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CHAPTER 8: AGRICULTURAL RESOURCES 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Previous chapters in this document discuss the regional comprehensive planning process, 
summarize the first report that provided background data for the region, present a regional 
vision and identify the issues, opportunities, and core goals for development of the region.  This 
chapter identifies agricultural strategies and specific recommendations which will need to be 
developed and carried out in order to achieve the aforementioned goals and overall vision for 
the East Central Region in the year 2030. 
 
Agriculture is an important natural, economic and cultural resource in the East Central region as 
established by the following facts and issues:  
  

♦ Most of the soils of the region are well suited for agricultural production.  The majority 
of the prime farmland is in the southeast one-half of the region, an area that is also the 
most densely populated.  This area also contains three major urban areas, Fox Cities, 
Oshkosh and Fond du Lac that are the economic development centers and are 
generating significant amounts of land consumption.  This primary urban development 
and its sprawl impacts are resulting in a substantial loss of prime farmland and, left 
unchecked, a significant loss of agricultural potential.   

 
♦ Agriculture is a valuable part of the region’s economy.  The market value of agricultural 

products sold in the region in 1997 was approximately 800 million dollars.  While this 
market value continues to increase, it is only about one-half the statewide rate of 
increase.  This difference reflects the loss of the most valuable farmland to 
development.  The average per farm income has been increasing, primarily due to an 
increase in the size of farms.  Agriculture only accounts for about 1.5 percent of total 
employment in the region.  While this number is low, most of these employees are 
owner/operators.   

 
♦ The character and culture of agriculture is changing.  Farming is no longer the 

predominant economic and employment activity that defines community lifestyle.  The 
local community and surrounding farm interdependence has diminished due to 
increased technology, better transportation and global agricultural marketing.  The 
family dairy farm, once commonplace, is now relegated to a few portions of the region 
and is changing in size and characteristics.  Many farmers are retiring or nearing 
retirement and their children are not continuing the farm.  This puts more pressure on 
farm sale for land development or alternatively conversion to larger farms.  While grain 
farming is an important agricultural activity, it is also a supplemental income for many 
farmers and transitional land use for others.  For numerous farmers, agriculture is a 
second income as they have other primary employment.  The agriculture sector is also 
changing with value added activities supplementing traditional farms and specialized 
activities such as horticulture supply and nurseries becoming more dominant.   



 

 
 
East Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission Chapter 8: Agricultural Resources  
Goals, Strategies and a Plan for Action (April 2008) Year 2030 Regional Comprehensive Plan 

8-2

Statement of Interaction with Other Planning Elements 
 
Agricultural change is a major issue facing the East Central region.  It is therefore addressed as 
a separate element in the regional comprehensive plan.  This issue however, can not be 
addressed on a standalone basis as it interacts with many other issues.  The regional 
comprehensive plan contains eight elements, economic development, housing, transportation, 
community and public facilities, agricultural resources, natural resources, cultural resources,  
and land use.  The elements most closely interacting with agriculture are economic 
development, natural resources and land use and special efforts have been made to coordinate 
the work on these elements.  The agriculture element overlaps, impacts, or is impacted by all of 
the eight elements.  Following is a summary of these interactions:  
  
Economic Development 
Agriculture is an important segment of the regional economy.  Farming and agricultural related 
businesses provide proprietor income and generate jobs.  Farming is a basic industry; it is a 
producer that brings new money into the region and a consumer that requires local support 
services.  A decline in farm production will have ripple effects that will impact overall income 
and employment.  
 
Farming also requires financial assistance to remain viable.  There are numerous governmental 
support programs that provide grants, loans and commodity subsidies.  While these programs 
benefit most farmers they sometimes are counter productive because they interfere with free 
market forces.  There is a continuing need for farmer education in farm management, business 
practices and agricultural commodity markets.  
 
