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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. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“Once you have lived on the land, been a partner with its moods, secrets, 
and seasons, you cannot leave. The living land remembers, touching you 

in unguarded moments, saying, ‘I am here. You are part of me.’” 
– Ben Logan. From the book The Land Remembers 
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Figure 1: Assessed Agricultural Acres 

Figure 2: Agricultural Land Trends 

Source: Wisconsin Department of Revenue  

2.  AGRICULTURAL RESOURCES 
 
“When tillage begins, other arts follow. The farmers, therefore, are the founders of human 
civilization.” – Daniel Webster (1782-1852) 
 
Acreage Down and Value Up 
The distribution of agricultural 
land in west central Wisconsin 
varies significantly. In 2007, 
west central Wisconsin had an 
estimated 1,837,877 acres of 
assessed agricultural land. 
This represents 45.2 percent of 
the land. As a region, there 
was a loss of approximately 
500,000 acres (780 square 
miles) of assessed agricultural 
land between 1990 and 2007 (Figure 1). This equates to 1/8 of the size of the whole region or 
just over the size of St. Croix County. In 1990, 57.5 percent of the region consisted of assessed 
agricultural land. This equates to 12.3 percent less of the region in 17 years. Figure 2 visually 
demonstrates how much of the region was comprised of assessed agricultural land in 1990 and 
2007. The red area shows the agricultural land that was lost in those 17 years.  
 

The counties with the highest 
percentages of assessed 
agricultural land are St. 
Croix (54.7 percent) and 
Dunn (53.1 percent). Polk 
(34.5 percent) and Eau Claire 
(38.3 percent) counties have 
the smallest percentages. In 
the past 17 years, the two 
counties that lost the highest 
percentage of their respective 
farmland were Polk County 
(36 percent) and St. Croix 
County (27 percent). Figure 
3 shows the changes of 
assessed agricultural land in 
the region between 1990 and 
2007. 
 
 

The region experienced a significant increase in the market value of agricultural products sold 
between 2002 and 2007. The total market value increased from $754,579,000 to $1.154 million. 
This is an increase of $400 million ($287 million – 2007 constant dollars).  

 1990  
Agricultural 

Acres 

2007 
Agricultural 

Acres 

2007  
Percentage 
of County 

1990 – 2007 
Change in 

Acres 
Barron County 350,269 262,867 46.1 -87,402 
Chippewa County 361,823 291,547 43.8 -70,276 
Clark County 403,232 363,127 46.5 -40,105 
Dunn County 350,000 293,620 53.1 -56,380 
Eau Claire County 192,542 158,187 38.3 -34,355 
Polk County 328,689 210,874 34.5 -117,815 
St. Croix County 350,706 257,655 54.7 -93,051 
West Central Wisconsin 2,337,261 1,837,877 45.2 -499,384 
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Dairy Farms
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Figure 4: Dairy Farms 

Source: USDA Census of Agriculture  

Figure 3: Change in Assessed Agricultural Land 

 
 
 
Dairy Declines 
The region has experienced a 
significant reduction in the 
number of dairy farms. Between 
1987 and 2007, the region 
experienced a decrease of 3,736 
dairy farms, which equates to a 
58 percent reduction (Figure 4). 
Figure 5 shows how dairy farms 
have decreased as a percentage of 
total farms. The region 
experienced a decrease of 31,777 
(14.2 percent) milk cows between 
1997 and 2007 (Figure 5). 
According to the 2007 Census, 
there were 192,244 milk cows 
and 2,688 dairy farms in the region 
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Figure 5: Dairy Farm Trends 

(71.5 cows/farm). In 1997, there were 224,021 milk cows and 4,227 dairy farms respectively 
(52.9 cows/farm). 
 
Increases in Renewable Energy Production 
The region is experiencing an increase in the number of farms that are taking part and/or 
pursuing onsite renewable resource operations. This includes several anaerobic digesters, 
production of bio-fuel, utilizing wood, and other ventures. This phenomenon is being 
experienced throughout the region. Most notably, public and private investment in the ethanol 
industry has altered the agricultural landscape of the region in the past several years. Partly due 
to this, the amount of land in corn production between 2002 and 2007 increased from 21 percent 
of agricultural land in the region to 24.8 percent, as defined by the USDA. In comparing corn 
acres to only assessed agricultural land, this number is 31.1 percent, in 2007. At this time, with 
an uncertain future of ethanol, the region has experienced a steadying and in most instances a 
decrease of private investment for ethanol. Currently, there are two ethanol plants located in the 
region. They are located in Stanley and Boyceville. Several farms in the region are producing 
bio-fuel and energy through manure, canola seeds, and other renewable resources. There is a 
growing interest in the production of energy from a variety of waste agricultural products in the 
region. 
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Figure 6: Milk Cows 

