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Minutes 
Portage County Farmland Preservation Ad-Hoc Steering Committee  

Tuesday, December 8, 2015, 6:00 p.m. 
Conference Room 1, County Annex 

1462 Strongs Avenue, Stevens Point WI  
 

Committee Members Present:  Tom Domaszek, Patty Edelburg, Gale Gordon, Ron Hensler, Chris Holman, 
Barry Jacowski, John Jazdzewski, Doug Nelson, Dale O’Brien, Paul Onan, Larry Raikowski, Paul Roberts, 
Jacqueline Wille 
 
Committee Members Excused/Absent:  Paul Cieslewicz, Layne Cozzolino, Stewart Higgins, Tony Whitefeather 
 
Staff/Advisors Present:  Jeff Schuler, Steve Bradley, Patty Benedict, Planning and Zoning Department; Ken 
Schroeder, Nathan Sandwick, UW-Extension 
 
Others Present:  Jim Garbe 
 
CALL TO ORDER:  The meeting was called to order by Chair B. Jacowski at 6:00 p.m. 
 
1. Members of the public who wish to address the Committee on specific agenda items must register their 
request at this time, with such comments subject to the reasonable control of the Committee Chair as set forth 
in Roberts Rules of Order.  No one registered to speak. 
 
2. Discussion/Possible Action – Minutes of March 26 and April 1, 2015 Meetings – Jazdzewski suggested 
changing “Members absent” to “Members excused/absent”.  Motion to approve both sets of minutes as 
corrected by O’Brien, second by Raikowski.  Motion carried by voice vote.  
 
3.  Review and Discussion on Draft Farmland Preservation Plan – Schuler said he hoped everyone had a 
chance to review the draft plan.  He referred to the memo summarizing modifications to the draft Plan since 
last meeting April 1.  Before talking about the draft, he talked about where to go from this point.  With all of the 
information brought together, a goal is to try to find as many ways as possible to describe agriculture in 
Portage County to those that may not know much about it.  Attention is given to irrigation in the draft plan, 
offering insight into how water is used for crops.  This is part of a larger discussion and is a perfect place to talk 
about the types of water use for different crops grown in the county, based on USDA records.  He feels it is a 
good perspective to bring into the Plan.   
 
He encouraged members to talk about the background information, whether anything has been missed, and 
does the draft give a good representation?  Then, time will be spent at this meeting on significant trends.  
Consider what can be learned from the information contained in the plan.  Once the Ad-Hoc Committee is 
satisfied with the content, the Plan is ready to go out to the public.  This is the background that describes 
agriculture in the County and these are some trends seen.  What can you tell us about what you have learned 
from the information and what’s on your mind?   
 
After taking feedback from the public meeting, the Ad-Hoc Committee will meet to incorporate the main things 
that are important, and make a recommendation to the County Board to try to do something about it.   
 
Schuler questioned how to have a good public input session.  There is a lot of information in the draft plan.  
There are a lot of people that do not know much about agriculture in the County, and they could really learn 
some things.  A good discussion needs to take place about everything that goes on in the County, from 
economic development to groundwater, to whatever the County and citizens are going to talk about over the 
next year.   
 
Schuler suggested a public event at the Sentry Theatre, with a panel consisting of members of the Ad-Hoc 
Committee that want to participate, possibly Dick Okray to talk about different aspects of their operation, and 
Anna Haines, UWSP-Center for Land Use Education.  Haines department put out a report in May titled “The 
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Central Wisconsin Preliminary Food System Assessment”.  The panel can discuss the background information 
provided by the Ad-Hoc Committee, what has the UWSP found from a regional perspective, and any other 
voices from various types of agriculture who can talk about their experiences.  The Plan’s background 
information covers from 2002-2012.  Panelists can give their viewpoints between 2012 and 2016 as to what 
they have seen, and where they think the future may be going.  This is a chance to inform the public and have 
them express to the Ad-Hoc Committee what is on their minds.  All of the information will be brought back to 
the next Ad-Hoc Committee meeting, to talk about what the significant trends were going into the public 
meeting, what was heard from the public that might have changed them, and moving forward from there. 
 
Schuler indicated the Sentry Theatre is available in early January at no cost for public meetings.  They have 
A/V equipment available to make a presentation.  He feels it is a great venue to draw attention to this project 
and agriculture going forward.  The Ad-Hoc Committee felt this is a good idea. B. Jacowski suggested inviting 
all town boards via certified mail.   Schuler said advertising will be provided to the three main news outlets.  
 
Schuler explained he received an email from the State verifying that, as long as they approve the Plan in 2016, 
deadlines will be met.  He noted there will be no lapse in justification for the zoning or existing approved 
zoning.  He will provide a draft to the State after incorporating any suggestions made at this meeting.   
 