Housing 
The linkage between agriculture and housing is the consumption of farmland by urban and rural 
residential development.  Most of the undeveloped land in the region is farmed.  Lands in the 
southeastern half of the region are prime agricultural lands and are under residential 
development pressure.  Because the value of land is greater for residential development than 
agriculture, many farms and portions of farms are lost to housing development.   
 
Undeveloped land is a prerequisite to the development of new housing.  The question is not 
whether farmland should be used for housing but how much farmland is used.  Housing 
development should not be located in prime agricultural areas.  Individual homes and 
subdivisions should not fragment large agricultural areas because housing and intensive farming 
do not mix.   
 
There is an increasing need for migrant housing and housing for year round farm laborers as 
farm size and labor requirements increase.  It is difficult and expensive to house these workers 
on the farm therefore other low cost alternatives are needed.   
  
Transportation 
Agricultural commodity movement is dependent upon good modes of transportation.  While 
dairy and grain shipments are primarily highway oriented, good rail service is also important.  A 
good highway system provides the farmer access to processors, suppliers, haulers and various 
support industries.  Farmers in the region have good highway access to local and regional 
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markets, good rail access to national markets and good port access on the Great Lakes to 
global markets.  If the cost of shipping increases because of the cost of fuel or shipping 
opportunities are lost.  Similarly, rail abandonment could have a devastating effect on those 
farmers who rely on national or global markets. 
 
The location of new transportation corridors can also have a negative effect on individual 
farmers.  New highways not only consume farmland but can split farm ownership and make 
farm operations impractical.  Highways, by providing better access, can also induce rural 
development that consumes and fragments farmland.   
 
Community Facilities 
Agriculture is a rural activity that requires less community and public facility support than 
developed land uses in communities and the countryside.  Agriculture operations, which are not 
labor intensive, do require basic health and safety services such as police, fire and rescue.   
They also require good transportation, communication and utility service.   
 
Farm families and farm employees need access to a full range of community service functions.   
These services include retail, financial, medical, educational, and cultural resources.  Good 
primary education is important to farm families in extremely rural areas that do not have a large 
property tax base for support.  Also important are governmental facilities and functions to 
provide legal services, zoning and land use services, and social services.  Other service 
examples are financial aid and technical assistance through the USDA and NRCS, and 
agriculture education and outreach through the UWEX.   
 
Natural Resources 
Agriculture is natural resource based.  Agriculture production is dependant upon the quality of 
the soils, water availability and terrain.  Approximately one-half of the region has natural 
conditions suitable for good agricultural production.  In western portions of the region less 
fertile soils require special applications such as irrigation and greater fertilizer use.   
 
Farming needs to be environmentally friendly and farmers need to be stewards of the land.  All 
lands are not conducive to farming.  Environmentally sensitive areas such as wetlands, stream 
corridors, steep slopes, unique forests and wildlife habitat need to be preserved.  Farm 
practices also need to address land conservation techniques to prevent soil erosion, to protect 
surface and groundwater quality through manure management and fertilizer and pesticide 
application techniques, and to maintain a mix of land covers to prevent wind erosion and 
provide wildlife habitat.   
 
Cultural Resources 
Farming is part of the Wisconsin culture.  Agriculture, succeeding logging and lumber as the 
predominant land use, is responsible for developing the character and economy of the state 
over the last 100 years.  The traditional Wisconsin family farm depicts a lifestyle of the pastoral 
countryside.  The pictured dairy farmstead, once commonplace, is now becoming a scarcity in 
the Wisconsin countryside.  Various efforts are underway to preserve historic farmsteads.  One 
recently successful effort was called “Barn Again” and attempted to identify historic and 
architecturally significant barns and provide assistance in their restoration and preservation.   
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There are numerous archeological sites located on farmlands.  While the upper soil surface of 
many of these sites have been disturbed there are still many remnants and artifacts present.  
These sites are recorded by the State Historical Society and more detailed maps are being 
prepared to systematically investigate important sites. 
 
