
CHAPTER 7: AGRICULTURAL RESOURCES 
 
 

Introduction 
 
Agriculture in Wisconsin has been facing increasing challenges in the last few decades.  A poor 
agricultural economy, inadequate farm assistance policies, and increasing development 
pressures are leading to unprecedented loss of farms and farmland.  The cultural and economic 
significance of agriculture is increasingly being debated as urban communities annex and rural 
development fragments farmland.   
 
For the purpose of this chapter, the focus of the discussion will be on traditional Wisconsin 
agriculture involving farms and farmland.  Other forms of agriculture such as nurseries and 
agricultural services, while becoming increasingly important from an economic perspective, will 
not be discussed or emphasized in detail.   
 
In terms of the 14 local comprehensive planning goals listed in Chapter 1, East Central takes 
the view that those listed below relate to planning for agricultural resources.   
 

• Protection of economically productive areas, including farmland and forests. 
 

• Protection of natural areas, including wetlands, wildlife habitats, lakes, woodlands, open 
spaces and groundwater resources. 

 
• Encouragement of land uses, densities and regulations that promote efficient 

development patterns and relatively low municipal, state governmental and utility costs.   
 

• Balancing individual property rights with community interests and goals. 
 

• Planning and development of land uses that create or preserve varied and unique urban 
and rural communities. 

 
Policy Context 
 
There are numerous federal, state and local programs designed to protect agricultural lands and 
assist farmers with land conservation and financial incentives.  While many of these programs 
periodically change, the current major programs are listed below. 
 
Federal 
 
The recently enacted 2002 Farm Bill reauthorizes a number of federal programs.  Among them 
are the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) that protects sensitive farmland; Wetland Reserve 
Program that restores wetlands; Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program that improves wildlife and 
fishery habitat; Grazing Lands Conservation Incentive that provides cost sharing to improve 
gazing land management; and the Environmental Quality Incentives Program that cost shares 
conservation practices. Recently initiated, the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program is a 
partnership between the USDA Farm Service Agency, Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, 
Trade and Consumer Protection, and USDA Natural Resource Conservation Service, Wisconsin 



 

 
State of the Region Report (March 2003)  Chapter 7: Agricultural Resources 

174

Department of Natural Resources and participating county land conservation departments.  The 
program allows land owners to enroll agricultural lands into various land conservation 
management practices.   
 
The USDA Commodity Program provides subsidies to farmers including direct payments for 
wheat, feed grains, and dairy.  Loans for planting crops are also available.   
 
State 
 
Chapter 91 of the Wisconsin Statutes describes the Wisconsin Farmland Preservation Program 
that was adopted in 1977.  The program includes agricultural preservation planning, exclusive 
agricultural zoning, and farmland preservation agreements that provide tax credits for farmland 
protection.  With the adoption of a county or town farmland preservation plan exclusive 
agricultural zoning can be adopted and farmers may also enter into long-term agreements in 
exchange for tax credits to protect farmland.  The program has mixed success and is currently 
under review. 
 
The Farmland Tax relief Credit Program listed in Wisconsin Statutes Chapters 70, 71 and 74 
provides direct tax relief benefits to farmers.  The credit is computed as a percentage of 
property taxes and is administered by the Department of Revenue.  Prior to 1995 farmland was 
assessed at full market value that reflected the sale price of comparable land.  Under the new 
program land devoted to agricultural use is assessed on the use value for agricultural 
production rather than the market value. The purpose of the program is to give property tax 
relief to farmers to maintain land in agriculture rather than development. 
 
Wisconsin Statute Chapter 88 provides for the formation of drainage districts to improve rural 
land drainage and prevent flooding.  Once a drainage district is formed land within the district 
can be assessed for drainage needs. 
 
Local 
 
County government and to a lesser extent town government play a primary role in agricultural 
policy at the local level.  County government provides the local outlet for many federal and 
state government programs and services.  In addition, most counties provide services affecting 
agriculture through the land conservation department and zoning department.  Some towns 
administer their own zoning.  Various local drainage districts have also been created to provide 
adequate drainage and prevent flooding of rural agricultural lands.   
 
Intergovernmental Cooperation 
 
All levels of government are involved in agricultural issues.  The federal government establishes 
agricultural policy at the national level that encompasses international trade.  States also 
establish agricultural and farmland policy and local governments establish land use controls and 
provide local services.  Farmers and other agriculture based business are thus impacted by a 
number of external (government) actions.  Intergovernmental cooperation therefore entails a 
complex mix of these interactions with none independent of the other.   
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At the regional level, intergovernmental cooperation needs to address those agricultural issues 
that transcend town and county boundaries.  Local governments need to provide common land 
use and development policies that complement and promote farming and agricultural uses.  If 
one jurisdiction is preserving farmland and its neighbor is promoting rural residential 
development, the implications may “spill-over” placing economic pressures on farm operation. 
Varied and changing local land use policy also undercuts the predictability of future farm 
operations thus affecting future investment.   
 