Schuler referred to the draft plan.  He asked whether the scope and how the information is broken down in the 
plan make sense.  A comment was made that the plan is very detailed.   
It was pointed out that the maps were not collated into the document, making it appear that pages were 
missing.   
 
Domaszek referred to a statement on page 15, above Figure 8, “…a new category added for 2012 Ag Census, 
and while we cannot identify this as a trend, it represents a substantial source of labor for ag operations”, 
which is referring to unpaid workers.  He suggested defining unpaid workers as family members.  Schuler 
stated it is unknown whether it refers only to family members.  He added unpaid workers are defined as, 
“agricultural workers not on the payroll who performed activities or work on a farm or ranch.”  He asked if any 
Ad-Hoc Committee member utilizes volunteers in their operations.  Holman said larger operations are more 
likely to have formal employment, while small to mid-size operations have been known to utilize employees 
under the table/unpaid.  He said the word “volunteer” can be legally problematic.  Producers are reminded by 
the IRS that unpaid workers outside of family members may be subject to audit.  Holman added another type 
of potentially unpaid workers may be worker share, working hours at a Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA) farm in exchange for products/goods.  He said there are a number of other similar working opportunities 
on farms that are traditionally unpaid; however, because of legalities, may be kept quiet.  B. Jacowski said in 
kind work and bartering is often utilized on farms.  However, if audited, a value must be assigned by both 
parties.   
 
Roberts felt 951 is high for the number of unpaid workers.  He asked if the number includes migrant workers 
that are not paid hourly, but paid by production.  It is believed the majority are likely family members.  
Jazdzewski noted the census questionnaire has a category for family members or other unpaid workers.  
Schuler said he would look through the ag census to see if there is a more complete definition for unpaid 
workers.   
 
Referring to Table 7, columns under 2007 and 2012, Hensler commented it is interesting that the number of 
workers in the row “10 or More” represents 60% of the total hired.  Schuler asked whether Hensler’s 
observation is a point that should be made.  From what is learned in each section of the Plan, Schuler asked 
members to note points to be highlighted under Significant Trends.  B. Jacowski stated that as operations get 
larger, the hired labor force increases.  Jazdzewski noted dairy farms hire workers for 24 hour milking 
operations.  B. Jacowski added vegetable producers hire a lot of workers.   
 
Schuler stated that one trend, according to the ag census, is an increasing number of farms are employing 10 
or more workers.  In 2002, there were 29 farms, in 2007 there were 43, and in 2012 there were 47.  B. 
Jacowski pointed out that in 2012, commodity prices were on the upswing, which could mean operations made 
a profit and could pay family members.   
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Holman believes the number workers “10 or More” stabilized between 2007 and 2012, with 40 more; whereas 
between 2002 and 2007, there were approximately 300 more.  In 2002, under “3 or 4 Workers” the number 
was 214.  There was a substantial dip in 2007 (132), and climbed back up in 2012 (247).  In the “5 to 9 
Workers” category, the reverse was true; the numbers were lower in 2002 (232), climbed in 2007 (370), and 
fell in 2012 (267).   
 
Schuler asked what the peaks and valleys mean.  Can conclusions be drawn?  What is the information saying?  
He pointed out the average payroll per worker has decreased slightly the last five years, but increased from 10 
years ago.   
 
Schuler reviewed the Significant Trends in Farm Structure on page 16.  What can people learn from this 
information?  With principle operators getting older, in order to remain successful, it is important for operations 
to have a way to maintain their structure.  About one half of the principal operators identify their primary 
occupation as other than farming and work more than 200 days off of the farm, an increase from 2007.  Eighty 
five percent of operators maintain their residence on the farm.  Smaller agricultural operations often require the 
operators to hold employment outside the operation to supplement income and have access to health 
insurance. 
 
On page 16, the last line in #4, “…and health insurance” should read “…as health insurance”.   
 
Looking through the tables in the section on farm structure, Farms by Type of Organization, Principal Operator 
Information, and Hired Farm Labor, Schuler asked if there is anything to add to draw people’s attention. 
 
Schuler suggested reviewing significant trends section by section.  He referred to the Farm Characteristics 
section, beginning on page six, with graphics on pages seven and eight. Information regarding the size of 
farms, breakdown of cropland, woodland, pastureland and rangeland was added to educate people and give a 
breakdown of types of farms over the last 10 years.  Looking at cropland, people can be educated on the 
different categories.   
 
Schuler referred to the Significant Trends in Number, Area, and Size of Farms.  At previous meetings, 
discussion took place on land that transitioned out of agriculture to other uses.  The map labeled Figure 6 
depicts six main developments, which represent over 2,100 acres of farmland taken out of agriculture 
production, as well as residential building permits issued from 1994-2015 in rural areas.  He noted it does not 
quantify any disruption to farming, but it shows where residents are introduced into possible conflicting 
landscapes.   
 