Land Use 
Agriculture is the predominant land use in the region.  With the exception of some forest lands, 
agriculture is the land use most converted to development including residential, commercial and 
industrial uses.  The conversion of prime farmland is one of the largest and most controversial 
issues facing the region.  Almost all stakeholders agree that prime farmland should be 
preserved however the methods to reach this goal widely differ.   
 
Farmland near the urban centers of the region is under extreme development pressure.  Once 
prosperous farms located on prime agricultural soils are currently being converted to housing 
and shopping centers.  Other farms are transitional, waiting for development market 
opportunities.  Still other farmland areas are being fragmented with scattered residential 
development that poses farm operational conflicts and limits farm expansion.  While right- to- 
farm laws have been passed to protect farmers the political pressure from rural residential 
populations will pose increased constraints on farm operation and expansion. 
 
Vision Statement for Agriculture Resources 
 
The purpose of a vision statement is to present an ideal future that serves a basis for 
determining goals and strategies for achieving the vision.  Public input is crucial in developing a 
vision.  All viewpoints positive and negative, focused and diverse, conflicting and supporting 
should be included.  In preparation for forming the agricultural vision statement, a variety of 
sources were used including the regional comprehensive plan focus groups, the key facts from 
Milestone Report #1, and the Agricultural Resources Technical Advisory Committee (ARTAC) .  
The ARTAC was asked to consider three questions:  “What would you like to see preserved in 
the region?”, “What would you like to see changed in the region?” and “What would you like to 
see created in the region?”  The committee’s responses have been summarized into a best of all 
possible worlds scenario.  The vision statement is presented below. 

 
“In 2030, agriculture is an important feature of the economy and lifestyle of the 
East Central region.  Development pressures have been diverted away from 
prime farmland and ample, un-fragmented agricultural districts exist.  Farming is 
practiced on the most productive soils.  A variety of farm types and sizes are 
operating successfully.  The region’s farming community supplies both local and 
global markets.  Citizens, local officials, and farmers are aware of and 
continuously address interrelated economic and land use issues.  The viable and 
stable farm economy, in terms of farm income and prosperity, reflects concerted 
efforts by the private and public sectors to balance free market forces and 
government programs for land conservation”. 
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Goals, Strategies and a Plan for Action (Plan Guidelines) 
 
The Agricultural Resources Advisory Committee assisted East Central staff in creating the overall 
plan element vision and goals.  For the most part, these statements were based on previously 
conducted focus group meetings which identified issues and opportunities.  The identified issues 
and opportunities fall into four major categories; preservation and protection of agricultural 
lands, development of sustainable farming opportunities, government support mechanisms for 
agriculture, and importance of education in agriculture’s future.  The following plan guidelines 
summarize the key facts, discussion, current activities and programs associated with the 
agriculture plan element.  As in Milestone Report #2, the element’s vision statement and core 
goals are listed, however; Milestone Report #3 now includes the addition of more specific 
regional strategies and specific recommendations which will assist the region in meeting these 
goals.   
 
Based on the advisory nature of the Commission, as well as its regional coverage many of the 
recommendations are geared toward its own potential involvement in achieving the established 
vision.  The recommendations exist, in part, to meet a portion of the State’s smart growth 
planning requirements to address the implementation of the plan, but even more so….many  
are written in a manner which is ‘action oriented’.  The recommendation statements are written 
in three general ways: 
 

1. (e.g. “the Commission should…”) – providing specific direction, role, or set of 
tasks/activities that the Commission itself can conduct, often times at a regional level.    
These activities will serve to assist member counties and communities directly or 
indirectly and, as an additional benefit, will improve the consistency and objectivity by 
which multi-jurisdictional land use issues are addressed. 

 
2. Other recommendations are written so that they serve as a general ‘policy’.  Items that 

should or may be considered and applied in future decisions or opinions rendered by the 
Commission or its staff.   