 
Background Information 
 
Agriculture is an important natural, economic and cultural resource within the East Central 
region.  Physical characteristics, primarily soils and drainage, dictate the type and potential of 
agriculture uses.  Agriculture production and local economic significance varies significantly 
throughout the region.  Existing land use and development pressures impact farm operations 
and agricultural economics.  Family farms are decreasing and farmland loss is increasing. 
 
The Agriculture Resource 
 
Agricultural Suitability: Most of the region is well suited to agriculture.  Shown in Exhibit  AR-1, 
soils with high productivity potential have good textures, moderate permeability, adequate 
depth, low erodability and are free from flooding.  The areas of least productivity are along the 
Fox and Wolf River bottomlands.  Soils in this bottomland are subject to frequent flooding and 
have a high groundwater table.  The soils in the outwash plains in the western portions of the 
region are also less suited to agriculture.  These are highly permeable soils that are infertile or 
are steep or rocky.  The less suitable soils areas can become more productive with intensive 
management such as draining or irrigation.   
 
Exhibit AR-2 shows the areas of our region that have the best soil content as reflected by the 
high output of row crops, primarily corn. Top yields of 105-135 bushels of corn per acre are 
shown in Green Lake County and the western half of Fond du Lac County, and portions of 
Calumet, Waupaca and Outagamie Counties.  The high corn output areas reflect and 
substantiate the most suitable soils areas shown in Exhibit AR-2. 
 
Agricultural Production Value: The market value of agricultural products sold in the region 
during 1997 was $796,263,000 as shown in Table AR-1.  The increase from 1992  was 3.4 
percent, approximately half the statewide increase of 6.1 percent.  Actual declines in sales were 
shown in Calumet and Green Lake Counties.  This significant decline in production reflects the 
extent of loss of farms and farmland throughout the region. 
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Table AR-4.  Farm Losses 1970-1999 
 

County/Year Number of farms Land in farm use (acres) Average farm size (acres) # of farms lost 1970-1999 
         
Calumet        

1970 1,380 196,000 142   
1980 1,240 184,500 149   
1990 990 175,000 177   
1999 830 159,000 192 550 

Fond du Lac        
1970 2,450 414,000 169   
1980 2,070 388,600 188   
1990 1,840 376,000 204   
1999 1,790 360,000 201 660 

Green Lake        
1970 970 181,000 187   
1980 790 165,800 210   
1990 740 167,000 226   
1999 690 149,000 216 280 

Marquette        
1970 870 189,000 217   
1980 590 155,600 264   
1990 540 150,000 278   
1999 530 136,000 257 340 

Outagamie        
1970 2,290 329,000 144   
1980 2,060 316,600 154   
1990 1,660 297,000 179   
1999 1,570 276,000 176 720 

Shawano        
1970 2,380 400,000 168   
1980 1,980 366,000 185   
1990 1,710 348,000 204   
1999 1,570 296,000 189 810 

Waupaca        
1970 2,150 357,000 166   
1980 1,780 328,200 184   
1990 1,430 280,000 196   
1999 1,300 249,000 192 850 

Waushara        
1970 1,220 238,000 195   
1980 930 206,100 222   
1990 720 186,000 258   
1999 740 188,000 254 480 

Winnebago        
1970 1,460 224,000 153   
1980 1,220 202,700 166   
1990 1,050 196,000 187   
1999 1,020 182,000 178 440 

Menominee        
1970        
1980        
1990        
1997 5 387 77   

         
Totals for 
Region       

1970 15,170 2,528,000 1,541   
1980 12,660 2,314,100 1,722   
1990 10,680 2,175,000 1,909   

1997/99 10,045 1,995,387 1,932 5,125 
        
Totals for 
State       

1970 110,000 20,100,000     
1980 93,000 18,600,000     
1990 80,000 17,600,000     
1999 78,000 16,300,000   32,000 
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Table AR-5.  Farm Operator Age Grouping 

 

  
Under 

35 35-45 45-59 60-69 70+ 
Average 

Age 
Calumet  0.091 0.28 0.376 0.141 0.112 51 

Fond du Lac 0.108 0.252 0.337 0.169 0.134 52 
Green Lake 0.07 0.221 0.358 0.214 0.137 53 

