts. 
 
East Central has, and will continue to, work with county and local land use planning committees 
and UW-Extension in rural areas to facilitate meetings, bring in speakers, and provide support 
staff, information, data and maps to aid local land use planning efforts.  East Central has been 
instrumental in getting state grants to greatly reduce the local share of doing these local plans.  
Local communities and counties have also benefited from a cooperative relationship where the 
county zoning administrator, county planner, UW-Extension staff and East Central staff have 
worked together to provide information and guidance to aid the local communities as they have 
worked to formulate their own plans.   
 
Background Information 

 
The following section briefly discusses growth pressures and reviews changes in housing 
density, land use and property values within the region.  Land use trends will be discussed and 
potential land use needs, conflicts and issues will be identified.  
 
Growth Trends 
 
As noted in the issues and opportunities and housing chapters, the region has experienced 
considerable growth in the past twenty years.  Population has increased by 19%, the number of 
households in the region has increased by 31% and the total number of housing units has 
increased by 39%.  The growth in housing units, not only reflects the growth in households, but 
also the increase in seasonal units in the region during this time period.  Table L-1 examines 
the increase in housing unit density between 1980 and 2000. 
 
In 1980, the region averaged 33 houses per square mile, which was slightly higher than the 
state average of 32 houses per square mile.  Within the region, urban counties averaged 63 
houses per square mile, while rural counties averaged 15 houses per square mile.  Housing 
densities in urban counties ranged from 111 houses per square mile in Winnebago County to 31 
houses per square mile in Calumet County, while housing densities in rural counties ranged 
from 22 houses per square mile in Waupaca County to 3 houses per square mile in Menominee 
County.  
 
Between 1980 and 2000, residential densities increased throughout the region and state.  By 
2000, the region’s average residential density was 46 houses per square mile, compared to the 
state’s 43 houses per square mile.  Within the region, housing densities in urban counties 
ranged from 148 houses per square mile in Winnebago County to 49 houses per square mile in 
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Calumet County.  Housing densities in rural counties ranged from 30 houses per square mile in 
Waupaca County to 6 houses per square mile in Menominee County. 
 

Table L–1.  Housing Unit Density, 1980 to 2000 

Tot Units Units/sq mi Tot Units Units/sq mi
Wisconsin 54,313.7 1,756,311 32.34 2,321,144 42.74
Region 5,559.5 185,819 33.42 257,449 46.31
Urban Counties 2,121.9 133,472 62.90 182,364 85.94
Rural Counties 3,437.6 52,347 15.23 75,085 21.84
Calumet 319.9 10,042 31.39 15,758 49.26
Fond du Lac 723.0 31,018 42.90 39,271 54.32
Green Lake 354.3 7,332 20.69 9,831 27.75
Marquette 455.5 5,466 12.00 8,664 19.02
Menominee 358.0 1,231 3.44 2,098 5.86
Outagamie 640.4 43,883 68.52 62,614 97.77
Shawano 892.6 13,435 15.05 18,317 20.52
Waupaca 751.1 16,188 21.55 22,508 29.97
Waushara 626.1 8,695 13.89 13,667 21.83
Winnebago 438.6 48,529 110.65 64,721 147.56

Source: U. S. Census, 1980 and 2000.

1980 2000Land Area in 
sq. miles

 
 

 
Land Use Trends 
 
As growth has occurred, land use in the region has changed in intensity and net density.  
Population and household growth have resulted, not only in the expansion of residential land 
uses, but also in the expansion of commercial, industrial and public land uses.  Land has been 
converted out of agriculture and open space for these uses and their accompanying 
infrastructure.  Agricultural practices have intensified, as dairy farmers have expanded herds, 
mega-farms have developed and farming has become more mechanized and farm inputs have 
increased.  In some areas, agricultural land has been purchased for recreation.  Hunters and 
fisherman have purchased large tracts of land, pulling them out of pasture and woodlots and 
converting them to conservation land for hunting or to game farms.  While these uses do not 
necessarily increase densities or land use intensities, they do fragment farm and forestland. 
 
The data used in the land use and property value trends sections of this chapter comes from 
the Wisconsin Department of Revenue and Menominee County (Table L-2 and Table L-4), with 
supporting data from the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection 
(DATCAP) (Table L-3).  The Wisconsin Department of Revenue collects yearly assessment 
information regarding land by real estate class for each minor civil division in the state.  
Acreage figures for these reports do not include trust lands or other tax-exempt properties.  
Acreage data for incorporated communities is also incomplete, as their information is frequently 
provided in number of parcels, as opposed to number of acres, to the Department of Revenue.  
While this gives us an incomplete picture of the total amount of land currently devoted to 
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residential, commercial, industrial and public facility land uses, it gives us a very good picture of 
land consumption within the region during this time period.  
 

