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Minutes 
Portage County Farmland Preservation Ad-Hoc Steering Committee  

Wednesday, January 27, 2016, 6:00 p.m. 
Conference Rooms 1 and 2, Portage County Annex 

 
 

Committee Members Present:  Patty Edelburg, Gale Gordon, Ron Hensler, Matthew Badtke (for 
Stewart Higgins), Chris Holman, Barry Jacowski, John Jazdzewski, Dale O’Brien  
 
Committee Members Absent/Excused:  Paul Cieslewicz, Tom Domaszek, Doug Nelson, Paul 
Onan, Larry Raikowski, Paul Roberts, Tony Whitefeather, Jacqueline Wille   
 
Staff/Advisors Present:  Jeff Schuler, Steve Bradley, Patty Benedict, Planning and Zoning 
Department; Ken Schroeder, Nathan Sandwick, UW-Extension 
 
Others Present:  Ida Frizzell, Nathan Wolosek 
 
CALL TO ORDER:  The meeting was called to order by Chair B. Jacowski at 6:05 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.  Ida Frizzell and Nathan Wolosek 
requested to speak. 
 
2.  Discussion/Possible Action – Minutes of December 8, 2015 Meeting – A quorum was not 
present.  Clarifications were made on page five – first line in the paragraph beginning Gordon 
said… replace disposal with utilization.  In the paragraph near the bottom of the page, first 
sentence to now read, “O’Brien suggested adding Produce Processors, which dehydrates 
potatoes for dog food, and Biery Cheese, operating out of the former Basic American Foods 
location.  Amended minutes will be presented for action at the next meeting. 
 
3.  Discussion of January 6, 2016 Community Agriculture Discussion on Portage County 
Agriculture and Food System Open House and Panel Discussion (Nathan Sandwick) – Schuler 
asked those that attended the Open House for their thoughts.  Gordon and B. Jacowski 
commended Schuler on the job he did moderating.  O’Brien said he was surprised there weren’t 
more people asking how to get started and what needs to be done.  He feels there could have 
been more information provided for the town officials.  Plan commission members attending 
believed they were going to get information on what they need to implement the Farmland 
Preservation Plan.  He noted that people not involved in agriculture made political statements 
during the panel discussion, but noted it was an open forum and difficult to regulate.  Schuler 
said that was a popular comment.  He commented that the panel did a fantastic job, very 
professional.  He suggested starting to think about what will be done to reach out to the towns 
and plan commissions.  The Town of Grant has their own zoning and Town officials are 
wondering what they need to do, as well as other towns.   
 
Jazdzewski stated he left the open house between 8:30 and 9:00, as did quite a few town 
officials because they didn’t see it going anywhere.  He feels too much time was spent on off 
track discussion.  He noted that Amy Sue Vruwink’s question brought the topic back on track.  
 
With regard to the Towns, mapping, and programming, Schuler said the Zoning Section is 
working with officials, and Dan Bowers (Assistant Planning and Zoning Director) is working with 
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Sharon Schwab (Town of Grant Chair).  Schuler said that Wolosek may benefit from those 
conversations.  Grant is unique, having their own zoning.  They are in the process of getting 
their Exclusive Ag zoning district approved by the State.  Bowers is working with the Town of 
Grant to map the areas that are an appropriately applied Farmland Preservation District.  As for 
the other towns, the plan was to send the Plan text and map to the State.  The second step has 
always been to implement the Plan through the zoning.  We still have to make sure the 
Exclusive Ag zoning district in the county’s ordinance, is acceptable to the State, and then help 
the towns apply it in a way that will make them eligible for the program.  Currently, not every 
town has an adopted Farmland Preservation Exclusive Ag zoning district.  We will be working 
with the towns to figure out exactly what their needs are, and how to meet them through zoning.   
 
Schuler said the State has provided feedback on the draft Plan and preliminary mapping 
submitted.  The next step is to come up with a number of things that we think are really 
important, then get into goals, action statements or policies.  That is what the State is looking for 
in the back half of the plan.  Schuler believes it may take one or two more meetings and the 
Plan can be recommended to the Planning and Zoning Committee, after which it is forwarded to 
the State. 
 
Sandwick shared a handout with a compilation of the vision statements, issues, guiding goals 
and policies, and land use goals written into the current Comprehensive Plan.  This information 
was on display at the open house.   
 
During the open house, Sandwick noted attendees were provided dot stickers to place on 
display panels that they feel the Committee should pay special attention.  The dot does not 
indicate positive or negative.  He distributed copies of the Summary of Public Input he compiled 
with each of the dots represented.  He explained the first column shows the number of stickers 
and the second column shows where they were placed.  Sandwick said he was struck by the 
breadth of different topics that people paid attention to and suggested the Committee pay 
attention to.  It wasn’t all concentrated on one area or another.  A few people wrote comments 
on the panels, which are included on the handout.  Two note cards were submitted separately, 
both are paraphrased.  Sandwick asked the committee if they heard or learned something that 
explained why someone put a dot somewhere or what was on their minds that you might take 
with you through the remainder of the planning process?   
 
Jazdzewski said people were amazed at the attention to detail.  Many took time to look at the 
tables.  He said people were impressed by the display because the committee did their 
homework.  There was somebody interested in everything.   
 
Referring to the Summary, B. Jacowski pointed out the category Significant Trends in Key 
Agriculture resources, which includes the Science of Irrigation, had 16 dots.  He believes that 
ties into groundwater issues in the county and people are relating that to the Farmland 
Preservation Plan.  It is understandable that farmers and urbanites alike share those same 
concerns.  Sandwick said there may have been a mix of concerns and celebrations, reiterating 
the dot does not indicate positive or negative.  Several dots were placed by the advancements 
in irrigation that people wanted to flag.  Sandwick noted the value of any time spent hearing 
what people thought about the plan.  A general sense of what to pay attention to was achieved.   
 