Figure 7: Agricultural Products Sold To Individuals For Consumption 

Source: USDA Census of Agriculture  

Source: USDA Census of Agriculture  

 
Organic and Direct Market Farm Sales Increase  
There has been an increase in organic farms and direct market food production in the region. In 
2007, there were 206 certified organic farms and $11,099,000 in sales of organically produced 
commodities. Due to different questions on the USDA census form, data from 2002 are not 
perfectly compatible with the 2007 data. However, according to the 2002 Census, the region had 
63 organic farms and $2,131,000 ($2,450,650 - 2007 constant dollars) of sales.  
 
Figure 7 shows that the value of agricultural products sold directly to individuals for 
consumption significantly increased 111 percent in the region between 2002 and 2007. This 
consists of farmers markets, community supported agriculture, local purchasing programs, etc. 
The value sold increased from $2,525,000 in 2002 to $5,319,000 in 2007. This is an increase of 
$2,794,000 ($2,415,000 - 2007 constant dollars). In addition, there are now no less than 20 
farmers markets in the region, many of which operate more than one day a week.  
 
These trends show that the definition of what constitutes farming and farming practices are 
changing in the region. This change can certainly create issues between the newer and growing 
organic and/or direct market farmers and their supporters and larger farm operations that do not 
cater to organic and local markets. This can include spraying, genetics, diet of animals, impact 
on local and global environment, etc.  

 
 

 
 

 

 1997 Milk 
Cows 

2002 Milk 
Cows 

2007 Milk 
Cows 

97-07 Number 
Change 

97-07 Percent  
Change 

Barron County 33,883 26,790 23,512 -10,371 -30.6 
Chippewa County 41,660 33,629 32,255 -9,405 -22.6 
Clark County 63,333 63,326 64,438 1,105 1.7 
Dunn County 26,959 22,189 23,143 -3,816 -14.2 
Eau Claire County 15,450 10,627 11,326 -4,124 -26.7 
Polk County 20,196 17,785 16,540 -3,656 -18.1 
St. Croix County 22,540 21,837 21,030 -1,510 -6.7 
West Central Wisconsin 224,021 196,183 192,244 -31,777 -14.2 

 
2002 Farms 2007 Farms 

Percent 
Change 

2002 Value 
(in $1,000) 

2007 Value 
(in $1,000) 

Value Percent 
Change 

Barron County 87 102 17% 423 858 103% 
Chippewa County 85 112 32% 703 654 -7% 
Clark County 150 194 29% 233 369 58% 
Dunn County 99 136 37% 440 883 101% 
Eau Claire County 57 108 90% 219 1046 378% 
Polk County 120 194 62% 215 712 231% 
St. Croix County 112 136 21% 292 797 173% 
West Central Wisconsin 710 982 38% 2,525 5,319 111% 
State of Wisconsin 4,918 6,243 27% 29,072 43,491 50% 
U.S.A. 116,733 136,817 17% 812,204 1,211,270 49% 
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Source: USDA Census of Agriculture  

Who’s Working In Agriculture? 
Ownership: Aging Families 
The type of farm ownership in the region has stayed relatively the same between 1987 and 2007 
(Figure 8). Between 1987 and 2007, the percentage of non-individual/family/partnership farms 
has increased about 50 percent. However, the 2007 percentage is still extremely low at only 3.8 
percent. The average age of the principal operators in the region increased from 52.2 to 54.2 
years old, between 2002 and 2007. 

 
Workers: Increase in Minorities 
It has been documented numerous 
times that during the last decade, 
there has been a significant 
increase in the percentage of 
Hispanic workers in Wisconsin 
agriculture, most notably the dairy 
and meat processing sectors. This 
holds true for the region. Several 
rural communities in the region are 

experiencing an influx of Hispanics. Many of these Hispanics work in agriculture related jobs. 
Specifically, this increase is most prevalent in the area in and around Abbotsford and Curtiss, 
Clark County and Barron and Cumberland, Barron County. In addition, there is a large Somali 
community in the City of Barron Many work in the meat processing sector. This issue is 
discussed in more detail in the Population Working Paper. 
 
Larger Farms Reshaping Total Value Percentages  
Much of the total value increase in the region can be attributed to the increase in farms that sold 
$500,000 or more in total value. The region experienced an increase from 173 such farms in 
2002 to 340 farms in 2007. The value of products sold from these farms increased from 
$249,876,000 to $561,345,000, which totaled an increase of $311 million ($274 million – 2007 
constant dollars). Figure 9 shows how these farms have increased their percentage of the total 
value sold market in the region.  
 