Table L-2.  Land Use Acres by Real Estate Class, 1980 to 2000 

Residential  Commercial  Manufacturing  Agricultural 
Swamp 

& Waste 
Forest 
Land Other  Total 

Region 1980 76,954 13,877 8,032 1,815,321 147,739 495,087 1,500 2,558,510
1990 148,791 24,240 19,348 1,907,084 225,650 551,850 0 2,876,963
2000 209,873 34,702 6,105 1,525,308 374,512 725,864 27,357 2,915,221

Urban 1980 28,259 5,954 5,510 766,786 68,263 60,778 0 935,550
1990 59,734 13,918 7,745 932,356 86,934 83,150 0 1,183,837
2000 88,350 22,125 3,636 780,979 116,495 88,193 13,529 1,113,307

Rural 1980 48,695 7,923 2,522 1,048,535 79,476 434,309 1,500 1,622,960
1990 89,057 10,322 11,603 974,728 138,716 468,700 0 1,693,126
2000 121,523 12,577 2,469 744,329 258,017 637,671 13,828 1,801,914

Calumet 1980 2,811 820 567 139,858 8,754 11,085 0 163,895
1990 7,000 1,813 657 153,096 7,019 12,735 0 182,320
2000 8,339 2,245 859 105,659 7,900 12,048 1,772 138,822

Fond du Lac* 1980 6,707 1,131 1,257 223,241 10,707 11,145 0 254,188
1990 14,704 2,330 1,748 355,623 33,026 15,538 0 422,969
2000 21,009 5,512 2,237 288,709 48,425 17,515 6,433 387,603

Green Lake* 1980 2,401 438 553 156,305 9,931 6,888 1,500 178,016
1990 7,725 1,797 810 142,571 26,424 18,887 0 198,214
2000 9,215 2,041 1,142 116,897 47,012 18,436 2,267 195,868

Marquette* 1980 13,625 1,327 239 157,210 21,761 77,143 0 271,305
1990 24,347 1,771 248 110,111 38,300 69,671 0 244,448
2000 27,062 1,687 238 98,755 58,523 69,479 1,806 257,312

Menominee 1980 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
1990 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
2000 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 223,500 n.a. 235,000

Outagamie 1980 5,874 1,495 1,545 208,044 26,500 30,524 0 273,982
1990 18,244 5,153 2,297 243,601 21,177 42,907 0 333,379
2000 31,209 6,723 2,777 227,788 27,172 45,543 3,385 344,597

Shawano 1980 6,507 3,408 521 242,267 9,075 154,824 0 416,602
1990 12,558 2,734 650 271,594 17,752 177,880 0 483,168
2000 15,556 3,314 1,284 184,288 33,118 139,743 4,067 381,370

Waupaca 1980 10,405 1,481 896 272,926 13,555 109,339 0 408,602
1990 19,342 2,326 857 249,843 32,625 108,880 0 413,873
2000 30,023 3,299 1,185 189,086 64,749 101,168 3,481 392,991

Waushara* 1980 15,757 1,269 313 219,827 25,154 86,115 0 348,435
1990 25,085 1,694 303 206,912 23,271 96,158 0 353,423
2000 39,667 2,236 195 155,303 54,615 85,345 2,207 339,373

Winnebago* 1980 12,867 2,508 2,141 195,643 22,302 8,024 0 243,485
1990 19,786 4,622 3,043 180,036 25,712 11,970 0 245,169
2000 27,793 7,645 3,352 158,823 32,998 13,087 1,939 242,285

* Manufacturing totals from 2002, not 2000.
Source: Wisconsin Department of Revenue, 1980, 1990, 2000, 2002; Menominee County, 2000.

 
In 1980, the Wisconsin Department of Revenue classified 71% of the land in the region6 as 
agricultural, 19% as forestland and 6% as swamp and wasteland.  Only 3% of the land was 
designated as residential and 1% was designated as commercial and manufacturing.  However, 
it’s likely that the residential, commercial and manufacturing acres are underestimated, because 
most of the land in these categories, commercial and manufacturing, in particular, are located 
in incorporated areas.  

