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Minutes 
Portage County Farmland Preservation Ad-Hoc Steering Committee 

Thursday, January 29, 2015, 6:00 p.m. 
Conference Rooms 1 and 2, County Annex 

1462 Strongs Avenue, Stevens Point WI 
 
Committee Members Present:  Paul Cieslewicz, Layne Cozzolino, Tom Domaszek, Patty 
Edelburg, Gale Gordon, Ron Hensler, Stewart Higgins, Chris Holman, Barry Jacowski, John 
Jazdzewski, Doug Nelson, Dale O’Brien, Paul Onan, Larry Raikowski, Paul Roberts, Tony 
Whitefeather, Jacqueline Wille 
 
Staff/Advisors Present:  Jeff Schuler, Sarah Wallace, Steve Kunst, Steve Bradley, Patty 
Benedict, Planning and Zoning Department; Ken Schroeder, Nathan Sandwick, UW-Extension 
 
Others Present:  Brandi Makuski, Stevens Point City Times 
 
Call to Order:  Schuler called the meeting to order at 6:00 p.m. 
 
1. Welcome and Introductions – Portage County Planning and Zoning Staff – Schuler, Director 
of the Planning and Zoning Department, introduced himself and thanked  everyone for 
attending.  He introduced Assistant Director Sarah Wallace, County Conservationist Steve 
Bradley, Associate Planner Steve Kunst, who will be the main staff contact throughout the 
process, and Patty Benedict, Recording Secretary.  Each committee member gave a brief 
introduction and summary of their experiences and interests.    
 
Kunst referred to the meeting packet, containing a brief overview of the purpose for the 
committee and what is to be accomplished.  The role of staff is to document minutes, draft 
materials for the plan and present to the committee for discussion, make edits to the plan, 
ensure the plan reflects the committee’s input, and make sure statutory requirements are met.  
The Farmland Preservation Program (FPP) Plan will serve as a policy guide for the County 
Board on how to promote agriculture moving forward.  
 
Regarding the role of the committee, Kunst said each member is here based on their 
background and interest in the agriculture industry, and asked them to share their knowledge 
and expertise, both in their specific roles, as well as the industry as a whole.  Staff will provide 
information for the committee to comment on, ask for input on agriculture in Portage County, 
and what actions are needed to promote it in the future.  The committee will also be asked to 
help identify areas where state income tax credits may be allowed.  Mapping the areas will take 
place later in the planning process.   
 
Kunst encouraged committee members to participate in the conversations.  Information and 
materials for meetings will be mailed prior to meetings to allow members time to review and 
identify any questions.  Specific topics will be brought up at meetings to make sure all State and 
County requirements are met.      
 
2. Selection of Committee Chair and Vice Chair – Kunst asked for nominations for Committee 
Chair.  O’Brien nominated B. Jacowski.  Kunst called three times for further nominations.  There 
being no further nominations, motion by Gordon, second by Raikowski to close nominations and 
cast a unanimous ballot for B. Jacowski.  Motion carried by voice vote, no nays.  B. Jacowski 
took over as chair.  He noted the planning process needs to be done quickly, due to everyone’s 
involvement in agriculture and the need to be in the field in three months.  The completed plan 
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must be presented to the Planning and Zoning Committee for recommendation to the County 
Board by September.  After County Board approval, the State must certify the plan prior to 
December 31.   
 
B. Jacowski asked for nominations for Vice Chair.  B. Jacowski nominated O’Brien.  B. Jacowski 
called three times for further nominations.  There being no further nominations, motion by 
Edelberg, second by Gordon to close nominations and cast a unanimous ballot for O’Brien as 
Vice Chair.  Motion carried by voice vote, no nays.   
 
