A Multi-Jurisdictional Comprehensive
Plan for Winnebago County: 2016-2035
Volume 3: Farmland Preservation Plan

Chapter One
Introduction

1. Overview

Agricultureisavital partof Wisconsin’s economy and cultural identity.
In 2010, agriculture constituted a $59 billion industry in Wisconsin.
Despiteitsimportance, agriculture faces many challenges. Farmland
around the country is being lost at an alarming rate, and once itis
gone we cannot get it back. As documented in Farming on the Edge,
publishedbythe American Farmland Trust, itisestimated thatone
acreoffarmlandintheUnited Statesislostevery minute.InWisconsin,
this translates into the loss of approximately 22,500 acres of productive
farmland a year to development. Because of the economic
importance of agriculture in Wisconsin and the potential forthe
continuedlossofouragricultural land base, farmland preservation
planningiscrucial to preserve the remaining agriculturalland inthe
State. Although wellcrafted farmland preservation plans may not
necessarily restrict the rate of land development, they can help to
redirect developmenttowards more appropriate areas, preserve
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primefarmlands, promotebalanced growth, and keep infrastructure costslow, while strengthening

local economies and protecting the environment.

This chapter will define farmland preservation planning activities in Winnebago County, pastand
present, and provide a menu of activities and priorities to accomplish farmland preservation in
earnest. Thefirst,and current, farmland preservation plan wasadoptedin 1982, andlike many
farmland preservation plans has become outdated. With the adoption of the Winnebago County
Comprehensive Plan in 2009, another step towards updating land use policies and preserving
farmland in Winnebago County was completed. Anotherimportant step occurred June 29, 2009
when the Wisconsin Working Lands Initiative was adopted as part of the 2009-2011 State budget. This
statute becameeffectiveluly1,2009.Oneofthefirst prioritiesofthe Working LandsInitiativeisa
requirement forevery county inthe stateto update theirfarmland preservation plan. Underthe new
law, the Winnebago County farmland preservation plan mustbe updated by December31,2017.

This planis meant to fulfill that requirement.

2. Purpose and Scope

The purpose for drafting, adopting, and implementing a farmland preservation planisto gatherand
document the public’s input, document an appropriate process for mapping areas for preservation,
and identify tools to implement a holistic approach to farmland preservation. Upon completion of the
initial portions of publicinput, the steering committee will develop plan goals, objectives, and criteria

formappingfarmland preservationareas.

In the past, agricultural land has been treated in many land use plans as a holding area for eventual
developed uses. Where planning has occurred for local agriculture, too frequently the plan treats the
farm economy as an interim use, eventually making way for other uses. Agricultural land often lacks a
legal underpinning to protectit, even relative to wetlands and other natural areas, which are often
explicitly protected under federal or state law. The mapping of appropriate farmland preservation
areas will place a significantly higheremphasis onthe preservation of these areas. County farmland
preservation plansare notintended to prevent non-agricultural development. Rather, planningand
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farmland preservation activitiesare used tolimitnon-agricultural developmentinareas with favorable
conditionsforagriculturalenterprises,andtargetotherareasfornon-agriculturaldevelopment.
Planning forlong-term farmland preservation and for the economic development of agriculture can
help identify and preserve a sufficient land and infrastructure base needed to support agriculture. A
plan that understands and addresses the needs of farm owners and agriculture-related businesses can
ensurepredictabilityandsecurity forthesebusinessowners. Wellthoughtoutplansalsohelp minimize
conflict from incompatible land uses, while protecting the rural heritage that has long defined
Wisconsin. Planning for agriculture can also contribute to other goals, such as preserving wildlife
habitat areas and maintaining groundwater recharge areas.

3. 1982 Farmland PreservationPlan
The original Winnebago County farmland preservation plan was adoptedin 1982 to:

e protectagriculturallandbydescribing policiesnecessaryforitspreservation;

e reduce the cost of suburban and urban growth by directing it towards existing population and
infrastructure;

e augmentotherland usetoolsdesigned to protect other significant natural and cultural resources;

e increasethefarmland preservationtaxcreditsforeligiblefarmers (upto 100 percentforthose
under County zoning, and up to 70 percent for those under Town zoning); and

e serveasamodelfortownsthatsoughttofurtherpreservetheiragricultural resources.

The Winnebago County Planning Department started the development of the plan in 1979 with
funding from the Wisconsin Departmentof Agriculture. Public meetings provided the opportunity to
introduce the farmland preservation program and to understand the needs and future visions of
County citizens. A citizen advisory committee containing at least one representative from each town
provided regular commentary. Atechnical advisory group with staff from county, regional, and state
agencies provided general assistance in preparing the report. In addition to the primary document,
the Planning Department prepared separate elements for each town. As a result, the County
received certification from the Department of Agriculture fortheirzoning ordinances, which became
the major toolforpreserving farmlandin Winnebago County.