Agriculture Preservation/Working Lands 
As more farmland is being taken out of production by urban development, the discussion of ways 
to preserve agriculture land is becoming more popular. Through the State’s Working Lands 
Initiative, it is a goal to a) expand and modernize the State’s existing farmland preservation 
program, b) establish agricultural enterprise areas, c) develop a purchase of agricultural 
conservation easement matching grant program, and d) funding the Working Lands Initiative. 
This will be done by farmland preservation plans, farmland preservation zoning, agricultural 
enterprise area, farmland preservation agreements, and purchase of agricultural conservation 
easement grant program. 
  
 
 
 
 

 1987 
Percentage 
of Farms 

2002  
Percentage 
of Farms 

2007  
Percentage 
of Farms 

Individual/Family 
Farms 89.8 92.3 89.9 
Partnership 7.8 4.9 6.3 
Other (Corporation, 
Co-op, Trust, etc.) 2.4 2.8 3.8 

Figure 8: Farm Ownership 
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Trends Conclusion  
Overall, the region is experiencing a variety of trends. Most notably, there has been a significant 
decrease in dairy farms in the region and a smaller, yet also significant, decrease in milk cows. 
Compared to the past, the region has significantly fewer assessed agricultural acres. There are 
fewer farms, but these farms are larger. While at the same time, there has been an explosion in 
the number and value of products sold from small direct market farms in the region. This has 
created a dichotomy in the region with one trend consisting of an increase in farm size and 
another trend consisting of more direct market farms, which often times tend to be smaller in 
size. The regional agriculture industry has entered the growing renewable energy market. Farm 
owners are getting older and minority workers are more prevalent in the regional agricultural 
industry. 
 

 

 
 

Figure 9: Value of Farm Products Sold 
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Figure 10: Assessed Forest Land 

Figure 11: Forest Land Tax Program 
Participation by County (2008) 

Source: Wisconsin Department of Revenue  

3.  NATURAL RESOURCES 
 
“Conservation is a state of harmony between men and land.” - Aldo Leopold (1887 – 1948) 
 
The types and amounts of natural resources in west central Wisconsin are bountiful. These 
resources vary depending on location within the region. Detailed information, such as 
management and encroachment type information, for specific natural resource issues can be 
found in the respective county Condition and Trends Reports. In addition, additional information 
can be found in the Land Use Working Paper. 
 
Forest Fragmentation Becoming Familiar 
In 2008, west central Wisconsin had an estimated 
781,207 acres of assessed forest land (Figure 10). 
This represents 19.2 percent of the land. The 
counties with the most assessed forest land in 
2008 were Chippewa (154,104 acres) and Polk 
(152,127 acres). The counties with the highest 
percentages were again Polk (24.9 percent) and 
Chippewa (23.1 percent) counties. The counties 
with the smallest percentages were St. Croix 
(10.6 percent) and Clark (16.2 percent). Due to 
the new assessed AG Forest category, it is 
difficult to compare the amount of assessed 
forested acres in the region with previous years. 
One trend that is evident in the region is the fragmentation of forested areas and the subsequent 
impact on wildlife habitat and resources generated from forested areas. The fragmentation of 
forested areas is both an environmental and economic issue.  
 
There are also over 234,000 acres of Forest Crop Law Acreage and Managed Forest Law 
Acreage in the region. Figure 11 shows the distribution of this acreage in the region. The 
Inventory of Plans, Programs, and Land Use Policies in West Central Wisconsin goes into 
greater detail regarding these programs.  

 
Soils and Mineral Resources 
The vast majority of the region has soils that are 
not conducive to conventional private septic 
systems. In many cases, this limits the amount of 
residential development that can occur outside of 
public sewer systems. Due to the amount of river 
valleys in the region and the way the terrain was 
formed during the last glacial period, many areas in 
the region have sloped areas that are not 
advantageous to development or traditional row 
crop endeavors.  
 

 2008 
Forested 

Acres 

2008  
Percentage 
of County 

Barron County 115,469 20.3 
Chippewa County 154,104 23.1 
Clark County 126,364 16.2 
Dunn County 106,356 19.2 
Eau Claire County 76,644 18.6 
Polk County 152,127 24.9 
St. Croix County 50,143 10.6 
West Central Wisconsin 781,207 19.2 

 
Forest Crop 
Law Acreage 

Managed 
Forest Law 

Acreage 
Barron 1,703 33,796 
Chippewa 1,498 21,984 
Clark 3,766 53,151 
Dunn 3,524 47,989 
Eau Claire 1,034 29,571 
Polk 1,431 34,021 
St. Croix 984 13,640 
Total 13,940 234,152 
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The region has historically experienced extraction of soil and mineral resources, as certain areas 
of the region are rich in desired soils and mineral resources. At this time, the region has 
approximately 335 non-metallic mining sites. This number does not include all of the small 
private sites that often are not documented.  
 