(Note:  Discussions on the following agenda items were combined during the meeting.) 
3. General Overview of the Wisconsin Working Lands Initiative –  
4. Review and Discussion of the Farmland Preservation Plan Process and Scope -  
5. Review and Discussion on Agriculture Statistics in Portage County -  
 
Kunst said a brief description is included in the memo in meeting packets.  The FPP in 
Wisconsin dates back to the 1980s.  Portage County adopted its first and only FPP Plan in 
1985.  In 2009, the State revised Chapter 91 of State Statutes, which governs the FPP, 
requiring all counties to update their plans in order for landowners to remain eligible for tax 
credits.  Kunst said there are two main components required in the FPP plan, 1) determining the 
agriculture picture in Portage County past, present, and going into the future; and 2) 
establishing FPP area maps allowing landowners to claim tax credits.  Changes have been 
made to the mapping criteria.  In the past, nearly all land in towns was encompassed, and any 
landowner wishing to participate could do so by signing an agreement with the State.  In 2009, a 
cap was placed on the amount of dollars available for FPP.  Using criteria set by the State, 
counties have been charged with identifying large, contiguous tracts of farmland, open space, 
and forestry areas to preserve.  Landowners within those areas may be eligible for tax credits.  
 
Kunst asked the committee to describe what agriculture is in Portage County, and what needs 
to be covered in the plan?  Jazdzewski answered that Portage County is diverse in the types of 
agriculture – vegetable crops, grain, dairy, swine production, organics, CSAs, etc., and because 
of this, he feels it may be difficult to map areas.  Since 1974, Holman said USDA defines a farm, 
as an operation that has gross sales of $1,000 of some type of agricultural product annually.  
Sandwick noted the farming network includes support industries, such as suppliers, food and 
agriculture product processing.  Jazdzewski said the more products produced, sold, and 
processed locally, the better for the local economy.   
 
Kunst asked the committee for validation of figures shown on the screen.  From 1954 to 2012, 
there has been a 60% decrease in the number of farm operations, with a 13% decrease 
occurring since 1982.  He asked for possible reasons, i.e. less interest, bigger operations?  
Cieslewicz pointed out there is more land in agriculture than before.  The average acreage for 
farms has increased.  Holman pointed out that many farms did not start out big, but had to grow 
to survive.  Edelberg said we are seeing more direct market farms in Portage County, which 
generally use smaller parcels of land.  Holman said a complicated sector to identify is farmers 
trying to build their operations, but having jobs outside the farm.  In 2012, nearly 50% of 
principal operators had incomes from a different source.  For many farmers, less than 25% of 
their household income comes from the farm.  He feels preserving farmers’ agricultural 
opportunities is important, but locating them could be tricky.   
 
Jazdzewski believes part of farmland preservation is providing an opportunity to avoid conflict 
with non-farm residents.  He referred to the information on the screen, “Amount of cropland has 
decreased 21% from 1954 to 2012.  Around 9,000 acres of cropland added since the early 
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1990’s.  34% decrease of land in farms from 1954.  Stabilized beginning in the 1980’s. “In the 
early to late 1950’s, irrigation made non-farmable land farmable and introduced vegetable 
cropping.  Some dairy operations switched to growing potatoes and vegetable crops.  Many 
fathers worked at the paper mill and mothers and children did farm work.   
 
Hensler gave an overview of the soils in Portage County, with the more productive soils west of 
the Wisconsin River.  While the soils can be wet, crops can be produced without irrigation and 
losing nutrients.  The eastern part of the county has sandy loams, slightly better for growing 
crops than the irrigated land in the center of the county.  He said there are eight classes for soil; 
the first four classes considered suitable for agriculture.  Portage County’s vegetable land is 
Class 4, which has limitations, but when irrigated, is productive.  The water supply in the south 
and eastern part of the county is fairly generous.  Those areas with Rozelville, Dolph, Wyocena, 
Rosholt, and a, b, and c slopes should be protected.   

Jazdzewski said it is not necessarily the land that makes the farm; it is the farmers/operators.  
Portage County has some aggressive, progressive, proactive farmers, i.e. with the introduction 
of irrigation in the 1950s, water versus chemicals versus crop production issues in the 1970s, 
and dealing with limitations due to climate and the Class 4 soils.  He said the county is lucky to 
have good stewards of the land.   

