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1.  INTRODUCTION  
 
This document is one of eight working papers 
prepared by West Central Wisconsin Regional 
Planning Commission (WCWRPC) as part of its 
comprehensive planning effort with input from 
the project’s Technical Advisory Group (TAG). 
 
As shown in the diagram to the right, these 
working papers largely build upon the seven 
county conditions and trends reports prepared 
by WCWRPC with TAG input.  The working 
papers place the county data in a regional 
context, highlighting conditions and trends of 
regional significance. 
 
As such, the information found within this 
document is discussed at a regional level.  Each 
county’s conditions and trends report should be 
referred to for additional details and background 
information at the county and municipal level. 
 
These working papers provide a foundation 
upon which regional issues can be identified and 
discussed.  Only by building a consensus on our 
region’s key conditions and trends, can the 
issues, their implications, and the remainder of 
the regional comprehensive planning effort for 
west central Wisconsin proceed. 
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2. THERE IS NO PLACE L IKE HOME (HOUSING SUPPLY)  
 
“Mid pleasures and palaces though we may roam, be it ever so humble, there’s no place like 
home.” - John Howard Payne, actor (1791-1852) 
 
Analyzing housing trends is an important activity when preparing plans for west central 
wisconsin’s future. The table below provides the historic and current count of housing units in 
the region’s seven counties.   
 
For the depicted time frame, housing units have been added at a slightly higher rate in the region 
than in the state as a whole. Between 1980 and 2000, 34,713 housing units were added to the 
region, a growth rate of 28.7 percent. The state increased by 24.5 percent for the same period. 
Counties adding to their housing stock at a faster rate than the state or region during the twenty 
year period include St. Croix County (62.6%), Polk County (30.2%), and Eau Claire County 
(29.3%). Dunn County’s growth rate was about the same as the region at 28.5 percent.    
 

Housing Units 
    Percent Change 

County 1980 1990 2000 1980-90 1990-00 

Barron County 17,153 19,365 20,969 12.9% 8.3% 

Chippewa County 19,203 21,024 22,821 9.5% 8.5% 

Clark County 12,384 12,904 13,531 4.2% 4.9% 

Dunn County 11,886 13,252 15,277 11.5% 15.3% 

Eau Claire County 28,973 32,741 37,474 13.0% 14.5% 

Polk County 16,228 18,562 21,129 14.4% 13.8% 

St.Croix County 14,924 18,519 24,263 24.1% 31.0% 

West Central 
Wisconsin 120,751 136,367 155,464 12.9% 14.0% 

source: U.S. Census.  

 
A combination of factors contribute to the growth of the housing stock including: 
 
·  An increasing population base. Between 1980 and 2000 population growth for the region was 

19.4 percent. 
 

·  An increasing number of households. While the population grew by 19.4 percent, the number 
of households in the region grew by 33.2 percent for the twenty-year period. This household 
growth outpaces housing unit growth.  

 

·  A decreasing household size. As depicted in the table on page three, household size for every 
county in the region has been decreasing. An increasing number of people, in smaller 
households, creates a need for additional housing units. 

 

·  Home mortgage financing that was relatively easy to get. 
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       Persons Per Household* 
County 1980 2000 
Barron County 2.77 2.48 
Chippewa County 2.95 2.53 
Clark County 2.92 2.73 
Dunn County 2.80 2.57 
Eau Claire County 2.71 2.46 
Polk County 2.80 2.51 
St. Croix County 2.99 2.66 
Wisconsin 2.77 2.50 

                      source: U.S. Census 
      *A household includes all the persons who occupy  a housing unit. A  
                      housing unit is a house, an apartment, a mobile home, a group of  
                      rooms, or a single room that is occupied as separate living quarters. 

 
These trends have created demands for additional housing. The result has been the conversion of 
large amounts of undeveloped land (crop, forested, pasture) into residential development. In turn, 
land use conflicts and concerns have surfaced and should be addressed when preparing plans and 
regulations. For a further discussion on land conversion see the agricultural, natural, and cultural 
resources working paper and/or the land use working paper.   
 