Marquette  0.081 0.253 0.325 0.187 0.153 53 
Menominee - - - - - - 
Outagamie 0.109 0.234 0.391 0.173 0.093 51 

Shawano  0.117 0.233 0.376 0.178 0.125 51 
Waupaca  0.098 0.238 0.386 0.17 0.107 51 
Waushara  0.091 0.181 0.385 0.203 0.139 53 

Winnebago 0.066 0.201 0.371 0.224 0.191 56 
        

Region  0.092 0.233 0.367 0.184 0.132 52 
State  0.09 0.237 0.365 0.181 0.126 52 

 
Rural Population Increase:  Rural areas are no longer just farm communities.  Non- farm rural 
population has been increasing.  Exhibit AR-7 shows the greatest concentration of people per 
square mile in 1997 are adjacent to Lake Winnebago on the north, west and south with 
between 100 and 1250 people per square mile.  These densities have increased significantly 
over the last 30 years with the major urban area expansion.  This trend is consistent with the 
areas of farmland lost. 
 
Rural Housing Increase:  Rural housing is increasing through single lot and subdivision 
development.  As shown in Exhibit AR-8 the growth in housing stock between 1990 and 1997 
was greatest in Outagamie County where almost half of that county had a 25% or more 
increase in its housing stock.  Southern areas of Waushara and northern areas of Marquette 
County grew more with at least 50 %.  Noticeable portions of Waupaca County also shared the 
50% or more increase.  These areas of housing increase reflect again the areas that are losing 
farmland.   
 
Farmland Preservation Efforts 
 
Preserving agriculture has been an on-going effort and is precedent to preserving rural 
character in the East Central region.  In addition to economic assistance to maintain viable 
farms, growth management tools are needed to preserve prime agricultural areas.   New home 
buyers are increasingly interested in purchasing land that is within short driving distance of the 
city, but still far enough away that it makes them feel like they live in the country.  Country lots 
that were once used for agriculture bring a high price when being purchased for development.  
Many farmers now see their land as both short term equity and a longer term retirement fund.  
 
There are a number of state and federal programs directed to assist agriculture and preserve 
farmland.  While a number of these programs have been in existence for many years, they have 
mixed success in preserving agricultural lands and maintaining viable farms. 
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Agricultural Resources: Key Findings  
 
 
Current Trends 
 

 The majority of the East Central region’s soils are well suited for agriculture with select 
sub areas having lower productivity.    

 Dairy and grain farming are the primary agricultural operations. 
 The number of dairy farms has decreased significantly while production has slightly 

increased due to larger operations.   
 Land taxed as agriculture has declined with the highest rate of decline near the major 

urban areas. 
 Personal farm income is declining and lags the statewide average.   
 Agricultural commodity sales are increasing due to the increase in farm size and more 

efficient farm operations. 
 Dairy sales are predominant over crop sales while only representing approximately one-

third of the farms. 
 Agriculture has numerous public support programs with a history of mixed success in 

assisting farmers. 
 The 2002 Farm Bill is the newest federal assistance initiative targeted to small farm 

operations. 
 Agricultural subsidies are an increasing proportion of farm income. 
 Over one-third of farmers are participating in farmland preservation agreements in the 

region.  While slowing the loss, the participation is mixed throughout the region. 
 Farmers in the region claiming farmland tax relief receive slightly less than the state 

average. 
 Urban expansion and scattered rural residential development is both consuming and 

fragmenting agricultural land. 
 
Future Trends 
 

 Farmers will be retiring in greater numbers resulting in potential greater losses of farms. 
 Farm size will continue to increase. 
 Dairy mega-farms will continue to increase in numbers impacting land uses in localized 

areas. 
 Farmland losses will continue throughout the region and accelerate near urban areas. 
 Agricultural subsidies will have greater impacts on agricultural production and farm 

operations. 
 Global markets will have greater impact on farm operations and financial success. 

 
 
Identification of Issues 
 

 How can prime agricultural soils that are under development pressure be protected?  
 Will young farmers replace retiring farmers? 
 Can farm size continue to expand with increased scattered rural housing? 
 What will be the impact of dairy mega-farms and how can they be accommodated? 



 

 
State of the Region Report (March 2003)  Chapter 7: Agricultural Resources 

194

 What impact will the 2002 Farm Act have on Wisconsin farmers? 
 Can the farmland preservation and tax credit programs be improved for greater 

effectiveness? 
 What agricultural related initiatives can support and promote farming in the East Central 

region? 
 

 