To move forward in drafting the plan, Kunst asked members to list the types of operations and 
products generated in Portage County.  He noted the information shown on the screen comes 
from the USDA Census of Agriculture; however the data is given for the entire county, not at the 
town level.  Members listed:  dairy, larger scale crops - corn, snap beans, peas, carrots, 
cabbage, potatoes, cranberries; smaller scale crops through direct marketing – anything that 
can be planted and harvested within the growing season.  Holman noted the use of high tunnels 
is increasing, extending the growing season.  He added there are a lot of bees for pollination.  
Jazdzewski stressed all operations, regardless of size, are important.  Kunst agreed; he wants 
to make sure no one is missed.  With the diversity in the smaller scale operations, Cozzolino 
feels it will be difficult to list all products for the markets and consumers they serve.  She 
suggested using the Farm Fresh Atlas, which maps some of the small scale farms and direct to 
consumer markets. 

Holman said, geographically, being located in the center of the State and having major east-
west and north-south highways intersecting, in terms of economic opportunities for farmers, the 
area is situated for growth in the agriculture industry in general.  Wille said diversity gives 
strength to be able to adjust to market trends.  Jazdzewski said the large and small operations 
can complement one another.  Byproducts from large operations can be used by small 
operations.    

Gordon said many of the high value crops are dependent on resources and agriculture is low on 
the political spectrum and voting power.  Society can influence the way agricultural producers 
are allowed to operate, i.e. water issues.   

Regarding issues between farm and non-farm, B. Jacowski feels there will always be conflict 
and he doesn’t believe that should be a main concern of the committee.  Sandwick disagreed, 
saying there are ways to limit conflicts by identifying areas of intensified farming so potential 
homeowners can make decisions on where to locate.   

Based on his experiences, Higgins stated central Wisconsin is a unique area with regard to soils 
and water source, giving opportunities that do not exist in other parts of the country.  This is why 
processors have located in this area.  He said the possibilities for agriculture are limitless for 
large and small operators.   
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Cieslewicz said Wisconsin is identified as one of three food source areas in the country covered 
by the Department of Defense.  With the exception of tomatoes, Wille said Wisconsin grows the 
most processed vegetables in the country, most of which are grown in Portage County.   

B. Jacowski said the second round of economic impact is the processing industry.  Because of 
the ability to grow crops in this area, processors located here.  Edelberg added a third impact is 
use of byproducts.  Wille stated rotating crops benefits and replenishes the soil.  She added that 
people want to buy locally.  Holman said, generally, direct sales of agriculture are more 
economically sensible in larger urban areas.  Whitefeather said food and transportation costs 
are rising everywhere and the price difference between grocery stores and direct sales is getting 
close.  If the trend continues, there may be increased market opportunities in smaller urban 
areas, such as Stevens Point.   

Hensler asked the representatives from the processing industry the minimum acreage needed 
to run their plants.  Nelson, McCain Foods, said it varies based on marketing and competitors.  
They have contract farms in Waushara, Wood, Portage, and Marquette Counties, as well as 
some in western Wisconsin and St. Cloud, Minnesota.  He estimated 15,000 acres.  He has 
worked in several other states, arriving in Wisconsin in 2001.  At that time, there were 85 
growers; there are 33 now producing the same volume.  He said there are a number of farms 
that lack a succession program.  Most of the next generation prefers nine to five careers.  
Nelson said that french fries are now considered a commodity, no longer a specialty item, with 
no growth in the last 10 years.  He added the number of acres is not shrinking, but being picked 
up by larger growers each year.  He does not see that trend stopping in the future.  Higgins said 
Del Monte’s vegetable market is declining as well.  He said acreage in the Central Sands area is 
between 40,000 to 45,000 acres per year, approximate one third of vegetables grown for 
processing in the Plover, Markesan and Cambria plants.  One reason for the market decline is 
interest in fresh and locally grown produce.  Nelson added a grower’s investment on a 125 acre 
field is approximately $420,000.   