3. SOMETHING TO RETIRE TO (CHANGES IN SEASONAL 
HOUSING) 

 
“Don’t simply retire from something; have something to retire to.” 
 - Harry Emerson Fosdick, clergyman (1878-1969) 
 
Seasonal units are used or intended for use only in certain seasons (e.g., beach cottages and 
hunting cabins) or for weekend or occasional use throughout the year. Seasonal units may also 
include quarters used for seasonal workers such as loggers. They typically demand less of public 
services than housing units that are occupied throughout the year.   
 

Seasonal Units – 2000 
 Seasonal Units 

County Number 
of Units 

% of Total 
Housing 

Barron County 2,299 11.0% 

Chippewa 
County 694 3.0% 

Clark County 833 6.2% 

Dunn County 285 1.9% 

Eau Claire 
County 375 1.0% 

Polk  County 4,209 19.9% 

St. Croix 
County 281 1.2% 

West Central 
Wisconsin 8,976 5.8% 

source: U.S. Census. 

 

In 2000 there were a total of 8,976 
seasonal units in the region. 47 percent 
(4,209) of these units were located in 
Polk County, with another 26 percent 
(2,299) located in Barron County. Polk 
County’s seasonal units make up almost 
20 percent of the housing stock, Barron 
County’s seasonal units comprise 11 
percent. The map on page four shows 
seasonal unit distribution by county. As 
shown, the areas with the largest number 
of seasonal units are in county's with 
large amounts of water and other natural 
resources.  
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While the region does contain a large number of seasonal units, the 2000 figures represent a 
decrease of 1,710 units (16%) from 1990. This is a trend that is being seen throughout northern 
Wisconsin wherein seasonal homes are being converted to year-round residences in high-
amentiy areas.  Realtors, local officials and residents have indicated that several things are 
happening to explain the decreasing number of seasonal units: 
 
·  Higher-income households seeking to live on lake property are purchasing seasonal units. 

The units are then being converted into permanent single-family homes. Lakeside seasonal 
units are also being purchased, torn down and replaced by permanent single-family homes. 

 

·  Higher-income households are purchasing seasonal units as future retirement homes. As 
these households retire, more seasonal housing is becoming permanent single family homes.  

 

·  Fewer traditional “cabins” used only for weekend recreation are present. More units that 
were previously seasonal are now being used year-round. 

 
An increasing permanent population base showing up in those areas that have traditionally had a 
large number of seasonal homes verifies this explanation. As large numbers of seasonal units are 
converted to permanent homes there will be an increasing need for more services and monitoring 
of sensitive shorelines along lakes and rivers.      
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4. WITHIN THE WALLS (OCCUPANCY &  STRUCTURAL 
CHARACTERISTICS ) 
 
“The most important work you and I will ever do will be within the walls of our own homes.” 
- Harold B. Lee, clergyman (1899-1973) 
 
Housing occupancy helps determine whether the housing supply is adequate to meet demand. A 
stable housing market is one where the availability of new and existing housing units roughly 
matches the needs of the population. According to the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD), an overall housing vacancy rate of 3 percent is considered optimal. 
Vacancy rates under the 3 percent standard may imply a tight housing market where demand 
exceeds supply, causing housing prices to rise. Conversely, a vacancy rate greater than 3 percent 
may imply an over-supply of housing units, causing housing prices to stagnate.  
 
Census data shows that several counties in the region were near the optimal 3 percent vacancy 
rate in 2000. Those Counties include Barron (3.9%), Eau Claire (4.4%), and St. Croix (3.5%).  
No counties had vacancy rates below 3 percent. Other counties including Chippewa (6.4%), 
Clark (6.2%), Dunn (6.2%), and Polk (23.1%) had vacancy rates higher than the optimal 3 
percent. Higher vacancy rates may signify that it has become more difficult for property owners 
to find buyers or tenants for housing in the County. In other words, people seeking housing in 
aggregate have more choices, and the housing market is swinging towards more of a buyers’ 
market. More current vacancy rates are not yet available, but they will have most likely changed 
with the current economic downturn.   
 
