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Notes 
Portage County Farmland Preservation Town Informational Meeting  

Thursday, October 29, 2015, 7:00 p.m. 
Conference Rooms 1 and 2, County Annex 

 
Present:  John Jazdzewski, Town of Carson; Jerome Kizewski, Ron Napiwocki, Tim Pazdra, Town of 
Dewey; Dave Wilz, Town of Hull; Mike Pagel, Town of Lanark; Jeannette Wilson, Town of Pine Grove; 
Jim Garbe, Town of Plover; Cindy Davis, Town of Stockton; Marion “Bud” Flood, District 6, Board of 
Supervisors 
 
Staff/Advisors Present: Ken Schroeder, Nathan Sandwick, UW-Extension; Jeff Schuler, Dan Bowers, 
Kristen Johnson, Steve Bradley, Patty Benedict, Planning and Zoning Department  
 
Schuler introduced staff.  He stated this is not a meeting specifically about the tax credit program, but 
addresses what must be in place in order for participants to be eligible for tax credits.  He referred to the 
materials provided, which give background information on the Farmland Preservation (FP) program and 
plan update process.  According to State Statutes, counties are required to have a FP Plan.  There are 
two parts to the Plan.  The text portion describes agriculture in the county and how County government 
can encourage, sustain, and support the industry.  The second part involves developing a map 
identifying lands which are good for agriculture.  During the comprehensive planning process, 
discussions have taken place regarding the quality of soils, areas that have been historically farmed, and 
what is important to individual towns.  Towns must decide whether they want to apply A1 (Exclusive 
Agricultural) zoning in order for landowners to be eligible for the tax credit program.   
 
Schuler explained the FP Ad-Hoc Steering Committee (hereafter referred to as the Steering Committee) 
was formed, consisting of Town officials, agricultural producers, bankers, and processors, to provide 
background and assist the County Board in understanding the agricultural industry and be better 
equipped to form policies.  The Steering Committee established criteria they feel are important when 
considering areas for tax credit eligibility.  Bradley projected maps on the screen layering individual 
criteria for potential tax credit eligibility – current A1 zoning, Conservancy zoning, all irrigated cropland, 
all existing agriculture land use, all highly productive agricultural soils, and all land within the Portage 
County Drainage District.  It was pointed out that Conservancy zoning cannot be developed residentially 
and is included because the State allows A1 and/or a more restrictive zoning district to be used for FP 
areas.  The intent is to reduce conflicts with residential areas.   
 
Schuler said future land use areas are identified by Towns on a map, and after FP Plan adoption, Towns 
will assign where they want A1 zoning districts.  He explained that, of the area the Town decides to 
include for a FP area, 80% must consist of A1 zoning, and the remaining 20% can be zoned otherwise.  
Conservancy zoned parcels can be used as connectors to achieve contiguous areas.   
 
Bradley explained the area covered by all of the Steering Committee’s criteria is quite large.  The 
Steering Committee wants to make sure any area a Town may consider important for A1 would be 
covered by the map.  It was pointed out that Federal programs do not allow any farming activity on 
wetlands, and most Conservancy zoning is wetlands.  Schuler said that Conservancy zoning does not 
have to be, but can be used as part of the area the Town identifies appropriate for FP.  He reiterated the 
State requires 80% of the area Towns identify for FP must be zoned A1.  When the original FP plan was 
done in the 1980s, Portage County’s zoning district was A1.  Whether the A1 district as it exists now 
meets the State’s revised definition is not known and will be worked through in 2016. Schuler added 
towns are not required to identify FP areas; however, he encouraged town officials to consider whether 
there are landowners that may wish to participate in the tax credit program.   
 
Schuler referred to a map displaying the current tax credit program participants and acreage involved.  
He explained participation has decreased significantly as program rules have changed.  Sandwick 
explained participants must farm parcels of land zoned as A1 to be eligible for tax credits or may 
participate under agreements entered into with the State.   
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Schuler was asked what resources will be shared with Town Plan Commissions, and the timetable for 
towns to complete the mapping process.  Schuler replied he hopes Towns will have discussions during 
their November and/or December meetings and provide feedback, questions, or concerns.  He pointed 
out a wall map consisting of what Towns have already identified as future agricultural land uses – 
intensive, medium, and a residential/farm mix.   
 
Schuler said the County is required by the State to turn in a map identifying FP areas.  There are a 
number of Towns that currently have low participation in the tax credit program.  If Towns want to 
accommodate those participants, there are a small number of properties.  Towns should discuss whether 
it is in their interest to identify larger areas as potential places for exclusive agriculture activity.  He 
acknowledged that farming can be protected under a zoning district other than A1.  Twenty and ten acre 
zoning districts can be effective at maintaining land uses conducive to agriculture.  A1 can be advocated 
for those that want protection from surrounding potentially conflicting land uses, allowing them access to 
participate in the tax credit program.  Schuler said Towns must decide how to accommodate the farm 
community.   
 