4. 2009 Working Lands Initiative

Afteryearsof program planning and input from stakeholders around the state, the Wisconsin
Legislature passed landmark legislation in 2009, Wisconsin Act 28 (2009-2011 Budget Bill), to create
what is known as the "Working Lands Initiative."

This new law made significant revisions to Chapter 91 Wisconsin Statutes, which had been hometo
Wisconsin'sfarmland preservationlawsince 1977. Thenew law continuesalonghistory of relyingon
local governments to lead program implementation efforts, and attempts toimprove on the success
of these efforts by:

e expandingand modernizingthestate'sexistingfarmland preservationprogram, and
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e creatingnewtoolstoassistinlocal programimplementation, including Agricultural Enterprise
Areas (AEAs) and a Purchase of Agricultural Conservation Easement (PACE) matching grant
program.

Oneofthefirst stepsin modernizing the existing programis a requirementforevery countyinthestate
to update their farmland preservation plan. Under the new law, the Winnebago County farmland
preservation plan must be updated by December31,2017.

The farmland preservation planning effort at the state level was coordinated through a steering
committee made up of farmers, local plan commissioners, town planners, local and county elected
officials, and staff. During this process, DATCP staff provided technical assistance and provided
feedback on the draft plan when so requested.

Created by Wisconsin Act 28, the 2009 Biennial Budget Bill, the Working Lands Initiative (WLI) is an effort
by government institutions, non-government organizations, and private businesses to preserve
Wisconsinfarmland, promoteagriculture, enhancethenaturalenvironment, and minimize conflictsin
landuse.

Using current agricultural practices and land-use realities, the WLI establishes more modern, flexible
farmland preservation policies with less state oversight, which helpslocal governments planand
preserve agricultural land as well as create compact, focused suburban, and urban development.
WLI helps farmers keep land in agricultural use, employ good conservation practices, and develop
agricultural enterprise areas.

Thenew WLIconsolidatesand enhancestaxcredits, maintainstheusevalueassessmentprogram,
establishes a state working lands trust fund, and creates a new program (PACE) for targeted
purchases of agricultural conservation easements from willing landowners.

Oneofthefirststepsin modernizing the existing programisarequirementforevery county inthestate
to update their farmland preservation plan. Under the new law, the Winnebago County farmland
preservation plan must be updated by December31,2017.

5. Plan Preparation, Review, and Adoption

2012 Plan

The Winnebago County Zoning and Planning office applied for and received a grant in 2010 to
prepare a farmland preservation plan underthe new Working Lands Initiative. Winnebago County

contracted with Civitek Consulting forthis project.
Regional Meeting Held atthe WolfRiver Town Hallon
November 9, 2010

TheWinnebagoCountyBoardofSupervisorsnext
adopted a public participation plan on August 17,
2010thatdescribesthe waysin which the public
and local units of government would be involved in
the preparation, review, and approval of the plan
update. The plan soughtto:

e protectagricultural land by describing policies
necessary forits preservation;

e reduce the cost of suburban and urban
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growth by directing it towards existing population and infrastructure;
e augmentotherland usetools designed to protect other significant natural and cultural resources;

e makeavailablethefarmlandpreservationtax creditsforeligiblefarmers, specifically $7.50 per
acreforlandownerssubjectto certified farmland preservation zoning;

e serveasamodelfortownsthatsoughttofurtherpreservetheiragriculturalresources;

e create criteria for mapping of farmland
preservation areas; and

A Steering Committee Meeting

e incorporate the hard work completed in the
Winnebago County Comprehensive Plan.

The Winnebago County Planning Department
started the developmentofthe planin 2011 with
fundingfromthe Wisconsin Department of
Agriculture. Publicmeetingsprovidedthe
opportunitytointroducethefarmland preservation
program and to understand the needs and future
visions of County citizens. A steering committee containing at least one representative from each
town provided regular commentary. Staff from county, regional, and state agencies and Civitek
Consulting provided general assistance in preparing the report. In additiontothe primary document,
the Planning Department updated its certified zoning ordinance. As a result, the County received
certification from DATCP for this plan and for their zoning ordinances, which became the majortool for
preservingfarmlandin Winnebago County.

Assetforthin DATCP'sapproval, the plan was certified for 5 years, through December 31,2017
(Appendix E).

