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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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source: U.S. Census & Wisconsin Dept. of Administration 

2.  GENERAL POPULATION GROWTH  
 
At the turn of the 20th Century, the populations of west central Wisconsin’s seven counties were 
relatively comparable, all being less than 35,000 in population as shown in the chart below.  
About 1920, Chippewa and Eau Claire counties began to experience significant increases in 
population and have been growing at a relatively steady rate ever since.  St. Croix County has 
generally been growing at an increasing rate since the 1950’s.  And since about 1970, Barron and 
Dunn counties have been growing at a fairly slow, but constant rate.  Clark County’s population 
has fluctuated more than the other six counties, growing since 1990, but still just below its 1920 
population. 

 
As reflected in the chart above and the table to the 
right, over 62 percent of the population growth in 
west central Wisconsin since the beginning of the 
20th Century has occurred over the last 38 years.    
In fact, the region lagged significantly behind 
Wisconsin and the United States in growth 
between 1900 to 1970. 
 
Since 1970, population growth in the region has kept pace with U.S. growth, while significantly 
outpacing growth in Wisconsin overall.  In fact, St. Croix County has been the fastest growing 
county in Wisconsin since 1990, with Polk County the sixth fastest.  St. Croix County was also 
the 95th fastest growing county in the nation from 2000 to 2007.  On the eastern side of the 

Percent Population Change  
 1900-

1970 
1970-
2000 

1990-
2008 

Region 46.5% 37.8% 24.3% 
Wisconsin 113.5% 21.4% 16.0% 
U.S. 169.5% 37.2% 22.3% 

 

Population Trends (1900 to 2008)
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source: U.S. Census, 1970 & 2000 

region, Clark County, with only 9.3 percent growth from 1990 to 2008, ranked 58th of 
Wisconsin’s 73 counties.     
 

Based on Wisconsin Dept. of 
Administration estimates, these 
growth trends appeared to have 
continued for much of the first 
part of this decade with the 
region growing at 1.3 percent to 
1.8 percent per year in 
population overall.  However, 
more recently with the slow 
down of the economy and 
housing market woes, population 
growth has also slowed.  From 
2006 to 2007, our region’s 
population only increased by 0.8 
percent, which shrank to 0.5 
percent in 2007 to 2008. 
 
The table to the left shows that 
the population growth in the 
region as a whole between 1970 
and 2008 has been slightly faster 
in the cities and villages.  
However, the table also shows 
that there are great variations in 
these growth patterns by county. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Population Change for Cities, Villages, & Towns 

County 1970 
Population 

2008 
Population 

% change 
(1970-2008) 

Barron    
Towns  17,887 26,354 47.3% 

Cities & Villages 16,068 21,373 33.0% 
Chippewa     

Towns  25,682 29,274 14.0% 
Cities & Villages 22,035 32,598 47.9% 
Clark    

Towns  19,408 22,401 15.4% 
Cities & Villages 10,953 12,188 11.3% 
Dunn    

Towns  14,595 22,986 57.5% 
Cities & Villages 14,396 20,306 41.1% 
Eau Claire    

Towns  18,086 24,827 37.3% 
Cities & Villages 49,133 73,475 49.5% 
Polk    

Towns  9,933 15,972 60.8% 
Cities & Villages 16,733 29,921 78.8% 
St. Croix    

Towns  17,578 40,631 131.1% 
Cities & Villages 16,776 39,071 132.9% 
Region Totals    

Towns  123,169 182,445 48.1% 
Cities & Villages 146,094 228,932 56.7% 
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The map below shows the population change in our region by municipality from 1970 to 2008.  
While population growth in the cities and villages may have outpaced towns as a whole, some of 
the highest growth rates in the region have occurred in towns.  Of the 36 communities which 
grew by over 100 percent since 1970, seventeen were located in St. Croix County and nine in 
Polk County.  Of these 36 communities, 25 were towns, seven were villages, and three were 
cities.   