There was discussion regarding Agriculture Enterprise Areas (AEAs).  To qualify for an AEA designation, 
a minimum of five landowners must petition the Department of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer 
Protection (DATCP).  There are currently no AEAs in Portage County.  It was suggested that Towns 
mention AEAs to landowners as an option as they go through their planning process.  An advantage to 
AEAs is that agricultural use is the focus and non- agricultural conflicts within the area are minimized. 
 
Schuler added there is some flexibility in regard to the timetable.  He prefers Towns work with their Plan 
Commissions and Boards to determine the level of participation they want to recommend via FP mapping 
and ultimately apply the proper zoning.   
 
There were questions regarding how towns will know who has participated in the tax credit program, or 
may want to participate, as there are confidentiality issues.  Bradley explained the Department of 
Revenue cannot release a list of landowners claiming tax credits.  However, the Land and Water 
Conservation Division (LWCD) must ensure that tax credit participants meet State agricultural 
performance standards.  At this time, the best the LWCD can do is to contact known past participants to 
certify compliance.  He distributed an explanation of the requirements.  Bradley said participation in the 
tax credit program has decreased substantially in recent years.  As part of the requirement to supply a 
nutrient management plan each year, soil tests must be performed every four years, and expenses can 
exceed the amount received in tax credits.  Bradley noted there are efforts to have the Department of 
Revenue share, with land conservation offices, who is claiming tax credits with the understanding the 
information will remain confidential.  However, if the participant list cannot be shared, it is difficult for 
towns to accurately include those properties on a map.   
 
Schuler said towns can use any or all of the map criteria suggested by the Steering Committee to identify 
potentially eligible FP areas.  However, he added landowners may or may not want to request A1 zoning 
in those areas.  Future land use will not be changed as it is based on the town’s current comprehensive 
plan.  The State wants towns to justify areas they choose to include on their FP maps.     
 
Sandwick said some communities are experiencing growth pressure, and having to decide where to 
accommodate new growth.  Towns should identify FP areas as those anticipated to remain as farmland.  
Transition areas, which are likely to be developed within the next 15 years, should not be identified as FP 
areas.   
 
Sandwick provided handouts regarding FP tax credits, stating the program is much broader.   Planning 
for FP is an opportunity to create value in the town.  Identifying areas that are likely to remain farmland 
for the years to come provides certainty to investors, which adds value.  Potential buyers have an idea 
what types of development may or may not be approved.  In some cases, there may be opportunities for 
cost savings by identifying areas that will not turn into residential developments.  From a local 
government standpoint, there are costs associated with servicing residential properties in rural settings.  
Costs can be contained by being thoughtful about where housing developments are allowed.  FP, open 
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space preservation, and nature conservancy areas cost little in terms of having to provide services.  
Sandwick offered a handout showing a general model for community development, recognizing seven 
different areas of value:  financial, built, natural, social, human, cultural, and political capital.  He noted 
communities successful in supporting healthy, sustainable community and economic development 
considered all seven areas of capitals, providing framework for thinking about how the town grows and 
develops.  He believes FP fits into the model.  Some of the value towns create might be intangible today, 
but benefits and qualities may be captured in real estate values.  There is a value proposition to FP 
planning, as well as rural community based development.   
 
Sandwick said identifying FP areas is beneficial for reasons other than the tax credit program.  It is a 
good conversation for towns to have.  What are your expectations for the future and why?  What qualities 
and characteristics are you trying to preserve?  How do towns distinguish themselves from one another?  
How do towns explain what they expect their town to look like in the next 10 years to newcomers?  
Schuler said that is the other side of the conversation.  It’s a combination of an unknown individual 
versus what the town feels is a proactive look at their town life, the agricultural side.   
 
Regarding the FP Plan, Schuler said the Steering Committee was formed representing a wide range of 
issues that towns may encounter.  While the towns won’t be voting to adopt the FP Plan, once the initial 
draft is complete, Schuler feels it would be useful for towns to review the Plan at their December town 
board meetings.  He hopes to have a draft for public comment in November.  He believes it will help Plan 
Commissions understand the nature of the background description and come to some conclusions.  The 
Plan should help to understand the industry within Portage County.   What issues, concerns, or 
conclusions can be drawn to allow the County Board to generate policies to support the industry?  It is 
good for towns to see what tone the Plan is taking and if there are individual town experiences regarding 
agriculture that could add something to the Plan.  Feedback is not required, but is welcome.   
 
Schuler said the mapping component may seem out of sequence, but is a continuation of discussions 
that have been ongoing for 10 years, since land use discussions began and agriculture has been 
identified as the leading land use in most towns.  Towns have policies for supporting agriculture.  This 
process is an extension of those discussions.  The Plan fulfills the State’s requirement for towns to put on 
paper their ideas of what is important for land use.  This is a way for you to take the next step, clarifying 
for the State what is important within the town.   
 
While working on Comprehensive Plan updates, it was suggested towns review the section on natural 
areas.  What lands are worth protecting, from an industrial use standpoint as well as a resource 
standpoint?   
 
Sandwick feels the future land use map is the most concrete place to start.  Does it still make sense?  He 
noted different towns have taken different approaches.  He suggested, as they review the future land use 
map and current zoning, to be sure to identify and remove any transition areas, i.e., where houses are 
most likely to locate in the next 15 years.   
 