                                            
6 Since the majority of land in Menominee County is trust land, Menominee County data is not included.  
Therefore, ‘region’ refers to the remaining 9 counties in the region. 
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In 1980, 58% of agricultural land, 54% of swamp and wasteland and 88% of forestland was 
located in rural counties in the region.  Sixty-three percent of residential land and 57% of 
commercial land was also located in the rural counties.  Sixty-nine percent of manufacturing 
land was located in urban counties. 
 
By 2000, the amount of land classified as agricultural in these 9 counties had declined to 57%.  
Eighteen percent of the region’s land was classified as forestland and 14% was classified as 
swamp and wasteland.  The amount of land designated as residential had increased to 8%.  
Less than 2% was designated as commercial and manufacturing.  Rural counties continued to 
hold the largest share of forest, residential swamp and wasteland in the region.  In 2000, 83% 
of the region’s forestland, 69% of swamp and wasteland and 58% of residential land was 
located in rural counties in the region.  Seventy percent of the land classified as manufacturing 
and 64% of the land classified as commercial was located in the urban counties. 
 
Residential 
 
Between 1980 and 2000, the amount of land classified as residential in the region more than 
doubled, rising from 77,954 acres in 1980 to 209,873 acres in 2000. Within the region, the 
amount of residential land increased by 213% in urban counties, rising from 28,259 acres in 
1980 to 88,350 in 2000.  In rural counties, the amount of residential land increased by 150%, 
rising from 48,695 acres in 1980 to 121,523 acres in 2000.  During this same time period, the 
number of households in urban counties increased by 34% and the number of households in 
rural counties increased by 22%.  These numbers equate to an average consumption rate of 
1.4 acres of land for every new household in urban counties and an average of 5.2 acres of 
land for every new household in rural counties.  
 
Commercial 
 
Commercial acreage also more than doubled, rising from 13,877 acres in 1980 to 34,702 in 
2000.  Between 1980 and 2000, commercial land use increased by 272% in urban counties and 
59% in rural counties.  The largest increases in commercial land use occurred on the edge of 
existing urban communities.  One of these new areas is the Fox River Mall, located west of 
Appleton, which has become a regional trade center for northeastern Wisconsin. 
 
Manufacturing 
 
Table L-2 seems to indicate that the amount of land classified as manufacturing decreased 
between 1980 and 2000.  However, that is likely incorrect.  Most manufacturing facilities are 
located in incorporated communities, which typically provide number of parcels, rather than 
number of acres to DOR.  East Central conducts a yearly survey of public industrial parks within 
the region.  Based on survey results, the number of industrial parks and reported acreage has 
increased during this time period.   
 
Agricultural 
 
Based on Department of Revenue data, 30%, or 304,206 acres, of agricultural land disappeared 
from the tax rolls in rural counties in the region between 1980 and 2000.  Acreage data for 
agriculture was missing from some urban county reports.   As a result, agricultural land lost in 
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these counties can not be determined from this source.   2000 was also the first year that use 
value assessment was fully implemented.  The change in tax law to use value assessment 
resulted in a reclassification of some land out of agriculture into swamp, wasteland and other 
real estate categories.  To obtain a clearer picture of agricultural land losses, information from 
the Wisconsin Agricultural Statistics is used to evaluate the loss in agricultural land (Table L-3).  
Additional information is also provided in the agricultural resources chapter. 
 
Information from DATCAP indicates that the region lost 319,100 acres of farmland between 
1980 and 1999.  Based on their numbers, rural counties lost 203,700 acres of farmland during 
this time period, while urban counties lost 115,400 acres of farmland.  The largest losses 
occurred in Shawano and Waupaca Counties, which lost 70,000 acres and 79,200 acres 
respectively.  Green Lake County lost the least amount of farmland, 16,800 acres. 
 
The loss in farmland was accompanied by a reduction in the number of farms, and an increase 
in average farm size.  Between 1980 and 1999, 2,620 farms were lost in the region.  Urban 
counties lost the largest number of farms, 1,380 and experienced the largest increases in 
average farm size.   
 