Plan Update

Duetothe 5-year certification of the 2012 plan, Winnebago County initiated a 10-year update to the
farmland preservation planin May of 2016. Winnebago County contracted with Civi Tek Consulting for
the plan update.

As aninitial step in the process, the Winnebago County Board of Supervisors adopted a public
participation plan in May of 2016 that describes the ways in which the public and local units of
government would be involved in the preparation, review, and approval of the plan update. A copy
of the public participation plan is included as Appendix A.

Municipalities in the county were involved in the drafting of this planin a number of ways and were
keptabreastoftheplan’sprogress. Initially, letterswere sentto each municipalityinvitingthemto
designate an individual who would serve as a point of contact and a liaison. Many of the local point
of contacts also agreed to serve ona Farmland Preservation Steering Committee. The membership of
this advisory committee included local farmers, elected and appointed officials, and local
administrativestaff. Thecommitteestructurewasvery similartothatofthe2012 plan. Thecommittee
consisted of 15 members and met on a regular basis to provide the staff and consultant direction, and
act as a conduit to direct information back to the Towns for their consideration as this plan was being
drafted. Alist of public meetingsisincluded in Appendix B.
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With staff, public, and consultantassistance, the steering committee prepared numerous plan drafts
which were presented to the public, Towns and County, along with submittal to the Wisconsin
Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP) for certification.

A final draft of the plan was prepared based on the local government input that was received.
The steering committee voted to send the plan update to the Planning and Zoning Committee of
the County Board. The Committee reviewed the recommended plan at their meeting on August
29t, 2017. The Committee then adopted a resolution recommending the plan update to the
County Board. The Board conducted a public hearing on September 19%, 2017, and adopted
the plan update by ordinance (Appendix C) as required under section 66.1001, Wisconsin
Statutes.

DATCP's most recent certification letterisincluded as Appendix F.

Every effort has been made to use the best available data for the update. Because the plan uses data
from the 2010 census of population and housing, along with data from the American Community
Survey and the Census of Agriculture of 2012, the demographicinformationis the most recent data
available and should be appropriate for years to come.

6. Plan Consistency

Thisfarmland preservation plan mustbe consistentwiththe County’s comprehensive plan with respect
to the certified zoning ordinance (text and map) and the mapped farmland preservation areas. The
comprehensive plan, farmland preservation zoning ordinance, and the County farmland preservation
plan must be certified by DATCP in order for any landowner in Winnebago County to be eligible for
Farmland Preservation Program Incentives.

Recognizing that land use plans should not be static documents, the Winnebago County
comprehensive plan provides foran amendment process, which allows for consideration of
amendments to the adopted plan on an annual basis. While the majority of amendments over time
are anticipated to be property-specific, some amendments take a more comprehensive form. The
incorporation ofthe farmland preservation planis the first such comprehensive amendmentto the
2016 Plan. The future land use map of the comprehensive plan depicted the County’s recommended
land use plan map as of the date of plan adoption in 2016 has also been amended by the adoption
ofthisfarmland preservation planamendment. Thisfutureland use map, whichis maintained and
updated as a digital mapping layer on the County’s online information mapping site has been
updated to reflect the land use category designations that are set forth by the new County farmland
preservation plan.

7. Plan Maintenance and Amendment

Section 66.1001, Wisconsin Statutes requires that an adopted plan be reviewed and updated at least
once every ten years. However, to ensure that the plan remains a viable planning tool, it should be
reviewed every five years and following a significant change in land use in Winnebago County.
County staffand members of the Planning and Zoning Committee should review statistics related to
land use and review any major shiftsin land use policy, or economic shifts in how the land is utilized to
prepare fornecessary planamendmentactivities.
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Each November, the Zoning and Planning Department should review and
monitorthis plan and suggest amendments to the Planning and Zoning
Committee.

As part of this review, the staff should contact each of the participating
municipalitiestogivethemtheopportunity tosuggestchanges. During this
annual review, most of the focus should be on Chapter 4, which lists the
goals, objectives, polices, and activities, and in the analysis of
demographic shifts that are occurring in Winnebago County.

To determine whetheramendments are needed, the following
considerationsshouldbereviewed:

¢ General development trends

Farmland conversion rates

e Farmland preservation goalsand objectives

e Completedimplementation activitiesand their effectiveness
e Implementation strategies

e Available resources for future projects

e Publicinput

e Inputfrom other stakeholders

Without periodic review and
assessment, this plan has the
potentialto lose its relevance
as conditions change and
new opportunities and
priorities emerge.

A history of adoption and amendmentis included as Appendix D. It lists when this comprehensive plan
element was first adopted and the various amendments which have taken place since then.