Currently, there is growing demand for soil and mineral resources inside and outside the region. 
As this demand increases, there is greater probability that suitable extraction areas are going to 
be closer to inhabited areas. At the same time, as communities expand their growth areas and 
more land is used for low-density rural residential development, conflicts between extraction 
operations and incompatible development will increase.  
 
Water Issues On The Rise 
Surface 
In general, the water quality in the region’s river basins is a concern. The major issue is pollution 
from added nutrients and sediment from run-off, primarily from agricultural land and urban 
areas. The region has 68 different water bodies that are impaired, as defined by the Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources (DNR). The DNR has 73 water bodies in the region listed as 
either outstanding or excellent. 
 
Floodplains are a serious issue in the region. Nearly all surface waters of significant size have 
associated 100-years floodplains identified in National Flood Insurance Program (NFIP) Flood 
Insurance Rate Maps and are regulated by counties or local municipalities. Floodplains provide 
important wildlife habitat, recharge the aquifer, and naturally purify runoff, while providing 
flood storage. Based on past disaster declarations, serious flooding events can be expected in our 
region every four to six years. In recent decades, stormwater or overland flooding has been 
increasing in frequency and damage, though riverine or overbank flooding remains a concern for 
many areas.  
 
Following the widespread 1993 floods, the 1995 U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Floodplain 
Management Assessment found that decreasing upland runoff in our region can have measurable 
benefits during large flood events and recommended a system-wide analysis of flood potential.   
The report further recommended better adherence to existing land-use policies (e.g., floodplain 
zoning) as an effective first step in flood mitigation and recommended that critical facilities be 
sited out of harm’s way. The report also warned against the trend that flood protection projects 
(e.g., dams and levees) have tended to induce floodplain development in many areas. 
 
Figure 12 shows that there is a significant amount of development within or adjacent to the 100-
year floodplains of our region. This information can also serve as a proxy for identifying areas of 
shoreline encroachment. In most counties, the majority of these potentially floodprone structures 
can be found in unincorporated towns, though the largest concentration of such structures (304) 
can be found in the City of Eau Claire. This is an estimate of potentially floodprone properties 
based on best available data taken from the County hazard mitigation plans prepared by West 
Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission.  Such assessments will be improved as the 
new Digital Flood Insurance Rate Maps and additional G.I.S. parcel data become available.   
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Figure 13: Groundwater data  

Figure 12: Estimate of Potential 100-Year Floodplain Development in West 
Central Wisconsin 

Source: United States Geographical Survey and Wisconsin Center for Land Use Education 

 

 

Potential 
100-Year 

Floodplain 
Structures 

Percent of 
structures in 

cities & 
villages 

Est. Assessed 
Value of Potential  

Floodplain 
Improvements 

Number 
of NFIP 
Claims 

Barron 277 8% $22.8 mil. 5 
Chippewa 419 29% $37.1 mil. 58 
Clark* 502 n.a. $29.3 mil. 24 
Dunn 642 36% $37.8 mil. 12 
Eau Claire 620 50% $50.2 mil. 8 
Polk 413 2% $37.5 mil. 13 
St. Croix  395 61% $63.8 mil. 37 
Total 3,168 n.a. $278.5 mil. 157 
* Data for Towns only; city and village data not available for Clark County 
source: County Hazard Mitigation Plans 
 
It is important to note that flood events are not limited to the 100-year floodplain, especially as 
stormwater flooding risks increase, and many structures outside of regulated floodplain areas in 
our region do not have flood insurance. 
 
Ground 
In isolated areas, groundwater quality is a concern. This is specifically the case in St. Croix 
County. Closed depressions in the County significantly increase groundwater contamination 
risks as contaminants at the surface may not be given the opportunity to be adequately filtered by 
soils, but, instead, are passed more directly from the surface to the aquifer. The USGS is also 
currently completing a groundwater modeling effort which includes St. Croix County. 
 
The region is also experiencing isolated incidents of groundwater shortages. One of the more 
severe areas is in northeastern Clark County along STH 29, specifically in Abbotsford and 
Curtiss. Both communities are working on strategies to solve their water shortage problem. As a 
whole, many areas in the region lack groundwater quantity baseline data for future comparison. 
 