Table L-3.  Change in Farms, 1980 to 1999 

1980 2000 1980 2000 1980 2000
Region 2,314,100 1,995,000 12,660 10,040 n.a. n.a.
Urban Counties 1,092,400 977,000 6,590 5,210 n.a. n.a.
Rural Counties 1,221,700 1,018,000 6,070 4,830 n.a. n.a.
Calumet 184,500 159,000 1,240 830 149 192
Fond du Lac 388,600 360,000 2,070 1,790 188 201
Green Lake 165,800 149,000 790 690 210 216
Marquette 155,600 136,000 590 530 264 257
Menominee n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
Outagamie 316,600 276,000 2,060 1,570 154 176
Shawano 366,000 296,000 1,980 1,570 185 189
Waupaca 328,200 249,000 1,780 1,300 184 192
Waushara 206,100 188,000 930 740 222 254
Winnebago 202,700 182,000 1,220 1,020 166 178

Source: WI Agricultural Statistics

Land in Farms Number of Farms Average Farm Size

 
 
Swamp and wasteland 
 
Land classified as swamp and wasteland increased substantially, rising from 147,739 acres in 
1980 to 374,512 in 2000.  The rise in acres in this category likely reflects the conversion of less 
productive land out of agriculture, the increasing popularity of privately owned recreational 
property and reclassification of farmland to swamp and wasteland due to the change in the real 
estate tax code to use value assessment.  Rural counties experienced the largest gains in 
swamp and wasteland.  The number of acres in this category increased by 178,541 in rural 
counties and 48,232 in urban counties. 
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Forest 
 
Based on DOR data, the amount of forestland in nine counties in the region appears to have 
increased by less than 2%, rising from 495,087 acres in 1980 to 502,364 acres in 2000.  Data 
from Menominee County indicates that approximately 223,500 acres of the reservation, or 95%, 
is forested, which brings the region’s total forestland acres to 725,864.  Eighty-eight percent of 
the 725,864 acres of forestland in the region was located in rural counties in 2000.  Thirty-one 
percent of forestland in the region is located in Menominee County.  Twelve percent of the 
region’s forestland is located in urban counties.  More detailed information regarding type of 
forests and forest fragmentation can be found in the natural resources chapter of this 
document. 
 
Other 
 
Land classified as other does not appear in most counties until 2000.  Other includes the land 
that supports agricultural buildings, such as barns and stables and small barnyards.  In some 
instances, it also includes hobby farms.  One percent of land in the region was classified as 
other in 2000. 
 
Development Status 
 
Exhibit L-1. Land Consumption shows the proportion of the land in each MCD in the region, 
which was classified as residential, commercial and/or manufacturing in 2000 by the 
Department of Revenue.  Communities with the highest share of land in these three land use 
categories includes incorporated communities and well developed urban towns such as Algoma, 
Grand Chute, Menasha and Neenah.  Rural recreational towns and urban fringe towns 
experiencing large lot residential growth also have a larger share of land in these three 
categories than other rural towns.   
 
Rural towns with less than 10% of their land area developed as residential, commercial and/or 
manufacturing tend to have significant amounts of land developed as agricultural, and/or large 
tracts of forestland.  Since some of these towns also have higher population densities (see 
Exhibit P-2, Chapter 2) than other towns with higher rates of land consumption, it is likely that 
these towns have more efficient settlement patterns, which have allowed them to better 
preserve agricultural land and natural resource areas. 
 
Changes in Land Values 
 
The price of land varies over time and space.  Factors influencing land prices include market 
supply and demand factors; policy directions, implementations and outcomes; location; access; 
the state of the economy and amenity factors.  Land is a finite resource.  As such, its total 
supply is limited.  The supply of land on the market at any given time, however, varies based 
on the owner’s ability, willingness or need to sell.  The price the owner will receive for the land 
varies based on market demands, amount of disposable income, location, access, amenities, 
and the buyer’s perceived return on the investment.  One of the difficulties in preserving 
farmland and open space is that both have a lower return on investment than other types of 
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and use.  As a result, residential land use outbids agricultural land uses in the market place and 
commercial and industrial land uses typically outbid residential land use. 
 
Between 1980 and 2000, the equalized value of all property in Wisconsin more than doubled, 
rising from $108 billion in 1980 to $286 billion in 2000.  During this time period, equalized land 
values in the region increased by 83%.  Within the region, the highest increases in land value 
occurred in the swamp and wasteland real estate category, followed by residential, then 
commercial land values.  The large increase in swamp and wasteland land values resulted from 
a change in market conditions, and will be discussed in more detail below.   
 
Urban counties experienced the largest increase in total land values.  Land values rose by 88% 
in urban counties, while land values in rural counties increased by 80%.  The largest increase in 
land values occurred in Winnebago County, where land values, in total, more than doubled.  
Fond du Lac County experienced the smallest increase in land values, 21% (Table L-4). 
 