 
3. Still others are written as statements which ‘support or encourage’ certain outcomes, 

many of which require the leadership or assistance of other agencies and entities. 
 

The recommendations are an important part of this planning document as they will serve to 
guide the Commission in its future activities.  These will eventually serve as the basis for the 
Commission’s future Strategic Plan and its current Annual Work Program planning and 
evaluation process.  These are important tools that are used in communicating the 
Commission’s mission and value to member units of government and the citizens of the region. 
More information and recommendations for plan implementation can be found in Chapter 12 – 
Regional Plan Implementation. 
 
The ‘policy links’ section of the plan guideline is essentially a summary of the “Statement of 
Interaction with Other Planning Elements” portion of this chapter and is present so that the 
user of the document can keep these key linkage points in mind.  
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Key Facts 
 
Most of the region is well suited for 
agriculture.  Approximately 50% of the region 
is farmed, with the most productive soils in the 
east/southeast portion.  The best farmland is 
also under the most development pressure as 
urban expansion and rural residential 
development are both consuming and 
fragmenting the land.   Farmland losses in the 
East Central region totaled almost 2 million 
acres between 1970 and 1999.  Over 5,000 
farms were lost, one-third of the total number 
that existed in 1970.   
 
The loss of farms and agricultural lands is 
further evidenced by declined agricultural 
production.  While the value of product sales 
was $796,263,000 in 1997, the increase from 
1992 was only 3.2 percent, half the statewide 
average of 6.1 percent.  Real declines in sales 
for this period were shown in Calumet and 
Green Lake Counties.   
 
Farm income continues to be insufficient to 
offset this development pressure.   Therefore 
incentive and regulatory farmland protection 
efforts have been undertaken at many levels.  
While some programs have been in existence 
for many years, they have had mixed success.   
 

So What! 
 
There is a limited supply of prime farmland in 
the region. Farmland loss is accelerating due to 
the location of these lands around the region’s 
primary urban centers.  Once lands are 
converted to urban and rural residential uses 
they are lost forever.  Even undeveloped lands 
in these areas are lost to traditional farming as 
they become too fragmented for efficient 
operation.   

 
The loss of farmland also leads to the loss of 
agricultural production and declining 
significance of farming in the economy.  This 
trend has a compounding effect on farmland 
loss as lands become more valuable for 
development than agriculture.  This potential is 
even more threatening as over 35 percent of 
farmers in the region are over 60 years of age 
and family farm succession is becoming less 
common.   
 
Without a strong farmland protection strategy, 
prime farmland will continue to be lost.  Past 
programs have only been sporadically successful 
and new programs are not targeting prime 
agricultural areas. 
 

Current Action 
 
There are numerous programs targeting 
agricultural preservation and protection at the 
federal, state and local levels.  The federal 
2002 Farm Bill provides various kinds of 
conservation and farmland management 
assistance and various commodity subsidies.  
Through this program limited financial 
assistance is provided for the Purchase of 
Development Rights (PDR) that can directly 
preserve farmland. 
 
The Wisconsin Farmland Tax Credit Program 
provides direct property tax relief to farmers. 
 Farmland is assessed for its use value based 
upon agricultural production capabilities rather 
than its conventional market value.  Significant 
property tax reductions reduce the incentive to 
sell farmland in high growth/land value areas.   

Preservation & Protection of Agricultural Lands 
PLAN GUIDELINE:  AG-1 

Year 2030 Regional Comprehensive Plan 
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The Wisconsin Farmland Preservation Program 
protects farmland through financial incentives 
and zoning.  The program relies on voluntary 
farmer participation and/or county or town 
zoning.  The program is being reviewed because 
of mixed success throughout the state.  Only 
about 37 percent of the farmers in the region 
have participated in the program - roughly the 
same as the overall state average participation 
rate.  The most success in the program is in 
Fond du Lac County where approximately 75 
percent of the farmers are participating.   
 