Wallace said Nelson brought up the concern of lack of succession planning.  She asked about 
other agriculture issues members see in the future.  What are the needs and expectations in 
coming years?  Jazdzewski said a reason for being here is to make sure the opportunity and 
real estate is available to grow and/or raise something and protect Portage County’s farmable 
lands.  Edelberg commented there will always be competition for land in the county.  In the 
eastern part of the county, Onan said it is common for someone to purchase 40 acres and build 
a house, taking the land out of agricultural production.   

As staff, Schuler explained their job is to take the meeting discussions and develop the plan, 
including the requirements listed in members’ packets.  Agriculture is part of the economic base 
and county government needs to view it as an important industry.  This plan is an opportunity to 
describe all of the important parts of the agriculture industry and make county residents 
understand the importance of agriculture to the county.  The State is looking to the County to 
pass whatever policies it can to support the industry.  Part of the committee’s job is to describe 
agriculture, the variety of crops, different types of operations, and communicate current trends in 
agriculture and the processing industry, informing the County Board supervisors and residents, 
and helping them understand the importance in their daily lives.  The plan will include 
recommendations to help agriculture thrive on all of the different levels.  Questions to be 
answered are:  What does it take to understand what processors need in terms of location and 
resources?  What does it take to understand what small, medium, and large size landowners 
need to make decisions on what to grow, raise, and produce?   It is not the government’s role to 
dictate, but it is the county’s obligation to have supervisors that understand what the important 
issues are in the industry and do what they can to provide support.   
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Jazdzewski brought up the topic of anti-agriculture groups and their focus on what they perceive 
as negative effects of farming – how much oxygen producing plants, acreage of carbon 
sequestering soil processes, animals that produce methane, how much natural fertilizer is 
produced to apply to crops versus chemical applications.  There is a need to promote to a 
variety of perspectives, in a careful way.  Holman feels the general population doesn’t 
understand who farmers are, what they do and how they do it.  He said food production is 
becoming more of an issue in people’s minds and local farmers are able to fill voids.   

Hensler said there 2.5 billion acres of cropland in the world and over seven billion people, 
translating to 1/3 acre per person.  In the U.S., there are over 300 million cropland acres, 
approximately 1 acre per person.  In Wisconsin, there are between eight and nine million 
cropland acres, nearly 2 acres per person.  In Portage County, the acres per person is larger.  
Agriculture may not seem as important to residents because food comes easy.  Many have 
gardens and there is ample land.  Producers have to look to larger urban areas to sell their 
products.  In the future, if the population doubles, food will have to be imported to meet people’s 
needs.   

Schuler said what has been described so far is how unique Portage County is in terms of land, 
water, environment, and what makes this a good place for agriculture.  He asked how each 
member utilizes the resources to achieve what they need.  Natural resources and transportation 
are two things that make Portage County an amazing opportunity for the agriculture industry, 
with diversification taking place in the last 10 years or so.  Future discussions will take place on 
the history and future of irrigation, technology, and how operations are affected on different 
levels moving forward.  All this will boil down to making land use decisions at the town level.  
Other discussions to have are relationships between ag activity and residential/non ag activity, 
anticipated growth areas, and acknowledging conflicts will exist.  For the next meetings, Schuler 
said staff will gather and present statistics and information on what creates the environment, 
trying to set a base.   

B. Jacowski feels the committee needs to understand how the process will work.  The plan 
should be a fluid document that can be updated as needed.   

Gordon asked how many towns have farmland preservation plans.  Kunst explained the State 
only recognizes plans at the county level.  All towns have a comprehensive plan, however, a 
small number of towns have farmland preservation through exclusive agricultural zoning districts 
certified by the State.  Schuler said the second part of the plan process is to objectively identify 
where farmland preservation areas make sense.  Those areas will be eligible for tax credits.  
Discussions need to take place about what is important for agriculture to occur and identifying 
areas for it to happen.  Schuler said the State requires an exclusive agricultural zoning district, 
certified by the State, meeting their requirements as a protective district to be in the tax credit 
program.  Schuler said property does not have to be zoned exclusive agriculture in order to be 
protected.  He feels towns should be in control of lot sizes.  The committee’s job is to indicate 
what it takes to have a situation for agriculture that minimizes conflicts.  Kunst added the 
committee’s recommendations will not force towns or a landowner to do anything.  Cieslewicz 
questioned how the FPP works and how it will affect individuals.   