The map labeled Figure 7 shows the urbanized area in 1948 and expansion that has taken place through 
2015.   
 
Schuler referred to page 10, stating that comments two through eight were taken from minutes of previous 
meetings.  Members felt the comments represented the discussions properly.   
 
Wille referred to the second to last line in #6, suggesting changing “insurance” to “investment”.  The Committee 
agreed. 
 
Schuler referred again to the Significant Trends in Farm Structure on page 16, asking for comments or 
suggestions.  Holman commented the points are very clear and conclusions can be drawn from them.   
 
Hensler referred to Table 8, commenting 16% of the farms employ more than 60% of the hired labor.  His 
comment was added as #5 under Significant Trends in Farm Structure on page 16.   
 
Schuler moved onto Farm Infrastructure, describing available land to get a feel for how agriculture is 
represented in the county.  Members’ packets contained excerpts from Chapter 8 of the County 
Comprehensive Plan, with information on existing land use.  The Ag Census, the Comprehensive Plan, 
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existing land use, and future land use categories, as designated by towns, will be used to show the State what 
areas are intended for intensive or intermediate level agriculture.   
 
Included in the section on soils, the map labeled Figure 9 represents towns’ future land use agricultural 
districts, and Figure 10 illustrates productive agricultural soils, broken into productive farmland, productive if 
drained, and productive if irrigated.   
 
The section on water resources describes the ways water is used in agricultural operations – crop irrigation, 
pesticide/fertilizer application, livestock watering and care, and agricultural product processing.  The section 
contains an introduction provided by Hensler explaining why irrigation is needed and how to provide water for 
plants.  Staff has suggested expanding that discussion with the reality of rainfall and crop production, trying to 
get across how that system works and when irrigation comes into play in general terms so people can 
understand it.  Schuler said this provides an understanding that irrigation is a production input and something 
accounted for in the agricultural community, objectively stating, this is how and why irrigation is used.   
 
On the top of page 24, under the first bullet in the second line, it was suggested to strike “chemical”.   
 
Also on page 24, Schuler noted existing irrigation information was used to build on how water is talked about in 
the text.  It gives a point of view, through 2012, based on the Ag Census calculations  of area and the size of 
the farm, to provide an idea how irrigation works so people are more informed.   
 
Referring to Figure 11, 2013 USDA aerial photography was used to produce a map where large areas of 
irrigation are located.  The text on page 26 describes thoughts from the Ad-Hoc Committee, not trying to raise 
specific issues about quantity, because the quantity discussion will take place in the Groundwater 
Management Plan.  The objective is to get across how the unsettled environment surrounding issuing of 
permits for high capacity wells affects the industry.  This is not the place to draw black and white conclusions, 
but somehow to communicate that this is a complicated issue that affects how the industry operates, and this 
needs to be talked about.   
 
Jazdzewski commented that the second to last paragraph on page 26 tells the truth about what is happening 
because of regulations.  Farmers may be forced to be backwards as opposed to progressive, using old 
outdated equipment and wells because the permitting process may not allow replacement.  That is a reason for 
charting the course to determine farmland preservation and protection.  Schuler said the point will eventually 
come up, given the resources in the area.  Other places are forced to take drastic steps to acquire a water 
source for production.  It also points to how we have to be very sensitive to the water source we have.  This is 
a complicated issue, and the hope is that the Plan establishes a line of thought that can be part of the 
conversation.   
 
Referring to pages 16 and 17, Hensler said Future Land Use categories L1, L2, and L3 are described, with L1 
and L2 being the most restrictive for protecting agriculture.  There are a lot less acres than the cropland acres, 
representing about 65% of the land in farms.  This says that a lot of L3 acres are being used as cropland 
acres; however L3 is most susceptible to urban conflict.  From the standpoint of questioning whether 
agriculture is well protected, he believes the combination of L1 and L2 suggests it is not.  B. Jacowski believes 
that it means there are farms that may not be farmed in the future.  He pointed out in Figure 11 (Photo-
Identified Irrigated Land), the eastern part of the county has areas that are not conducive to irrigation.  
Landowners and towns may want the ability to develop those areas.  Many are too stony to farm.  Hensler said 
he travels that area frequently and there are a number of smaller fields with irrigation.  Many fields are used to 
produce livestock feed.  He said the landscape is interesting, with hills and flat areas, large fields, and 
residential homes.  There is potential for agriculture and country urban conflicts.   
 