As shown in the table below, the majority of housing units in the region are owner occupied. In 
2000, 103,561 (73%) were identified as owner occupied. 37,516 (27%) housing units were 
identified as rental units. Approximately 75 percent of the region’s housing stock is considered 
single family units. 18 percent are multi-family units and 7 percent are mobile homes. Almost 40 
percent of the region’s multifamily housing is located in Eau Claire County. 18 percent of the 
region’s mobile homes are located in Polk County.  
 

Housing Characteristics – 2000 
 

County 

Occupied 

Units 

Owner 
Occupied 

Units 

Renter 
Occupied 

Units 

Single 
Family 
Units 

Multi-
Family 
Units 

 

Mobile 
Homes 

Barron Co. 17,851 13,543 4,308 16,369 2,812 1,760 

Chippewa Co. 21,356 16,152 5,204 17,570 4,301 1,436 

Clark Co. 12,047 9,790 2,257 11,085 1,140 1,284 

Dunn Co. 14,337 9,895 4,442 10,438 2,915 1,915 

Eau Claire Co. 35,822 23,271 12,551 25,196 10,536 1,721 

Polk Co. 16,254 13,025 3,229 16,801 2,040 2,068 

St.Croix Co. 23,410 17,885 5,525 18,610 4,519 1,131 

West Central  WI  141,077 103,561 37,516 116,069 28,263 11,315 

source: U.S.  Census.  
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Over the past 10-20 years the composition of persons living in the region’s housing stock has 
started to change slightly. Many of these variations are predicted to shift even more dramatically 
in the future, creating a need to examine alternative types or designs of housing. These changes 
include the following:  
 
·   The population has been growing older. Median age per county increased by between five  
  and ten years between 1980 and 2000 throughout the region. 
 

 ·   Due to out-migration of people over 18, overall smaller family sizes, fewer families with  
  children, a steady divorce rate, and an aging population – the number of persons per  
  household has been declining.  
 

 ·   Minority concentrations with unique housing and cultural needs have created pressures in  
  several areas of  the region including Eau Claire, Menomonie, Abbottsford, Curtiss, Barron  
  and others. The Abbotsford school district for example has a 27.7 percent non-white  
  enrollment, the highest in the region. 
 
As these shifts occur there will be a continuing need to monitor housing options that are 
available. For a more in-depth discussion of demographic changes occurring in the region see the 
population working paper. 
 

5. PRICE IS WHAT YOU PAY (HOUSING AFFORDABILITY ) 
 
“Price is what you pay. Value is what you get.” 
 - Warren Buffet, financier and investment businessman (1930 - ) 
 
Providing affordable housing that meets the needs of current and future residents is an important 
element in planning for the future. A lack of quality affordable housing has overriding impacts 
on population migration patterns, economic development and the county’s tax base.  
 
The U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) defines affordable housing as 
housing that does not cost a household more than 30 percent of its household income. This 
affordability benchmark is not an underwriting standard; it does not address the ability to pay for 
housing. Households may choose to pay more to get the housing they need or want; however, 
according to HUD standards, people should have the choice of having decent and safe housing 
for no more than 30 percent or more of their monthly income.  
 
The table on page seven shows affordability as per the HUD definition. In 2000 16.3 percent of 
owner occupied households and 34.0 percent of renter occupied households were paying more 
than 30 percent of their income towards housing costs. 
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Housing Affordability - 1999 

 
 
 
County 

Households Paying Over 30% 
of Income Towards Owner 
Occupied Housing Costs 

Households Paying Over 30% of 
Income Towards Renter 
Occupied Housing Costs 

Barron County 1,423 (16.2%) 1,320 (35.4%) 
Chippewa County 1,738 (14.9%) 1,400 (30.5%) 
Clark County 845 (15.1%) 401 (24.5%) 
Dunn County 1,105 (17.2%) 1,363 (35.9%) 
Eau Claire County 2,695 (14.6%) 4,367 (36.5%) 
Polk County 1,214 (23.0% 864 (33.0%) 
St. Croix County 2,284 (17.6%) 1,608 (32.0%) 
West Central WI 11,214 (16.3%) 11,323 (34.0%) 
Wisconsin 204,737 (17.8%) 240,467 (32.3%) 

             source: U.S. Census. 

