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Date: February 6, 2015 

Re: Farmland Preservation Tax Credits and Mapping 

              

In preparation for our February 12
th

 meeting I wanted to take the time to clarify a few things as it 

relates to the State’s Farmland Preservation tax credit program. As you may recall from our first 

meeting, the County’s Farmland Preservation Plan can essentially be broken into two major 

components, the discussion of agriculture in the County and the farmland preservation area map 

which provides landowners eligibility in the State’s Farmland Preservation Tax Credit Program 

(Program).  

A number of changes were made to the tax credit program as part of the 2009 Wisconsin 

Working Lands Initiative.  These generally dealt with creating a more uniform approach to 

administering the program and simplifying the values associated with the credit. This memo is 

meant to provide some background of the program, how the new system is organized and what 

that means for the Committee.   

Old Program 

Interested farmers were able to participate in the old tax credit program a couple of different 

ways. First, the farmer could voluntarily sign a farmland preservation contract with the State, 

agreeing to not develop their property for a specific time period (10-25 years). In doing so, these 

farmers were eligible to receive the tax credit while also being exempt from special assessments 

for public sewer and water.  

Farmers were also eligible if their property was zoned as “Exclusive Agriculture” within a State 

certified ordinance. The requirements for eligibility were largely the same as the voluntary 

contract. Farmers with land zoned Exclusive Agriculture did not need a contract with the State to 

receive the tax credit. Landowners in Portage County were able to participate through the 

County’s Exclusive Agricultural zoning district.  

Former Tax Credit Breakdown 

Credits were calculated based on net household income and local property taxes. Credits were 

determined using a special tax credit schedule that basically meant, the higher the property tax 

and lower the income; the greater the credit would be for the farmer.  In 1985, the maximum 

credit a Portage County farmer was eligible for was $4,200. 

The New Program 

Just as with the old system, landowners are able to receive tax credits through the Program 

multiple ways. One method for landowners is to have their property identified within the 
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Farmland Preservation Area Map in the County Farmland Preservation Plan and zoned as a 

certified farmland preservation zoning district.  The other opportunity is to have land included in 

an ‘Agriculture Enterprise Area.’ Currently, no land in Portage County is within an Agriculture 

Enterprise Area. Unlike the old method, the new Program does not cap the dollar amount a given 

landowner is eligible to receive.  

      What is a County Farmland Preservation Area Map? 

Statute defines “farmland preservation areas” as an area that is planned primarily for agricultural 

use or agricultural related use in a county farmland preservation plan. Counties are required to go 

through the process of creating a Farmland Preservation Area Map and to describe the objective 

mapping criteria used in developing it. What is meant by “objective mapping criteria” is the map 

cannot be developed primarily by landowner preference. Landowner interest can be one of the 

criteria used to develop the Farmland Preservation Area Map, but not the primary rationale.  

The County’s Farmland Preservation Area Map is neither a future land use nor a zoning map; 

rather, this map identifies the areas the County hopes to promote agricultural and agricultural 

related activities. Actual land use decisions are made by individual towns. This map will be used 

by towns in the future when looking to utilize the certified farmland preservation zoning district.   

What does it mean to have Your Land Included in a Farmland Preservation Area? 

Being included within the County Farmland Preservation Area map represents the first step in 

the process for interested landowners to become eligible for the State’s Farmland Preservation 

tax credit program. Land not included in the County Farmland Preservation Area Map will not be 

eligible to receive tax credits as part of the program.  

Land included within the County Farmland Preservation Area Map does not have any additional 

land use restrictions. Zoning is the primary tool for land use regulations and as mentioned before, 

individual towns have the authority to make adjustments to their zoning maps. The County will 

be working with interested towns on farmland preservation zoning after completion of this Plan. 

The County has until the end of 2016 to recertify their zoning ordinance with the State.  

Agriculture Enterprise Area (AEA) 

An Agriculture Enterprise Area is an additional tool meant to help communities meet locally 

identified goals for preserving agriculture land and encouraging agricultural economic 

development. Designation of an AEA is based on local petition(s) created cooperatively between 

landowners and their associated units of government. A minimum of five (5) eligible farm 

owners have to sign a local petition seeking AEA designation. This petition is required to include 

the goals for farmland preservation and agricultural development and activities to achieve these 

goals. This designation, along with being included in the County Farmland Preservation Plan 

Map, allows participating landowners eligibility for a $10.00 per acre tax credit incentive.  

New Tax Credit Breakdown 

Eligible landowners are able to collect one of the following per acre tax credit amounts by filing 

a Schedule FC-A with their income tax return. 

 $5.00 per acre with a farmland preservation agreement signed after July 1, 2009 and 

located within an Agriculture Enterprise Area 
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 $7.50 per acre for land identified in the County Farmland Preservation map and zoned in 

a State certified farmland preservation zoning district 

 $10.00 per acre for land identified within the County Farmland Preservation Plan, zoned 

in a State certified farmland preservation zoning district, and have a farmland 

preservation agreement signed after July 1, 2009 

What is the Committee’s Role? 

This Committee will discuss and work with County staff to identify the criteria to be used in 

developing the County Farmland Preservation Area Map. Staff will generate versions of the map 

using the ideas of the group and eventually the Committee will recommend a final map to the 

County Planning and Zoning Committee. Towns will then use this map in combination with their 

comprehensive plans, zoning maps and local citizen input in deciding whether to participate in 

the Program. As mentioned at our first meeting, participation in the Program is voluntary. Towns 

are not required to participate simply because the County Plan identifies some land within their 

boundary. 

Conclusion  

I really want to make sure everyone has a firm understanding of what the State’s Farmland 

Preservation tax credit program is, how the County Farmland Preservation Area Map triggers 

landowner eligibility, and the Committee’s role in developing the Map. Plan to review this at 

next week’s meeting and come ready with your questions. Aside from this general overview, the 

Tax Credit Program itself is not really a planning topic for the Committee.  Program specific 

questions can be directed to the Portage County Agriculture Agent or Conservationist.  

Reminder! 

Please note the meeting will be held at the Buena Vista Town Hall, 6684 County Road BB, 

Bancroft WI, 54921 at 6:00 PM on February 12, 2015.  