Gordon said as part of irrigation use and livestock operations, there is manure utilization.  He commented a 
town chairman thanked him for not transporting eight million gallons of manure on the roads.  The manure was 
pumped through lines that go to an irrigation system and is injected rather than spread on the surface.  He said 
this is another thing coming and fits along with irrigation because it uses the same infrastructure.  Manure can 
be moved without interrupting road traffic.  As a member of agriculture, B. Jacowski said he hopes manure 
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irrigation is allowed.  Studies and research have shown pathogens do not travel more than 50 feet, as they are 
heavier than particles.  Crops can be spoon fed rather than putting on a heavy application of manure, using the 
nutrients as they are needed.  He said Gordon makes a good point, that local infrastructure is saved when 
tankers transporting manure do not need to travel on the roads.  Sandwick asked whether pumping manure 
versus transporting might be considered an emerging trend.  Gordon feels it will be used more going forward.  
B. Jacowski said many farm fields that are dry land farmed are pumping manure as far as 10 miles.   
 
Schuler said discussions on L1 and L2 will continue in January.  What are conclusions that can be drawn about 
farmland?  L1 and L2 represent a pool that is not as substantial as the overall numbers seem.  L3 is a mix of 
residential and agriculture land use and has the possibility for fragmentation or conflicts.  Schuler made a note 
to revisit when the Ad-Hoc Committee meets again.   
 
Hensler referred to the last sentence in the second paragraph on page 21, stating there are not many silt 
loams soil in the county.  It was decided to strike the sentence.  The last sentence of the last paragraph was 
changed to read, “Too much irrigation or rainfall is not useful to plants and excess causes erosion and 
leaching of nutrients, which is money inefficiently spent by the grower and can lead to pollution of surface and 
groundwater.”  On page 23, the second bullet will read, “Advancements in variable speed pumps that allow 
adjusting the volume of water and save electricity.”   
 
On page 24, Hensler observed farms of 1,000 acres or more constitutes 3.8% of 969 total farms, which irrigate 
76% of the irrigated acres, concluding that big farms are the irrigators.  Large farms have more land that needs 
to be irrigated. It was decided to revisit this at the next Ad-Hoc Committee meeting.   
 
Schuler said the section, Key Enterprises Related to Agriculture, was contributed by the UWSP Center for 
Land Use Education (CLUE).  There was some difficulty coming up with the agriculture related enterprises.  
Domaszek provided a list of businesses including types of service providers.  Schuler said he used information 
from the Central Wisconsin Preliminary Food System Assessment (CWPFSA) for this section and included the 
link to the overall report.   
 
Jazdzewski commented that Table 10 is dated 2012.  Because of the economy, there have been attempts and 
successes with businesses, i.e., breweries, wineries, distilleries, baked goods, and craft bakeries since then.  
He suggested updating the table, including these ventures when presenting the Plan to the public.  
(Jazdzewski left the meeting.)  Schuler pointed out Table 10 did not show any animal slaughtering/processing; 
however, there are a number of processors listed in Table 12.  He said further research may be done to 
determine if there is a different designation.  Onan questioned whether Adams Sausage & Meat Co. in 
Amherst is still in business.  Schuler replied, as of 2014, they still held a license.   
 
O’Brien suggested adding Produce Processors, which dehydrates potatoes for dog food, and Biery Cheese, 
operating out of the former Basic American Foods location.  He believes they have been in business for 
approximately three years.  Schuler suggested including this information as part of the public Plan 
presentation.   
 
The information in Product Sourcing, Transportation, and Distribution Facilities on pages 29 and 30 was taken 
from the CWPFSA, and provides information on how products come and go throughout the region.  Domaszek 
pointed out the Roundy’s distribution warehouse has reopened, housing SuperValu and Capstone Logistics, 
which are distributing to several retailers.  Schuler will add to the text under Distribution Facilities.   
 
Schuler said a summary of information regarding the Wisconsin Potato and Vegetable Growers Association 
(WPVGA) was provided by Domaszek on the bottom of page 30.  On page 31, Schuler asked how to describe 
the ease or difficulty in accessing the supplies and services listed, i.e. having to travel, increased costs, etc.  
Raikowski said most small farms do not work with distributors, making it a challenge to get their product to 
market.  He added shipping costs for glass products is pricey.   
 
Nelson stated labor is becoming critical in Portage County.  He noted McCain started the harvest 30% short of 
workers needed, and said the shortage is widespread throughout the potato industry.  B. Jacowski said the 
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shortage is not limited to the potato industry or Portage County.  Necessary manpower can range from 25 to 
40% below what is needed.  Holman said the average age of farmers is between 57-58 years old.  He 
questioned whether the labor pool in general follows a similar trend.  People who have been working for a long 
time are still there with no one to fill in behind them.   
 
Nelson said the unemployment rate is published by the government, but does not include people that stopped 
looking for work.  There was discussion on drug and alcohol use, lack of work ethic, and limits on earnings for 
those on public assistance, etc.  He is not sure how, but businesses seem to be managing with the workers 
they have.  He knows of businesses that are looking to locate in this area, in part because there is plenty of 
water and land, but are concerned about the labor pool.   
 