 
                                                Median Housing Values 

County 1990 2000  Change 

Barron County $47,000 $78,000 66.0% 

Chippewa  Co.  $46,500 $88,100 89.5% 

Clark County $36,900 $64,700 75.3% 

Dunn County $49,000 $92,900 90.0% 

Eau Claire Co.  $53,500 $96,300 80.0% 

Polk County  $53,600 $100,200 86.9% 

St. Croix $74,400 $139,500 87.5% 

Wisconsin $62,500 $112,200 79.5% 
          source: U.S. Census 

 
The above housing value increases can be compared to a 31.8 percent inflation rate for the 
period. Incomes during this time increased from a low of 49.6 percent in St. Croix County to a 
high of 69.7 percent in Polk County 
 
As depicted on the map on page eight, between 1989 and 1994 all counties in the region 
experienced average increases in housing values compared to other counties in the state. This 
shifted between 1999 and 2004 when Polk, St. Croix, Barron, and Dunn Counties experienced 
higher relative increases in home values.  
 
 

 
The table to the right 
shows median housing 
values for 1990 and 
2000. For the ten-year 
period housing values in 
Chippewa, Dunn, Eau 
Claire, Polk and St. 
Croix Counties all 
increased at a rate 
greater than the state.   
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6. PREDICT THE FUTURE (HOUSING PROJECTIONS) 
   
“The function of science fiction is not always to predict the future, but sometimes to prevent it.” 
- Frank Herbert, science fiction novelist (1920-1986) 
 
Housing projections are helpful to estimate the amount of land that may be consumed by future 
housing development. As the number of households and housing units in the region continues to 
grow, there is a resulting need to provide additional public facilities and services such as roads, 
sewer and water extensions, fire and police protection, schools, etc. It may also create a need to 
develop and enforce additional regulations and ordinances. These are important planning issues 
for consideration.  
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Housing Unit Projections 
 
County 2000 

Projection 
2005 

Projection 
2010 

Projection 
2015 

Projection 
2020 

Projection 
2025 

Projection 
2030 

Barron County 21,000 22,021 22,899 23,838 24,826 25,612 26,398 
Chippewa County 21,356 23,128 24,811 26,520 28,161 29,670 31,038 
Clark County 13,531 13,725 14,206 14,814 15,301 15,957 16,666 
Dunn County 15,277 16,641 17,739 19,063 20,290 21,445 22,461 
Eau Claire County 37,474 39,262 41,826 44,127 46,343 48,419 50,227 
Polk County 21,129 23,214 25,374 27,660 29,851 31,735 33,738 
St. Croix County 24,263 29,546 34,173 39,517 45,105 50,487 55,944 
West Central Wisconsin 154,030 167,537 181,028 195,539 209,877 223,325 236,472 
source: U.S. Census.  

 

As shown in the above table, by the year 2030 it is estimated that the region will have 236,472 
housing units. This is an increase of 82,442 housing units, or 54 percent, from the 2000 Census. 
It is projected that 2,748 units will be added to the region per year. St. Croix County is projected 
to experience the most growth with the addition of 31,681 units, a growth rate of 131 percent. 
 
It is important to note that these housing unit projections are based on historic trends and assume 
that the factors behind these trends will largely continue to some point in the future. However, 
some caution is needed since changes in population growth, household size, economy, 
transportation costs, and the housing market can influence the development of new units.  
 

7. HELPING OTHER PEOPLE (HOUSING ASSISTANCE) 
 
“An idealist is a person who helps other people to be prosperous.”  
- Henry Ford, automobile industrialist (1863-1947) 
 
There are a wide variety of housing organizations and programs available throughout the region 
to assist residents. Many of these organizations provide services to low income populations and 
work towards addressing housing needs. Below is a listing of many of these organizations. 
Please note that a more exhaustive listing is available in the Inventory of Plans, Programs, and 
Land Use Policies in West Central Wisconsin compiled by the West Central Wisconsin Regional 
Planning Commission. 
 