 
The map clearly shows the high rates of growth in the western communities of our region.  
Higher rates of growth also tended to be experienced in towns with considerable surface water 
features, such as the Town of Cedar Lake in Barron County, Tainter in Dunn County, Dewhurst 
in Clark County, and central Polk County.  It should be noted that the growth of some towns 
have been moderated by annexation to an adjacent city or village. 
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source: Wis. Dept. of Administration, 2008 

3.  POPULATION DISTRIBUTION  
 
The distribution of the population in west central Wisconsin 
varies significantly as shown in the table to the right.  As of 
January 1, 2008, west central Wisconsin had an estimated 
population of 411,376.  The highest concentrations of 
population in the region are in the Eau Claire/Chippewa Falls 
metropolitan area and in western St. Croix County nearest the 
Twin Cities and along Interstate 94. 
 
The map below provides a general visualization of the 
population density of west central Wisconsin using 2008 
population estimates from the Wisconsin Department of 
Administration1.  

                                                 
1 Use of this map is for regional planning purposes only.  The map was created by a technique called kriging, which 
interpolates population density for a given location based on data from nearby locations.  While the map shows the 
general population density pattern using density estimates for areas smaller than the municipal level, local variations 
do exist (e.g., does not account for certain landforms or surface waters). 

 

2008 Population by County  

Municipality 2008 
Population 

Barron County 47,727 
Chippewa County 61,872 
Clark County 34,589 
Dunn County 43,292 
Eau Claire County 98,302 
Polk County 45,892 
St. Croix County 79,702 
West Central 
Wisconsin 411,376 
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The map below shows our region’s population distribution by municipality.  While Eau Claire 
County has the highest population in the region, 79 percent of its population is clustered within 
the City of Eau Claire and adjacent City of Altoona and Town of Washington.   

 
Also as reflected in the previous two maps, other population clusters exist in the region, such as 
the Osceola-Dresser-St. Croix Falls area of Polk County and the Barron-Cameron-Rice Lake 
area of Barron County.   
 
These maps reflect that much of the region’s population is concentrated along major highway 
arterials (e.g., I-94, USH 53, USH 8, STH 29), while those areas further removed from such 
principal arterials tend to be more sparsely populated, such as northeastern Polk County.  The 
large acreage of public forest lands and more sparsely populated areas of western Clark County 
are also reflected on the maps.  Other more sparsely populated areas include southern Dunn 
County and northern Chippewa County. 
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4.  POPULATION GROWTH CHARACTERISTICS  
 
While the previous two sections review the growth and distribution of our region’s population, 
this section delves deeper into who are the residents of west central Wisconsin and how our 
population is changing. 
 

West Central Wisconsin Attracting New Residents 
From 1950 to 1970, the population of our region primarily grew through natural increase (i.e., 
births minus deaths).  Many west central Wisconsin counties experienced a negative net 
migration during this time period as residents moved elsewhere. 
 
The 1970s was a period of significant growth for the region.  This was the decade of the urban-
to-rural “turnaround” throughout much of the Midwest, when droves of people left their urban 
homes for a life in lower density nonmetropolitan areas.  Net in-migration of new residents 
outpaced natural increases in all counties in our region during the 1970s, except for Clark County 
and Barron County.  Growth during the 1980’s was mixed and returned to trends more 
comparable to the 50s and 60s.  Natural increase once again outpaced net migration within the 
region, with many counties experiencing a negative net migration and Clark County losing total 
population overall. 
 
As shown in the chart to the 
right, a second turnaround in 
net migration occurred during 
the 1990s.  All counties in the 
region increased in population 
and 64.5 percent of the 
region’s total population gain 
was through net migration.   
 
Natural increase only outpaced 
net migration in Chippewa, 
Clark, and Eau Claire Counties 
during the 1990s.   
 
And as discussed in the 
previous section, such 
population growth trends 
continued for the first part of 
this decade.  However, during 
the past two years, as 
population growth overall has 
slowed, we would expect that 
natural increase may have once again outpaced in-migration as the primary source of growth in 
many parts of the region. 
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source: U.S. Census, 1970 & 2000 

The Changing Rural Demographic 
Section 3 showed that the unincorporated areas of our region have been experiencing significant 
population growth.  Between 1970 and 2008, growth in towns outpaced that of cities and villages 
in the counties of Barron, Clark, and Dunn.  And during this same timeframe, population growth 
in the unincorporated areas of Dunn, Polk, and St. Croix counties was 50 percent or more.   Yet, 
overall in west central Wisconsin, the ratio of the total population in the towns compared to cities 
and villages has changed very little since 1970. 
 