B. Jacowski believes part of the reason for a shrinking labor pool is that baby boomers are retiring and families 
are having fewer children.  Employers are not tolerant of drug and alcohol use by employees.  Larger urban 
areas have higher population growth than Portage County, especially in the outlying areas.   
 
Onan asked whether the seasonal positions are harder to fill.  Nelson said temp agencies help fill seasonal 
positions, but many full time employees also come through temp agencies.  Edelburg said the UWSP has been 
a great source for providing workers.  She noted they hire mainly part time employees at hourly rates. 
 
Schuler asked for comments on access to supplies and services, or anything to do with the trends.  Domaszek 
suggested adding examples of agriculture related industries that are not located in Portage County, but provide 
services here, i.e. – Allied Co-op, Reabe Spraying Service, Volm Bag, CHS Cooperative, Plainfield Trucking.  
Holman suggested mentioning that agriculture is a large part of the County, but there is still infrastructure not 
located here.  B. Jacowski said co-ops have made efforts to locate distribution centers or satellite offices for 
their products/services to the County.  Fertilizers and chemicals are readily available through businesses such 
as Jay Mar and Allen Chemical in Portage County.   
 
Holman pointed out as much agriculture as there is in Portage County, you would think there would be more 
infrastructure.  For his business, nearly all livestock processors are located outside of the County, at least an 
hour’s drive.  B. Jacowski feels that, as businesses such as Holman’s and Raikowski’s grow, the possibility for 
processors locating in the County increases.   
 
Onan pointed out that transportation and road infrastructure make traveling for services possible.  Wille said 
access to suppliers is not limiting; however the economic activity in Portage County reaches to a lot of other 
counties.  Holman said he calls different places to compare prices; sometimes the lowest price is outside the 
county.  B. Jacowski agreed the infrastructure allows products to be moved in and out of the county, state, and 
around the world. 
 
On page 31, it was decided to add number six under Significant Trends in Agriculture Enterprises regarding a 
shrinking labor pool. 
 
On page 32, the section on Agricultural Organizations and Programs was taken from the agriculture chapter of 
the existing Comprehensive Plan.  Bradley provided updated information for the programs.  Additional 
information was taken from the Ag Census to provide government payments to farms over a 10 year period.  
Edelburg noted a program not listed is the Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP).  Bradley will research 
and provide information on CSP.   
 
Page 33 begins the section on Economic Impact of Agriculture.  Schuler pointed out most of this information is 
new.  In the third paragraph, Nelson referred to the figure of an estimated $1.17 billion in agriculture economic 
activity in Portage County annually.  He asked whether the total economic activity for the county is known, and 
suggested showing the percentage agriculture brings into the economy.  Sandwick said there may be areas of 
overlap, but there are components that can be compared, such as total sales.  In a study of water based 
industries done, he believes most of the components were covered and resulted in approximately 20% of the 
county’s economy.  Schuler said they will attempt to get a good definition and fit into the final Plan.    
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Schuler mentioned that at one of the earlier Ad Hoc Committee meetings, O’Brien asked to have UW-
Extension data incorporated, which was provided by Schroeder and Sandwick. The section begins with an 
overall picture, then broken down into Value of Farms, Expenses, Income – net cash on a farm.  Schuler 
pointed out, despite an increase in average per farm and net cash income over time, there are still a high 
percentage of farms that report a loss.  Holman said when production and yields are up, costs also increase.  
He added some farms exist to lose money.  It was also noted that when farmers make money, they generally 
invest back into their operations, upgrading equipment, buildings, etc.       
 
Schuler asked members if the summaries make sense.  An attempt was made to point out the value of farms 
and movement of value over time.  On page 36, Schuler asked for input on the Significant Trends in Farm 
Operation Value, Expenses, and Income.  Holman commented that people read “net loss” and may think 
negatively; that agriculture is on a downward trend.  He suggested more fully describing net loss, noting it 
includes depreciation, reinvestment, increased wages, etc.  Edelburg stated when farmers make money, the 
community makes money because they reinvest.  Schuler said emphasis will be placed on reinvestment.   
 
Hensler referred to the last line in #4 on page 37, suggesting that it read “…as supply and demand nationwide 
and worldwide will dictate gross returns.” 
 
Under the Farm Production heading on page 38, Schuler said the Ag Census was used to highlight the types 
of agriculture activities taking place in Portage County.  “Etc.” will be added at the end of the bulleted items 
where it is not currently included. 
 
In Table 18 on page 39, Schuler said the Ad-Hoc Committee previously suggested eliminating the U.S. ranking 
and list additional years.  A three period trend, 2002 through 2012 covers 10 years.  The USDA summary was 
consistent, allowing a side by side comparison.  The remainder of the section draws conclusions, including 
fitting in the U.S. rankings in descriptions where possible.  Descriptions of market value of products is broken 
down, percentages over time, crop sales versus livestock sales, showing where the value number comes from, 
and the average per farm.  Information on direct sales activity is included.   
 