Wallace said, while looking at identifying where areas should be, the committee needs to 
discuss what criteria, i.e., soils, location, continued use of acreage, will be used to determine 
farmland preservation areas.  Towns will decide whether the areas will have the certified zoning 
district to allow the landowners tax credit eligibility.  She stressed the committee must define 
and set criteria for the areas to be identified as farmland preservation areas.   
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Sandwick said the State wants counties to look at areas to intensify housing developments, and 
identify transition areas where development is likely to occur in the future and to exclude those 
areas from farmland preservation.   

Schuler asked the County Board Supervisors present to share what information they feel would 
be beneficial to include for presenting the plan to the County Board.  O’Brien asked how to 
control urban sprawl, stopping villages and cities from growing into farmland preservation land.  
Schuler said conversations between the villages, city, and surrounding towns are needed.  One 
of the benefits of this plan can be to establish location requirements for various types of 
agriculture, and create the ability to have incorporated areas acknowledge those points during 
their decision making process.  Schuler said agriculture is important from a cultural standpoint –
employing people, feeding people, and fitting into the mix of how residents live together.   

O’Brien said the UW-Extension office has a pamphlet showing the economic value of Portage 
County.  The pamphlet needs to be updated, but he feels it could provide a starting point. 

When considering establishing future transition areas, Higgins suggested engaging the growers 
in those areas for their input.  So far, there has been land to clear and put into production when 
urban sprawl occurs; however, there will be a time when that will not be the case, unless 
prevented with plans such as the one this committee will develop.   Higgins said the story needs 
to be conveyed to people that this unique area feeds the world, and the world population is 
projected to grow from seven to nine or ten billion people in the next 40 years.  Productive land 
will be needed to provide food for the increased amount of people.  Higgins added another 
variable is the water resource here that is not in other places.  There are aquifers in other parts 
of the country that will run out of water, and the focus comes back to this area.   

Gordon said preserving farmland will be a challenge.  There are 600 acres of prime, productive, 
irrigated land along County Road HH that has been purchased for development under the 
Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation State Certified Program.   

B. Jacowski asked for requests for the next meeting.  The previous map was requested.   

Hensler said, during review of the Town of Sharon’s plan a few years ago, many growers with 
large acreages did not want to be restricted and preferred A4 (General Agricultural) to A1 
(Exclusive Agricultural).   

Edelberg mentioned there are also conflicts within the diversity of agriculture, which needs to be 
considered. 

Cieslewicz requested to have historical timelines provided.  He mentioned the introduction of the 
drainage district and irrigation, when Del Monte, McCain, Basic American arrived, how 
agriculture has progressed, why agriculture has diversified.     

6. Next Meeting Date(s) – Due to the expedited timeline, trying to get the bulk of the work done 
before field work begins, it was decided to meet every two weeks on Thursdays.   

 
A request was made to have other completed plans available to view and a possible mockup of 
what staff views as an end result of the plan.   
 
Holman asked if the committee could frame upcoming meetings with some questions or issues 
so if members are unable to attend, they can still provide input.  Kunst said topics and 
information for meetings will be provided in advance so members can respond or ask questions 
if they are unable to attend.   
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The next meeting will be Thursday, February 12.   
 
Nelson noted he will be unable to attend the next meeting.  Regarding the requested timeline, 
he said McCain’s, at that time Ore-Ida, located in Portage County in 1978.   
 
Conference rooms in the County Annex are unavailable for future meetings.  Suggestions for 
alternate meeting venues were the Jensen Center in Amherst, town halls, the Convention and 
Visitors Bureau.  If meetings take place at town halls, town officials and citizens may attend to 
provide feedback.  
 
A request was made to provide a list of committee members.       
 
7. Adjournment – Motion by Cieslewicz, second by O’Brien to adjourn.  Motion carried by voice 
vote.  Meeting adjourned at 8:05 p.m. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Patty Benedict, Recording Secretary 
 
 

 

 