What has changed most dramatically during this 
timeframe is the percentage of the farm 
population in our unincorporated towns as shown 
in the table to the left.  Across the entire region, 
farm population in the towns has decreased 
substantially in recent decades.  The in-migration 
of new residents to our rural areas, as discussed 
in the previous sub-section, has not been farmers.   
 
This changing rural demographic can pose 
challenges for local governments.  Demands for 
services increase and the expectation levels of 
new residents for such services (e.g., paved 
roads, garbage collection) may be different than 
those of existing residents.  Costs for such 
services may also rise since rural populations are 
typically less densely located.  And with rural 
growth, the potential for land use conflicts also 
increases. 
 
Additional farm-related trends are discussed in 
the Agricultural, Natural, & Cultural Resources 
Working Paper. 
 

Town Farm & Non-Farm Population 

County % of 1970 
Population 

% of 2000 
Population 

Barron   
Town Farrn  26.0 6.9 

Town  Non-Farm 26.7 47.6 
Chippewa    

Town Farrn  20.6 5.6 
Town  Non-Farm 33.2 50.7 
Clark   

Town Farrn  40.8 16.5 
Town  Non-Farm 23.1 47.0 
Dunn   

Town Farrn  27.1 7.3 
Town  Non-Farm 23.2 44.6 
Eau Claire   

Town Farrn  6.5 2.2 
Town  Non-Farm 20.4 22.9 
Polk   

Town Farrn  31.4 5.6 
Town  Non-Farm 31.3 58.5 
St. Croix   

Town Farrn  22.8 4.5 
Town  Non-Farm 28.4 47.2 
Region Totals   

Town Farrn  25.0 6.9 
Town  Non-Farm 26.6 45.5 
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source: U.S. Census,1980 & 2000 

Our Region’s Aging Population 
West central Wisconsin is growing older, though the median age varies significantly among our 
region’s counties and municipalities.   
 
As shown in the table to the right, 
Barron and Polk counties were the 
oldest in the region in terms of 
median age in 2000, and 
significantly above State and 
national averages.  Yet, it has been 
Chippewa County which has been 
aging fastest in the region. 
 
Dunn and Eau Claire County have 
the lowest median ages in the 
region, in large part due to their 
student populations at UW-Stout 
and UW-Eau Claire.  This is 
exemplified by the 2000 median 
ages of the cities of Menomonie and Eau Claire which were 23.2 years and 28.4 years, 
respectively.  And, as compared in the previous components of population change graph, those 
counties with a relatively high proportion of natural increase (births), also tended to have a 
relatively lower median age, such as Clark County. 
 
The map on the following page shows median age by municipality.  In 2000, there were 47 
municipalities in our region with a median age of 40 or more years, which is considered an older 
population.  Only eight had a median age less than 30 years. No generalities can be made 
regarding unincorporated communities being older than the incorporated cities and villages.  
However, some interesting trends are apparent. 
 
A comparison to the previous population maps shows that those municipalities with the highest 
median ages do tend to be less populated and often growing more slowly, such as northern Polk 
County and southwest Clark County.   
 
The exceptions to this relationship tended to be those municipalities with significant water 
resources, such as the Chetek and Balsam Lake areas.  This become even more apparent when 
comparing the median age map to the season housing map in the Housing Working Paper.  
Generally, those communities with higher numbers of seasonal housing units also tended to have 
higher median ages as more persons are moving to such area to retire.   
 