Wis. Admin. Code ATCP 51 was created and took 
effect in 2006 as part of Wisconsin Act 235 
(2004) to reduce contentious and expensive 
local zoning and judicial review proceedings that 
varied from locality to locality.   The new rules 
fall under DATCP’s authority and specify 
standards for siting and expanding livestock 
operations which take into account public health 
or safety, cost-effectiveness, scientific 
standards, and usability by local officials.  ATCP 
51 applies to traditional livestock operations: 
dairy and beef cattle, swine, poultry, sheep, and 
goats.  In general, in order for ATCP 51 to 
apply, a new or expanded livestock facility must 
have 500 or more "animal units." A number of 
options exist for communities in complying with 
the regulations, including the use of local zoning 
ordinances, or the development of licensing 
ordinances.  In either case, the ability to appeal 
local decisions to the State exists as part of 
these rules. 
 
The Wisconsin Legislature enacted a number of 
bills in the last several years to financially 
assist farmers.  By improving income more 
farmers may remain in business and not be 
forced to sell off farmland.   Additional 
measures include the recently proposed 2007 
Assembly Bill 763, are directed at tax credits 
for dairy manufacturing modernization. 

 

A broader effort known at the Working Lands 
Initiative was introduced in 2006 by DATCP in 
order to assess, develop, and promote a series 
of principles and programs for the protection 
and wise management of agricultural lands.   
 

Year 2030 Vision for Agriculture 
 
The following vision statement for the future 
protection of agricultural lands within the 
region was established the Agricultural 
Resources Technical Advisory Committee: 
 

 

Goals, Strategies and Recommendations 
 
The goals, strategies and recommendations 
developed for this section are intended to 
encourage the consideration of agricultural 
lands for long-term protection. Encouraging 
healthy cities and limiting inappropriate rural 
development patterns will foster the 
conservation of this important economic 
resource.  
 

In 2030, agriculture is an important 
feature of the economy and lifestyle of 
the East Central region.  Development 
pressures have been diverted away from 
prime farmland and ample, un-fragmented 
agricultural districts exist.  Farming is 
practiced on the most productive soils.  A 
variety of farm types and sizes are 
operating successfully.  The region’s 
farming community supplies both local and 
global markets.   Citizens, local officials, 
and farmers are aware of and 
continuously address interrelated economic 
and land use issues.  The viable and 
stable farm economy, in terms of farm 
income and prosperity, reflects concerted 
efforts by the private and public sectors 
to balance free market forces and 
government programs for land 
conservation
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GOAL AG-1.1: Protect prime agricultural 
soils for current and future farm use. 
 
STRATEGY AG-1.1.1:  Actively promote the 
development and use of regulatory and non-
regulatory land use tool regulations which will 
protect highly productive agricultural lands 
within the region. 
 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.1.1.1:  Rural 

smart growth plans should clearly identify 
and place a priority on the protection of 
prime agricultural soils, including a 
thorough discussion of potentials 
strategies and implementation methods. 

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.1.1.2:   The 

Commission should ensure that a map of 
highly productive agricultural soils is 
produced and distributed for use by 
communities.  This regional map is to be 
based on county-level soil survey data and 
criteria.   

 
GOAL AG-1.2: Preserve farms and farmland 
for productive agricultural use. 

 
STRATEGY AG-1.2.1:  Large, contiguous tracts 
of farmland should be identified and preserved 
within the region to the extent possible.   
These areas are defined as being 100 acres or 
more of agricultural land use which is 
contiguous in nature as illustrated as a 
background layer on Exhibit LU-2, the Regional 
Framework Map. 
 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.1.1: Local 

comprehensive plans should consider 
placing a priority on the protection of 
large, contiguous tracts of agricultural 
lands.   

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.1.2:  Com-

munities should seek input and advice from 
local or regional land trusts regarding high 
priority agricultural conservation areas and 
collaborative implementation opportunities 

when preparing or updating their 
comprehensive plan. 