County Housing Authorities 
Barron, Chippewa, Clark, Dunn, Eau Claire and Polk Counties all have countywide public 
housing authorities. These organizations are created by resolution of the county board and 
operate as separate non-profit entities. The programs offered by these organizations are varied 
but can include operation of subsidized housing units, administration of Section 8 programs, 
CDBG rehabilitation and homeownership programs, lead abatement, neighborhood stabilization, 
homelessness assistance, rental assistance, low income housing development and many other 
specialized programs. 
 
Community Housing Authorities 
In addition to county housing authorities, some communities operate their own local housing 
authorities or departments. Community housing authorities often provide some of the same 
programs listed above, but to smaller geographic areas and often on a more limited or focused 
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scale. Communities with local housing authorities include Barron, Chetek, Cumberland, Rice 
Lake, Stanley, New Auburn, Abbotsford, Greenwood, Loyal, Thorp, Menomonie, Altoona, Eau 
Claire, Amery, Clear Lake, Frederic, Luck, Osceola, Hudson, New Richmond and River Falls.  
 
Non-Profit Organizations 
West Central Wisconsin Community Action Agency (WestCap), Indianhead Community Action 
Agency, Western Dairyland, Impact Seven, Bolton Refuge House, Beacon House, Starting 
Points, Grace Place, Northwoods Homeless Shelters and Habitat for Humanity are just a sample 
of housing assistance non-profits in the region. These non-profits provide everything from 
physical shelter to counseling, weatherization, and home financing. Some for profit organizations 
in the region provide similar services as well.  
 
State and Federal Organizations 
A variety of funding and assistance organizations are available at the state and federal level. 
Some of these organizations will provide assistance directly to residents, but most fund local 
organizations or municipalities that in turn deliver services. Among these organizations are 
WHEDA (Wisconsin Housing & Economic Development Authority), Department of Commerce-
Division of Housing (Community Development Block Grant, Housing Cost Reduction Initiative, 
HOME Program, Lead Abatement and other programs), and Rural Development.  
 

8. BORROWING MONEY (MORTGAGE CRISIS) 
 
“To shorten the winter, borrow some money due in spring.” - W. J. Vogel, author  
 
Between 2008 and 2009, high home foreclosure rates have had a large impact on the state and 
region. The number of foreclosure court cases in Wisconsin rose from 6,407 in 2000 to 23,263, 
according to Andy Lewis, University of Wisconsin-Extension community development 
specialist. State foreclosure cases increased 21 percent over the past year. 
 
“While nearly half of the state’s foreclosure court cases in the last two years have been located in 
urban counties—Milwaukee, Waukesha, Dane, Brown, Kenosha, Racine and Rock County—
rural counties are also feeling the pain,” says Lewis. St. Croix County tops the list of rural 
counties with high foreclosure rates reporting one foreclosure for every 55 housing units in the 
county.  
 
Lewis points out that while the situation in Wisconsin is serious, the state is not faring as badly 
as some other parts of the country. Foreclosure rates in Wisconsin are lower than the national 
average. For example, the Mortgage Bankers Association reports that 2.57 percent of the loans in 
inventory in Wisconsin in the third quarter of 2008 were being foreclosed. That compared to 
2.97 percent for the nation, or 7.32 percent in Florida, 5.58 percent in Nevada, and 3.9 percent in 
California, Arizona, and Ohio. 
 
The first map on the following page provides county information on the number and percent 
change in housing foreclosures between 2007 and 2008. The second map provides a ratio of 
foreclosures by county. As you will note, regionally Polk, St. Croix, and Dunn County have been 
hit hardest by the crisis, having some of the highest foreclosure rates in the state.  These high 
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rates of foreclosure have many implications that could impact the housing market and in turn 
how the region should react to it.   
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In addition to foreclosures, the area has also seen a reduction in home prices. According to the 
Wisconsin Realtors Association, for 2008, home prices in Wisconsin fell 3.7%. This is less than 
the average national price decline of 9.5%. However, in 2008 the volume of home sales in the 
state decreased by 19.1%, worse than the national decline of 13.1%. The average sale price of a 
home in Wisconsin last year was $158,000 compared with $164,000 in 2007.   