 
 

Median Age (1980 -2000) 

Jurisdiction 
1980 

Median 
Age 

2000 
Median 

Age 

1980-
2000 

Change 
Barron Co. 31.0 38.8 7.8 
Chippewa Co. 27.1 37.6 10.5 
Clark Co. 30.4 35.9 5.5 
Dunn Co. 25.4 30.6 5.2 
Eau Claire Co. 27.0 32.4 5.4 
Polk Co. 31.4 38.7 7.3 
St. Croix Co. 28.0 35.0 7.0 
State of Wisconsin 29.4 36.0 6.6 
United States 30.0 36.5 6.5 
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The series of charts on the following page shows the projected population change for various age 
groups in west central Wisconsin.  Most apparent is the significant growth in the 65+ age group 
over the next 25 years as the baby boomers reach retirement.  The charts also show a 
considerable range of circumstances for each county in our region, reflecting the differences in 
migration and natural increase trends discussed previously.   
 
These changes will have a variety of policy, economic, and land use implications for our region 
as the labor force as a percentage of the total population shrinks, while the demand for senior 
services (e.g., housing, transportation, health, social, recreation) increases.  The Economic 
Development Working Paper will further discuss some of these related trends. 
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West Central Wisconsin Age and Labor Force Projections (2005-2030) 
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Growing More Diverse 
Our region is quite homogenous overall, with 96.9 percent of our population being white (one 
race, non-Hispanic) as of 2000, compared to 88.9 percent for the State of Wisconsin and 75.1 
percent of the nation.  Even so, the population of west central Wisconsin is becoming more 
diverse.   
 
According to U.S. Census figures, the 
number of Hispanic and non-white 
residents recorded in the census in our 
region grew by 84.2 percent from 1990 
to 2000, with the largest percentage 
increases experienced in St. Croix, 
Clark, and Barron counties.  By far, 
the Hispanic population constituted the 
largest portion of this increase, though 
the Asian population continues to be 
our largest minority group.  As of 
2000, the City of Eau Claire was the 
most racially and ethnically diverse 
municipality in the region and the 
ninth most diverse in Wisconsin.     
 
And while these other racial and ethnic 
groups still only made up 3.6 percent 
of the region’s total population in 
2000, such demographic changes can 
potentially result in new challenges for 
local communities, such as language barriers, cultural differences, changes in economic patterns, 
different agricultural practices, or a lack of understanding of governmental systems and services. 
 
The map on the following page shows the percent of non-white students (includes White 
Hispanic) enrolled in public schools by district as of September 2008.  This information is used 
as a proxy to show the distribution of non-white populations (e.g., Asian, Hispanic, Black, 
American Indian) across our region since U.S. Census data is currently outdated and census data 
often under reports the number of minorities, especially in rural areas.  Also, by looking at 
enrolled students, we receive an indication of the number of established families who may likely 
be in a community for an extended time since they have enrolled their children in school. 
 
The map shows four concentrations of non-white student populations of particular note: 

�  Abbotsford Area Hispanic Population – The Abbotsford School District, with a 27.7 
percent non-white enrollment, has the highest concentration of minority students of any 
school district in our region. The adjacent Colby School District has a 10.9 percent non-
white enrollment.   

Growth of the Primary Ethnic & Racial 
Groups in West Central Wisconsin
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The far majority of the non-white students in these two districts are Hispanic, with many 
of their families attracted to the area by food processing employment opportunities.  
There is also a significant Hispanic population in the Alma Center School District which 
overlaps the far southwestern corner of Clark County, though the majority of these 
families reside in Jackson County. 

�  Interstate 94 Corridor Diversity – Those school districts along Interstate 94 generally 
have higher percentages of non-white students.  The Eau Claire School District, with a 
15.5 percent non-white enrollment, is the second highest of any school district in our 
region.  Though there is a diversity of ethnic groups in these districts, it is Asian students 
that make up the largest percentage of non-white enrollment.  While the Asian students in 
the Eau Claire, Elk Mound, and Menomonie districts are primarily of Hmong descent, the 
St. Croix County districts have a more ethnically diverse Asian student population.  Also 
in St. Croix County, there is a greater mix of Asian and Hispanic populations, with higher 
percentages of Hispanic students as one moves towards the north parts of the county. 