 
STRATEGY AG-1.2.2: Improve local government 
rules and regulations pertaining to the ability to 
convert productive agricultural lands to other 
uses. 
 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.2.1:   Counties 

and communities should consider the 
development and utilization of a variety of 
tools, policies, and programs for the 
prioritization and protection of productive 
agricultural lands, including, but not limited 
to: 
 
• Use of the Land Evaluation and Site 

Assessment (LESA) system; 
• Agriculture Development Districts; 
• Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) 

programs; 
• Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) 

programs; 
• Zoning Ordinances; 
• Subdivision Ordinance Policies, such as: 
• Unsewered Subdivision Control & 

Water/Sewer Policies; 
• Conservation Style Subdivision 

Requirements (w/ incentives for 
increased densities); 

• Right to Farm Ordinances 
• Financial incentives; 
• Establishment of Agricultural 

Enterprise Zones.  

 
STRATEGY AG-1.2.3:   Preserve and protect 
rural atmosphere and reduce conflicts between 
agricultural and other land uses. 
 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.3.1:  Com-

munities should limit the ability of non-

************************************  
Additional information on some of these 

programs and other implementation 
resources are contained in Appendix F. 
*********************************** 



 

 
 
East Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission Chapter 8:  Agricultural Resources 
Goals, Strategies and a Plan for Action (April, 2008)  Year 2030 Regional Comprehensive Plan 

8-10

agriculture land uses in close proximity to 
operating farms. 

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.3.2:  If non-

farm residential development is allowed, 
communities should promote and support 
the use of conservation subdivision designs. 

 
STRATEGY AG-1.2.4:  Work with local groups 
and organizations to develop collaborative and 
innovative methods of agricultural land 
protection. 
 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.4.1:  The 

Commission should assist in the continued 
development and implementation of the 
DATCP’s Working Lands Initiative (WLI).   
This would include involvement in the 
following target activities associated with 
the WLI: 

 
• Update the existing Farmland 

Preservation Program and local plans; 

• Create a new state Purchase of 
Development Rights grant program; 

• Promote a new Working Lands 
Enterprise Areas program to foster 
clustering of active farms; 

• Set statewide priorities and provide 
technical resources and assistance to 
local governments. 

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.4.2:  The 

Commission should undertake a more 
detailed study to further prioritize the 
protection of these regionally significant 
lands.  This study should be collaborative in 
nature and begin by identifying more 
specific target areas for conservation, the 
type & scale of protection options and 
potential financing methods for 
implementation. 

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.4.3:  Create a 

new public/private organization to promote 

agricultural entrepreneurship (consistent 
with DATCP’s Working Lands Initiative). 

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.4.4:  The 

Commission should work with the Glacial 
Lakes Conservancy to review, edit, and 
promote a model purchase of development 
rights ordinance for use by East Central 
communities. 

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.4.5:  The 

Commission should host a meeting of its 
key County staff and elected officials, as 
well as other stakeholders such as DATCP 
and local land trusts, to evaluate the 
potential development of a regional 
‘purchase of development rights’ (PDR) 
and/or ‘transfer of development rights’ 
program for the protection of agricultural 
lands.  Such a program could initially be 
well suited for the Tri-County area 
(Calumet, Outagamie & Winnebago) due to 
the nature of development activities in the 
area. 

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.4.6:  Work 

with the Glacial Lakes Conservancy 
(covering Calumet and portions of Fond du 
Lac Counties within our region) and other 
land trust organizations on the 
development of agricultural protection 
programs and land prioritization methods. 

 
STRATEGY AG-1.2.5: Agricultural infra-
structure should be maintained and improved so 
as to allow for future industry change and 
expansion. 
 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.5.1:  The 

region’s rail system should be considered 
by communities for the transport of 
agriculturally-based materials and 
products. 

 
♦ RECOMMENDATION AG-1.2.5.2:  The 

existence and abilities of agricultural 
support industries should be assessed 