Sandwick summarized that the way the law was written, zoning must be substantially consistent with the 
FP Plan.  After the Plan is adopted, zoning must be made consistent within the following year.  There 
may not be an exact match.  The State does not want the planning effort to completely dictate town 
zoning, but it should be substantially consistent.  Lands to be designated as FP lands should be included 
on the map.  In order for those lands to be certified and the landowners eligible for tax credits, 80% of the 
land towns include in their FP area must be zoned A1 or a similarly restrictive zoning district, i.e. 
conservancy.   
 
Schuler suggested towns have their Plan Commissions review their future land use as it is now, consider 
the town’s discussions about agriculture, and question whether there is anything about the mapping, 
anything that has been discussed previously about agriculture that gets in the way of identifying FP 
areas.  Would you do it in your A4 areas? As you look at your anticipated land uses moving forward, how 
would you consider the small lot sizes in the town?  These may not be likely areas for FP.  You want to 
make that exclusively agriculture.  That’s the type of conversation to have.   
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There was discussion on minimum lot sizes for various zoning districts.  Schuler explained that minimum 
lot size requirements come into play only when new lots are created.   
 
There was further discussion regarding AEAs.  Schroeder mentioned the possibility of having a 
representative from DATCP give a presentation, perhaps at a Towns Association meeting.   
 
It was pointed out that towns do not have to include all of the criteria suggested by the Steering 
Committee when generating their map.  Through their Comprehensive Plans, each town has qualifiers 
they use to determine zoning.  Regarding the 80/20 ratio, the acreage must be contiguous.  Schuler said 
that element can be worked on in 2016.  For now, he wants to make sure the towns agree that the 
criteria chosen to create the draft FP map make sense and there are no parts of the town that should not 
be represented that way.  Sandwick added town officials should use their best expectations for how 
development should take place in their community.   What areas are going to be farmland well into the 
future?   
 
Towns questioned why towns should map areas for FP If there is no one is interested in participating in 
the tax credit program?   
 
Bradley suggested towns compare future agriculture use on their land use maps to where the town 
chooses to have agriculture in the future, making sure it is included in the area covered by the Steering 
Committee’s draft map.  If not, the draft map has not accurately depicted what the towns perceive as 
important for agriculture.   
 
A town official noted he is a participant in the tax credit program through a FP contract.  He stated his 
family entered the program to ensure their land would stay in agriculture and not be developed.  As a 
current participant, in order to be eligible for tax credits moving forward, the property must be within the 
area on the draft map.   
 
Sandwick noted land under Managed Forest Law (MFL) is eligible for the tax credit as long as other 
minimum requirements are met.  Schuler felt MFL lands were likely to already be included in the 
coverage of the draft map, but will verify and inform the State that the County’s intent is to include all 
MFL.   
 
Schuler said the Towns’ L1, L2, and L3 land use designations should match any proposed FP areas.  
Through the comprehensive planning process, towns have talked about where agricultural land use 
makes sense.  The goals, objectives, and policies in their Comprehensive Plans lay out the importance 
of protecting and maintaining those areas for agriculture and will support decisions on where FP areas 
should be.  Schuler stressed that this is not taking anything away from what they are zoned to do.  It is 
not taking anything away from what the Town has already assigned as a future land use.  It is a way for 
the State to understand where people are going to be serious long term about agriculture.  It is not a 
restriction, it is not a requirement.  It is the State saying, based on what you’ve said, as being important 
long term, and you’ve taken the step to be zoned a certain way or identified a certain way, then we’re 
going to make you eligible for tax credits for preserving farmland.   
 
Schuler said it would be preferable to have the towns’ maps determined by the end of their December 
meeting cycles.   
 
Sandwick asked how comfortable towns are with their future land use maps.  How consistent is current 
zoning with the future land use maps?  He pointed out there are income requirements for FP tax credit 
eligibility.  A certain amount of income must come from agriculture.   
 
Schuler said P&Z will send town clerks maps depicting the criteria developed by the Ad-Hoc Steering 
Committee and a memo explaining what is needed from the towns for Plan Commission and Town Board 
discussions.  He added towns may decide not to designate any land for FP.  Towns decide what is in 
their best interest.  However, he said the County would like an accurate representation of areas to be 
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protected for farming.  Despite the small number of participants in the tax credit program, Schuler 
encouraged towns to take those landowners into consideration.   
 
Sandwick said identifying open spaces is a form of development.  The idea of FP is often seen as non-
development, which is a limited view.  Development is not just buildings.  Identifying where is it in the 
community’s best interest to keep open space, where is that open space cherished, where do we want to 
put development?  It becomes a difficult task when people do not provide input at meetings.  In order to 
respect people’s interests and identify assets to preserve, you have to somehow get their input.  He 
offered help to towns in exploring other options to get public input.   
 
Schuler thanked those in attendance and encouraged them to contact the Planning and Zoning 
Department with any questions. 
 
Meeting closed at 8:50 p.m.       
 
Respectfully Submitted, 
Patty Benedict, Administrative Secretary 