The annual Value of Sales for different farms in Table 21 shows that agriculture is varied.  Part of the reason 
for the variety is to get across the fact that agriculture is complicated and connected, with a lot of different 
pieces.  It has its own set of issues that people should be encouraged to understand.  Holman said the USDA 
considers $1,000 gross a farm, which, he feels distorts the numbers, adding Table 21 is a more honest 
portrayal of information. 
 
Table 22 on page 41 displays the North American Industry Classification System from 2002 through 2012, and 
gives an indication on how farms are broken down.  Subsequent tables contain subdivision of products.  
Hensler commented the size of vegetable industry is lost.  The importance monetarily and acreage-wise is all 
in the 5% of vegetable and melon farming.  Edelburg feels there should be an additional column to cover how 
many acres are consumed per category or how many dollars of sales per category.  Hensler said Tables 27 
and 28 provide additional information.  Schuler said the number of farms is quantified differently, making it 
difficult to determine the totals.  Sandwick will investigate further. 
 
Referring to Table 23 on page 42, Hensler asked what represents the 6% of cropland acres not harvested.  
Schuler referred to Table 3 on page 9, Portage County Cropland, Woodland Detail: 2002-2012, stating 94% of 
cropland is shown as harvested; one percent is other pasture land and grazing land that could have been used 
for crops without additional improvements; four percent is cropland idle or used for cover crops or soil 
improvement, but not harvested and not pastured or grazed.  Table 24 shows the number of farms, number of 
acres, and size of operations.   
 
To give an idea of what crops and how they are grown, Table 25 shows typical beginning and ending dates for 
planting and harvesting.  O’Brien pointed out that potato harvest in Portage County generally begins around 
July 4, instead of July 20, and snap beans around June 10 instead of July 10 as shown in the table.   
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Table 26 on page 43 contains the size of farms for vegetables harvested.  Schuler noted in Table 27 on page 
44, the 2002 Census did not include potatoes in the vegetable category, but potatoes were included in 2007 
and 2012.  The acreages and percentage of irrigated vegetable crops is shown.   
 
Schuler noted, under Fruits/Tree Nuts/Berries, the majority of the production is cranberries.  Speciality crops, 
such as grains and hops are shown in Table 35. 
 
On page 44, Domaszek referred to the paragraph following Table 27, and suggested revising the last sentence 
to read, “These four crops are grown commercially, primarily in the sand plain region, and are marketed locally, 
regionally, and nationally.”  Hensler noted the percentage of irrigated acres appears to have declined between 
2002 and 2012.  Possible reasons mentioned were urban sprawl and large processors, such as McCain 
Foods, are contracting with fewer, but larger growers, with smaller growers raising crops such as field corn.  
There was confusion regarding the figures in the table.  Schuler stated, in 2012, the total number of acres of 
vegetables harvested was 73,005, with 61,691 acres irrigated.  Edelburg suggested including the number of 
non-irrigated acres.  Schuler said he will clarify the percentages and acreages in the Plan text and in the table.  
Holman said nearly 12,000 acres seems like a lot of acres of vegetables not irrigated.  He speculated a portion 
of those acres could be on specialty crop farms, homesteads, hobby farms, CSAs, farmers watering with hoses 
or drip irrigation, etc.   
 
(Roberts left the meeting.) 
 
Schuler stated Table 28 shows that sweet corn, potatoes, snap beans and green peas account for the bulk of 
the county’s vegetable crops.   
 
In Table 29, Hensler stated the total number of farms conflicts with information in previous tables.  The 
discrepancy may be due to multiple crops grown on the same farm.  It was decided to remove the number of 
farms from the Totals line; likewise in Table 30.   
 
Table 31 contains the number of acres harvested for various field crops. 
 
In the Fruits/Tree Nuts/Berries category, Schuler pointed out Portage County ranks seventh in the State in 
production, and 160 out of nearly 2,800 U.S. counties, with cranberries accounting for the bulk of the 
production.  Nelson stated there is a lot of growth in the cranberry industry.   
 
Schuler asked for input for Significant Trends in Crop Production.  What is known, or what was learned?  
Holman said it is hard to say anything definitive.  When corn goes up, everyone plants corn.  When corn prices 
are down, they plant soybeans.  Rotations can be completely variable and difficult to draw a trend.  He believes 
general farm trends mentioned earlier would be similar in terms of, larger farms are doing this, smaller farms 
are doing that.   
 
Sandwick said there were a few farms that nearly doubled in acreage over a 10 year span.  He commented 
that orchards are not so versatile, nor are cranberries, which are a high investment crop.   
 