Table L-4.  Equalized Land Values, 1980 to 2000 

Residential  Commercial  Manufacturing  Agricultural 
Swamp & 
Waste  Forest Land Other  Total 

Region 1980 1,307,923,100 310,161,600 61,210,500 1,642,035,300 32,992,800 251,981,700 0 3,606,305,000
1990 1,771,607,185 382,648,500 77,862,600 1,121,569,604 40,014,855 232,896,908 0 3,626,599,652
2000 4,244,817,542 906,780,350 134,500,300 625,850,297 191,189,806 505,152,143 87,323,175 6,612,817,343

Urban 1980 910,086,400 261,551,400 54,946,200 987,912,000 9,371,800 39,890,500 0 2,263,758,300
1990 1,223,155,035 312,365,715 70,720,100 627,825,468 13,638,258 35,573,735 0 2,283,278,311
2000 2,830,836,020 771,129,375 125,075,800 352,788,425 54,485,096 83,875,742 54,796,520 4,194,114,108

Rural 1980 397,836,700 48,610,200 6,264,300 654,123,300 23,621,000 212,091,200 0 1,342,546,700
1990 548,452,150 70,282,785 7,142,500 493,744,136 26,376,597 197,323,173 0 1,343,321,341
2000 1,413,981,522 135,650,975 9,424,500 273,061,872 136,704,710 421,276,401 32,526,655 2,418,703,235

Calumet 1980 60,103,200 9,707,400 2,842,000 159,171,500 737,200 5,817,900 0 238,379,200
1990 101,361,110 14,754,245 3,196,700 94,163,303 841,310 4,298,500 218,615,168
2000 276,057,700 52,636,500 4,548,400 65,562,000 4,609,700 12,312,900 10,892,100 426,619,300

Fond du Lac 1980 201,855,500 47,239,100 9,474,400 383,128,100 2,499,900 12,618,000 0 656,815,000
1990 268,665,945 64,805,235 19,678,200 223,944,245 4,174,883 7,056,910 0 588,325,418
2000 489,085,163 127,420,460 19,594,600 120,657,955 23,164,481 17,801,437 18,530,550 796,660,046

Green Lake 1980 71,000,100 9,331,900 1,694,600 125,518,500 3,725,500 6,653,400 0 217,924,000
1990 108,485,715 11,964,050 1,721,400 85,078,960 6,615,150 9,186,450 0 223,051,725
2000 317,357,925 20,864,750 2,697,300 38,504,504 18,168,250 15,187,300 6,065,800 416,148,529

Marquette 1980 51,162,100 3,623,200 254,400 78,933,900 8,728,100 37,924,800 0 180,626,500
1990 64,229,450 4,613,020 329,100 47,300,032 8,715,330 32,392,135 0 157,579,067
2000 154,786,562 9,073,275 549,600 30,318,824 26,355,735 55,785,770 4,076,705 280,396,871

Menominee 1980 15,328,600 29,500 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 15,358,100
1990 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.
2000 39,224,400 153,600 n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. 39,378,000

Outagamie 1980 306,234,100 122,776,000 16,214,900 251,299,600 3,802,200 12,290,000 0 712,616,800
1990 294,869,500 87,625,400 12,383,700 179,905,900 4,147,100 18,251,500 0 597,183,100
2000 978,443,800 302,773,600 38,461,600 102,318,800 15,368,000 42,977,900 13,893,300 1,494,237,000

Shawano 1980 78,159,900 13,665,400 1,676,500 162,744,200 3,805,300 60,355,900 0 320,407,200
1990 102,663,100 20,463,400 1,579,200 113,835,900 2,307,400 57,974,400 0 298,823,400
2000 271,063,300 36,019,300 1,537,500 77,810,300 18,148,400 167,500,800 9,526,400 581,606,000

Waupaca 1980 97,626,600 15,727,200 2,290,100 157,898,100 3,022,000 48,878,000 0 325,442,000
1990 162,708,500 26,526,400 3,095,200 126,189,200 3,852,000 50,050,900 0 372,422,200
2000 351,972,500 48,034,600 3,963,600 72,370,800 44,306,700 100,043,100 7,471,100 628,162,400

Waushara 1980 84,559,400 6,233,000 348,700 129,028,600 4,340,100 58,279,100 0 282,788,900
1990 110,365,385 6,715,915 417,600 121,340,044 4,886,717 47,719,288 0 291,444,949
2000 279,576,835 21,505,450 676,500 54,057,444 29,725,625 82,759,431 5,386,650 473,011,435

Winnebago 1980 341,893,600 81,828,900 26,414,900 194,312,800 2,332,500 9,164,600 0 655,947,300
1990 558,258,480 145,180,835 35,461,500 129,812,020 4,474,965 5,966,825 0 879,154,625
2000 1,087,249,357 288,298,815 62,471,200 64,249,670 11,342,915 10,783,505 11,480,570 1,476,597,762

Source: Wisconsin Department of Revenue, 1980, 1990 and 2000.