Figure 13 shows the amount of water that is being used in the region, the number of municipal 
water systems, wellhead protection plans and ordinances and the number of contaminated 
groundwater and soil sites in the region. It should be noted that the huge increase in Dunn 

 1979 Water 
Use (million 
gallons/day) 

2005 Water 
Use (million 
gallons/day) 

Municipal 
Water 

Systems 

Wellhead 
Protection 

Plan 

Wellhead 
Protection 
Ordinance 

Contaminated 
groundwater 

and/or soil sites 
Barron County 9.6 19.4 9 7 2 40 
Chippewa County 8.7 15.4 9 6 3 50 
Clark County 5.4 6.5 10 8 5 57 
Dunn County 7.7 31.9 7 2 0 38 
Eau Claire County 16.7 18.8 5 2 0 60 
Polk County 5.4 10.9 12 7 3 57 
St. Croix County 6.2 15.8 11 7 5 57 
West Central Wisconsin 59.7 109.7 63 39 18 359 
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County is attributed solely to irrigation and primarily from an ethanol plant that was built after 
2000. All other water use stayed constant over this period of time.  
 
Sensitive Areas Abound 
The region has extensive geographic diversity. Therefore, the region has a long list of different 
types of sensitive areas. This consists of shorelands, floodplains, wetlands, steep slopes, forests 
and woodlands, and grasslands and prairie. Many of these areas have unique species and 
ecosystems that are easily impacted negatively by human activity. Making this situation more 
challenging is the mixture of standards, approaches, and applications in the region that limit 
development in sensitive areas. This stems from the variety of regulations used by the different 
units of government in the region and State and Federal regulations. 
 
Open Space and Recreational Resources Galore 
The seven county west central region of Wisconsin has an abundance of open space and 
recreational resources. The types of open space are as diverse as the landscape in the region and 
consist of water bodies, forested areas, trails, and parks. One of the most prominent open spaces 
in the region is the Saint Croix National Scenic Riverway, which borders Minnesota along the 
northwest portion of the region. Scattered throughout the region are various federal, state, and 
local wildlife, fishery, natural, and scientific areas, including private conservancy areas. These 
areas are managed as open space to provide important feeding, breeding, nesting, cover, and 
other habitat values to a wide variety of plant and animal species. 
 
 



WCWRPC Working Paper: Agricultural, Natural, and Cultural Resources      13 

4.  CULTURAL RESOURCES 
 
“We are not makers of history. We are made by history.” - Martin Luther King, Jr. (1929-1968) 
 
The seven county region has a long and storied history, with many significant cultural sites. 
These sites include Native American encampments, fur trading outposts, lumbering camps, and 
historic buildings. Historic structures, sites, and districts are often targeted for hazard mitigation 
strategies due to their unique, often irreplaceable, social value. Such historic resources can also 
be responsible for defining much of a community’s identity. The region also has a variety of 
cultural resources that pertain to the arts. These are widespread throughout the region. 
 
Registered Historical Sites 
The region currently has 127 locations on the National Register of Historic Places. A total of 
5,262 places and objects in the region have been identified as having historic value and are on 
the Wisconsin Architecture and History Inventory. Most of the structures that are registered as 
historical places are houses.  Many older structures are beginning to get to the state where they 
cannot be repaired and/or saved, especially in rural areas.   
 
Existing Resources 
There are a variety of resources available in the region to help preserve local cultural resources. 
There are 13 existing historic/architectural preservation ordinances and five ordinances being 
developed. The region has 53 historical societies and museums. Some communities are 
consciously attempting to redevelop their downtowns to promote development and new private 
investment.  
 
The state requirement that communities adopt a comprehensive plan is allowing communities to 
analyze and develop goals, objectives, and strategies, which can be created to help them identify 
and preserve their respective cultural resources. Due to the diversity of the region, there are 
several different types of historical resources in the region. Among other things, this is a result of 
different local economies, different geography and natural resources, different indigenous 
cultures, and different European settlement groups and patterns.   
 
The Arts 
The region has numerous cultural resources that are associated to the arts. In addition, the region 
has an abundance of activities and events. These are spread throughout the region and consist of 
community festivals, Oktoberfests, a variety of Dairy Days, concerts, university functions, and 
numerous other cultural events. Their concentrations often resemble the population densities of 
the region, and the majority of the time are located in the larger cities of the region. Due to its 
size, Eau Claire has numerous arts related cultural resources. In addition, due to the quantity and 
size of different cultural resources in the Twin Cities, it is common for residents in the region to 
travel to the Twin Cities for arts and culture. 
 
 
 