Wille suggested including a comment that a majority of vegetable crop farms are growing more than one crop, 
i.e. potatoes, sweet corn, and snap beans.  A large percentage of vegetable production involves rotation crops.  
Edelburg mentioned planting two crops a year, questioning whether that is a trend that has changed over the 
last 10 years.  B. Jacowski said double cropping has been going on for 40 years.   
 
Nelson made a general statement that technology has exploded in relation to genetics and genome type 
efforts.  There is a lot more application of high technology in farming.   
 
In terms of actual production and the need or desire to increase a variety of rotations, Schuler asked for 
comments.  Facts have been presented on the number of acres of various crops, but nothing that describes 
how they are combined.  What, in a business plan for an agriculture operation, dictates the type of mix of 
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crops, or how to combine them in their operations?  How can this be communicated to the general public 
regarding how these decisions are made?   
 
Sandwick reiterated that prices drive crop selection for cash crop operations.  Dairy operations generally grow 
feed and possibly some other crops.  Wille said operations will grow what is most profitable.  She gave an 
example of a potato crop.  However, potatoes should only be grown once every 4-5 years, which means you 
need four times as many acres as you want for growing potatoes.  The other 75% of the acreage is going to be 
in rotation crops.  The crops may, or may not make money, depending on the year.  What to plant in which field 
is based on the contract price that year.  However, profit crops are what drive the farm.   
 
Schuler suggested adding a section prior to the Significant Trends that explains rotation.  Wille feels rotation is 
unique to Wisconsin, and Portage County in particular.  Schuler asked for a one or two paragraph description 
of what is included, why, and how rotations take place.  Wille said rotation is used to protect and allow soil to 
regenerate, and keep pests down.  Gordon added there are tremendous efforts in cover crops, which is 
considered rotation within the same year.  Schroeder offered to write an explanation/description. 
 
In terms of trends in crop production, O’Brien stated, within the last 10 years, tractors and planters are GPS 
driven.  Technology should be mentioned, as well as fertilizer application rates.  GIS maps show different spots 
in fields receive different rates of fertilizer.  Everything is computerized.  Edelburg said you can almost say that 
farmers are spending less money using GPS and GIS because they are not over applying fertilizers in areas 
that do not need it.  It was also stated that there are costs associated investing in technology.   
 
Wille said soil moisture probes drive how much irrigation is needed.  Pivot lengths irrigate differently using 
variable rates.  Schuler said this section of the Plan can make a big difference in people’s understanding of the 
industry.  What is going into the ground is explained, but the philosophy of how, why, and where crops are 
planted needs further explanation.  Edelburg said people need to realize that farmers are doing everything they 
can to protect the land and grow the most profitable crop possible.   
 
Wille said cover crops, tilled back in, add organic material back into the soil, which helps to retain water better.  
B. Jacowski added nitrogen is retained and prevented from leaching into groundwater and surface waters.  
Wille said cover crops introduce organic nitrogen, which is accessible to existing plants and the next crop, 
reducing the amount of chemical fertilizer to be applied.  B. Jacowski said main reasons to plant cover crops 
are to slow soil erosion and put unused nitrogen to use for that crop season and hold it over in an organic form 
until the next crop is grown.   
 
In the livestock industry, Onan said corn silage is king.    
 
Nelson said he served for 14 years on the WPVGA research committee, which funded university research.  
Once a year, they went to the University and listened to proposals by researchers.  He said there is 
unbelievable technology coming, in terms of genetics and biogenetics for combating pests.  Wille reiterated the 
industry itself is funding much of the university research, not the government.   
 
The research mentioned by Nelson and O’Brien’s comments on technology and GPS capabilities can be 
included as significant trends in crop production, in addition to the crop rotation information to be provided by 
Schroeder.   
 
Schuler asked whether philosophy of rotation evolves over time within an organization or within the industry.  Is 
it a business driven decision?  Holman feels it is more directed at cash croppers playing the market, versus 
trying to grow vegetables or food for their animals.  Schuler said there is a market, and there is profit 
maximization, so you have to decide what things you can produce for a certain profit point.  Schroeder said 
there are multiple facets to rotating crops.   There are economic reasons and disease management reasons, 
which indirectly reflect back to economics.  Alfalfa crops are rotated out because it gradually declines over 
time, and must be rotated out and replanted.  B. Jacowski said water and wind erosion are considerations for 
rotation.  Onan added manure management is another factor in rotation.  Holman said he has heard of 
impressive newer ways for handling manure, but is unsure whether it is being used in Portage County yet.   
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In the last 30 years, Nelson added college educated producers has become the norm. UW-Extension was 
commended for their continuing education programs and conferences regarding crop management.  
 
Schuler said the information in the Animal Agriculture section was mainly taken from the Ag Census and 
Wisconsin Ag Statistics that came out in September.  Domaszek referred to page 47, in the Dairy explanation.  
From 2002 to 2015, he questioned whether the category was changed.  One area talks about “milk and other 
dairy products from cows” and another refers only to “milk from cows”.  Schuler said that is the way the report 
was written, without an explanation why it was changed.   
 