 
Residential 
 
Residential land experienced the second highest increase in land values in the region between 
1980 and 2000.  In 1980, residential land in the region was valued at $1.3 billion.  By 2000, 
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residential land values had increased to $4.2 billion.  Rural counties experienced the largest 
increase in residential land values, 259%.  Urban counties on average experienced a slightly 
lower increase in residential land values, 211%.  At the county level, however, the highest and 
lowest increases in residential land values occurred in urban counties.  Calumet County 
experienced the largest increase in residential land values, 359%, largely in response to growth 
pressures from the Fox Cities.  Fond du Lac County experienced the smallest increase in 
residential land values in the region, 142%.  Fond du Lac County also experienced the smallest 
increase in total dwelling units in the region during this time period. 
 
Commercial 
 
Commercial land values increased by 192% between 1980 and 2000.  The largest increases 
occurred in urban counties, where commercial land values increased by 195%.  Calumet 
County, by far, experienced the largest jump in commercial land values, 442%.  Increases in 
commercial land values in the remaining urban counties ranged from 252% in Winnebago 
County to 147% in Outagamie County.   
 
Rural counties, on average, experienced a 179% increase in commercial land values between 
1980 and 2000.  Increases in commercial land values in rural counties ranged from 245% in 
Waushara County to 124% in Green Lake County.   
 
Manufacturing 
 
Manufacturing land values rose from $61 million in 1980 to $134 million in 2000, an increase of 
120%.  Urban counties experienced higher growth in manufacturing land values, 128%, than 
rural counties, 50%.  Increases in manufacturing land values ranged from 137% in Outagamie 
County to 59% in Green Lake County.  Shawano County was the only county in the region to 
see a decrease in total manufacturing land values during this time period.  In actuality, 
however, no decrease in manufacturing land values per acre occurred in Shawano County.  
Rather a movement of parcels onto and off the assessment roles occurred.  
 
Between 1980 and 2000, a number of cheese factories in Shawano County closed and were 
removed from the manufacturing real estate class.  Other manufacturing establishments closed 
when the railroad shut down.  Also, some manufacturing parcels entered hazard waste 
mitigation during this time period.  When manufacturing parcels enter waste treatment, their 
acreage remains in the manufacturing real estate class.  However, those acres are assigned $0 
for assessment purposes while the land is being cleaned up. When counties with limited 
manufacturing acreage, such as Shawano County, experience changes in the number of 
establishments or have sites in hazardous waste remediation, their total manufacturing land 
values can fluctuate substantially. 
 
Agricultural 
 
Agricultural land was the only real estate class to experience declines in property values.  The 
decline in agricultural property values likely results from the change to use value assessment.  
With the change to use value assessment, farm buildings and small barnyards were transferred 
from the agricultural real estate class to the other real estate class, farmhouses were 
transferred to the residential real estate class and farmers’ swamp and wasteland was added to 
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For commercial and industrial uses, communities within the region can compile an inventory of 
areas identified as brownfield properties.  Cleanup and redevelopment of these abandoned 
properties will put these properties back onto tax rolls and to productive uses and ultimately 
create jobs.  Economic development grants for rehabilitation and other incentives should be 
utilized to fund projects in these areas.  
 
The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources and other state and federal agencies maintain 
several on-line resources to make available information about contaminated properties (see 
Chapter 3 for additional information).   Local realtors will also have property listings for sites, 
which may be vacant, but are not on the contaminated properties lists. 
 
Redevelopment opportunities can be combined with the Wisconsin Department of Commerce’s 
Main Street program to assist in downtown revitalization efforts.  For example, the City of 
Ripon, in Fond du Lac County, one of the three Main Street Communities in the region, took 
advantage of an historic, architecturally significant structure, the Pratt Building which is located 
in the downtown area.  Ripon’s Main Street, Inc. purchased the building and renovated the 
interior and exterior of the structure.  There are apartments located on the second floor and a 
commercial use is in place on the street level. Ripon has capitalized on historic preservation and 
redevelopment opportunities to create an attractive destination for shopping, festivals and other 
musical events. 
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