�  Barron County Food Processing - Like Abbotsford, employment opportunities at food 
processing facilities in the Cumberland and Barron areas have attracted a sizable non-
white population.  The Cumberland School District has the third highest non-white 
enrollment in the region at 12.4 percent, with these students split fairly evenly between 
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source: U.S. Census, 2000 

Hispanic and American Indian families.  Almost seven percent of the enrollment in the 
Barron School District is Black (largely Somali), with a significant Hispanic population 
as well.  The Rice Lake district also has a sizable Hispanic enrollment. 

�  St. Croix Chippewa Indians of Wisconsin –  The St. Croix Chippewa have scattered tribal 
lands across northwest Wisconsin, including villages and facilities in northwestern 
Barron County and northeastern Polk County.  The significant minority enrollment in 
school districts such as Unity, Frederic, Turtle Lake, and Cumberland all reflect a sizable 
American Indian population. 

 
Eau Claire, Clark, and Barron counties are also home to substantial Amish and Mennonite 
communities.  Estimating the Amish and Mennonite population is difficult.  One method is using 
those persons of “Pennsylvania German” ancestry as reported in the U.S. Census.  But the 
Wisconsin Applied Population Laboratory cautions that the actual population is likely 3-4 times 
higher than using ancestry as a proxy for Amish.  Even so, these census numbers do provide a 
relatively good understanding of the distribution of Amish and Mennonite populations in our 
region. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Town of Bridge Creek in southeastern Eau Claire County not only had the highest 
concentration of persons of Pennsylvania German ancestry in the region in 2000, but the second 
highest in Wisconsin.  The Town of Lynn in Clark County was sixth highest in the state.  The 
above table demonstrates that the Amish and Mennonite of our region tend to be most 
concentrated in the areas of southeastern Eau Claire County, southern Clark County, and various 
rural parts of Barron County. 
 
 

Distribution of Pennsylvanian German (2000)  

Municipality County # of Pennsylvania 
German (2000) 

Town of Bridge Creek Eau Claire 78 
Town of Lynn Clark 33 
Town of Reseburg Clark 29 
Town of Withee Clark 17 
Town of Vance Creek Barron 17 
Town of Fairchild Eau Claire 16 
All remaining Clark County Clark 44 
All remaining Barron County Barron 33 
All remaining Eau Claire County Eau Claire 11 
All of Chippewa County Chippewa 9 
All of Dunn County Dunn 7 
All of St. Croix County St. Croix 7 
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source: Wis. Dept. of Administration, Aug 2008 

5.  POPULATION PROJECTIONS 
 
The Wisconsin Department of 
Administration is statutorily charged 
with estimating and projecting the 
population of Wisconsin.  These same 
projections were used to develop the 
age and labor force charts provided 
previously, supplying insight into our 
region’s growth. 
 
As the table to the right shows, our 
region’s population is projected to 
increase by over 30 percent in the next 
22 years, with St. Croix County 
continuing to lead our region in growth.     
 
The projected population change from 2000 to 2030 by municipality is shown on the map on the 
following page.  Generally, the map is comparable to the 1970 to 2008 population change map 
with western St. Croix County continuing to have the highest rates of growth.   And growth is 
projected to continue to be slow, or even negative, in many of the more rural, less populated 
areas of the region. 
 
It is important to note that these population projections are based on historical trends and assume 
that the factors behind these trends will largely continue to some point in the future.  But some 
caution is needed since changes in the economy, housing market, municipal boundaries, and fuel 
costs can influence population movement.  And obtaining accurate growth projections are more 
difficult for less populated municipalities since such factors can have proportionately greater 
influence.  Intimate knowledge of local conditions can help build local variables into population 
projections to enhance their validity. 

Projected Population Change (2008 -2030) 

Municipality 2008 
Estimate 

2030 
Projection 

Percent 
Change 

Barron County 47,727 54,065 + 13.3% 
Chippewa County 61,872 75,152 + 21.5% 
Clark County 34,589 40,833 + 18.1% 
Dunn County 43,292 54,103 + 25.0% 
Eau Claire County 98,302 118,728 + 20.8% 
Polk County 45,892 58,866 + 28.3% 
St. Croix County 79,702 137,360 + 72.3% 
West Central 
Wisconsin 411,376 539,107 +31.1% 
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