Page 49 explains Livestock and what the numbers have meant over time.  Schuler asked how to represent, 
when there are changes in numbers, what does it mean for changes in the average herd.  Perception is that all 
farms are, or will become Concentrated Animal Farming Operations (CAFOs).  Table 37 and the description 
following show the variety within this part of the agriculture industry and illustrates that changes have taken 
place over time.  Taking an average number of head per herd can be misleading.  A median number would 
probably be better, but that information was not available.   
 
Table 39 shows Hogs and Pigs and Table 40 shows Poultry.  Schuler noted a significant increase in broilers.  
B. Jacowski believes a large percentage of broiler growth is direct sales.  Subsequent tables contain 
information on layers, ducks/geese/pheasant, horses/ponies, sheep/lambs, and goats.   
 
Schuler asked for input on significant trends in Animal Agriculture.  Holman believes the decrease in small and 
mid-size dairies must be mentioned.  The number of animals may remain stable, but the number of farms is 
decreasing.  Nelson pointed out the age of producers is increasing.  Holman said there is an increase in the 
number of specialty crop and CSA style farms that relates to an increase in direct sales of easy entry point 
livestock, such as broilers.  He believes those numbers will increase in the next census.  He doesn’t feel it will 
be a huge business, but there are more $300,000 to $500,000 farms, which may use it to boost their 
income/cash flow.  It may be insignificant in the grand scheme of numbers, but is significant to that portion of 
the numbers.   
 
Schuler referred to page 53, which will contain information on Agri-Tourism.  He stated there are some 
interesting agri-tourism numbers in the Central Wisconsin Preliminary Food System Assessment, but there 
was not much detail.  He will contact Sara Brish, Stevens Point Area Convention and Visitors Bureau, to get 
further information, perhaps as part of the public presentation panel in January.  He would like to get as many 
organizations as possible to help educate the public.  Suggestions made by the Ad-Hoc Committee for Agri-
Tourism contacts/events were Central Water Brewery, Farm Technology Days, farms that conduct tours.  
Holman said the legislature changed language relating to landowner protection and liability for tourism.  
Schuler noted the Planning and Zoning Department is working on adding a rural/agriculture event zoning 
category to allow barn weddings, meeting venues, etc.  Schuler said there is research to be done.  In 
describing an environment conducive for tourism, he believes it is helpful to include information regarding the 
liability issue in the Plan.  Holman offered to send the legislative information to Schuler.   
 
Schuler referred to pages 54 and 55, stating these pages contain comments taken from the March 12, March 
26, and April 1 Ad-Hoc Committee meeting minutes and notes that relate to issues or challenges facing the 
industry.  He suggested presenting the first 53 pages of the draft Plan to the public to get feedback, then meet 
as a group, revisit and/or refine the significant trends, add additional thoughts, and determine four or five points 
that are really important to the industry that Portage County can assist with, stay out of the way of, or be a 
partner in.  He asked members to think about how the County Board can help to achieve this.   
 
Schuler noted members received the original Plan’s Goals, Objectives, and Policies and Vision Statement and 
asked them to read the materials for the next meeting.   
 
B. Jacowski asked whether the public will have the opportunity to view the draft Plan online prior to the public 
meeting.  Schuler said the draft Plan is posted on the County website’s blog.  The address for the blog will be 
included when advertising the public event.   
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Schuler asked for volunteers to participate on the panel or to be available at the public open house to answer 
questions and/or talk about agriculture and the Ad-Hoc Committee’s thought process in putting together the 
Plan.  B. Jacowski, Holman, and Edelburg offered to be available.   
 
Schuler said he will incorporate the changes and additions suggested at this meeting into the Plan and share 
with members.  He aims to have the Plan ready for public viewing in the next couple of weeks and set up an 
event for public input around January 7. 
 
Gordon referred to the second line of the fifth paragraph on page 55, suggesting changing “development” to 
“conversion”.  Schuler said pages 54 and 55 will be refined after the public meeting.   
 
B. Jacowski stated he has received calls from landowners with irrigated land that received letters that they no 
longer qualify for the Farmland Preservation tax credits.  Bradley replied that, according to State Statutes or 
Administrative Rule, land must be zoned A1 Exclusive Agriculture in order to be eligible, regardless of whether 
the land is irrigated.  It is up to the towns to decide zoning.   
 
4. Next Meeting Date(s) – No meeting date was set. 
 
5. Adjournment – Motion by Gordon, second by O’Brien to adjourn.  Motion carried by voice vote.  Meeting 
adjourned at 8:45 p.m. 
 
Respectfully Submitted, 
 
Patty Benedict, Recording Secretary 
 
 
 
 
 