Another area that received a lot of dots was County-Wide Land Use Goals.  The entire last 
section of the draft Farmland Preservation Plan is from the adopted Comprehensive Plan.  
Some people paid attention to that and how the agricultural goals and policies fit into the 
countywide land use goals in general.  The last page of Sandwick’s first handout contains the 
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goals and policies.  Sandwick said everything in the table he put together in the Summary of 
Public Input was flagged with at least one dot, so a count of “1” can be presumed (if missing) 
wherever no higher count was noted.  He left out the ones not flagged.      
 
4. Review and Discussion on Draft Farmland Preservation Plan:  Issues Identification – 
Sandwick said the handout of the existing vision statements, existing issues and conclusions to 
those issues, guiding goals and policies, and agriculture goals is a nice summary of the whole 
planning process.  In terms of the logical progression from where we want to go, that’s the 
vision ideas.  That’s what we would like to see in agriculture in Portage County over the next 
couple of decades.  There are issues and conclusions, which is a sense of what does that 
mean, what is important about this, what do we need to pay attention to, and flows logically to a 
sense of what are our goals and policies as a county?  These have been adopted as part of the 
Comprehensive Planning effort, and scattered throughout all of the different chapters.  These 
are the ones that relate to agriculture.  The last page is specifically the County land use goals 
that have been adopted.  One of the key elements of a Comprehensive Plan is how does this 
relate to our land use? 
 
Sandwick drew attention to the second page, titled Issues and Conclusions, which is tonight’s 
focus.  By the end of this meeting, we want to have a list of identified issues. He suggested 
focusing on the bold items.  Issues can be concerns, how to overcome a challenge, or how to 
pursue an opportunity.  He noted it is valuable to have it phrased as a question as you may 
consider something that can be done about it.   
 
Hensler asked what distance from houses and wells manure may be spread.  Bradley replied 50 
feet from a well.  There is no setback for houses.  Hensler said farmers are limited when using 
number of practices, i.e. manure spreading, fumigation, fertilizer application, etc. due to having 
to maintain these setbacks.  When houses are adjacent to farmland, he suggested sizing lots 
accordingly and requiring a buffer between the lot line and home.  You would need a lot more 
than two acres to build, if there is a buffer that is rather large.  Jazdzewski said home builders 
don’t take into consideration that the field has been there, the history is there, the practice has 
been used there.  A lot is split off, a house is built, and now you’ve got that conflict.   
 
B. Jacowski said science shows that two acres will support a well and your septic system.  If 
you take 40 acres and only put 4 houses on it instead of putting 20 houses on that forty, 
eventually we are going to run out of land.  Every time someone is forced to buy more land to 
build a house, it is eating into productive farmland.  He suggests locating houses in areas that 
cannot be farmed.   
 
Jazdzewski mentioned with lot size averaging, you can bunch the houses, keeping the density 
down. Averaging works, but is not employed.  B. Jacowski disagreed, saying averaging failed.  
You put four houses in a corner and have 30 acres no one is using.  It is not being farmed.   
 
Gordon said when the Town of Amherst revised their last plan, they reversed the emphasis 
somewhat in terms of setbacks.  When buying acreage to build a house, the setback must be 
purchased within the acreage to be developed.  Rather than requiring the farmer to meet 
setbacks, it is the home builder’s responsibility.  B. Jacowski said it makes sense; however, it 
forces larger lot sizes. He said when you live in the country, you must realize there are things 
that go on with agriculture.  Edelburg commented people feel “not in my back yard”.   
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Sandwick referred to Hensler’s idea about the use of buffers.  He feels it is good to talk about 
these topics and build off of one another’s ideas.  This is why members were selected for this 
committee, to bring perspectives and knowledge of the industry.   
 
To accomplish tonight’s task, Sandwick suggested taking a couple of minutes to record their 
own thoughts first, then working in groups of four to seven to generate ideas.  B. Jacowski 
suggested the exercise is to identify issues, as a member of agriculture or your community that 
you think should be our biggest concerns when it comes to saving ag land.   
 
Sandwick said solutions aren’t necessary at this point.  If it is difficult to frame as a question, 
simply write down the issue.  He gave members three minutes to think silently for themselves 
and write down one or two important ideas.  The next five minutes were spent in small group 
discussion to explain the identified issue, why it is important, and what happens if nothing is 
done to address it.  Once the issues were discussed by the small group, they were brought up 
to the entire committee.   
 
Group ideas expressed were:   
 

• Keeping farmland as farmland.  Educate the public on why farmland is important.  
Different people have different views on farmland.  City people may see a good place to 
build a house; however, they need to understand that land is where their food comes 
from.  Encourage building on non-farmable land, and at the same time protecting 
streams, waterways, rivers, ponds, lakes, and forests. 

• Offer farmers better opportunities than selling their farms.  Suggested the County and/or 
Towns could offer Purchase of Development Rights (PODR).  For many farmers, their 
land is their retirement account.  Land may be sold to another farmer, but could also be 
sold to a developer.   

• How to maintain key infrastructure, such as roads?  How can Towns juggle the tax base 
issue?  Things would be problematic without paved roads.  

• How to keep urban sprawl from becoming a problem? 
• How to change perception about agriculture in Portage County?  Why isn’t agriculture 

the face of the county?  People see the parts, but don’t put it all together.  There are 
many areas of the country that are known for their agriculture, i.e. California.  Many 
people are unaware that Portage County is the largest vegetable producer in the nation.   

• Suggested a disclosure form that people buying rural property or a home must sign 
acknowledging surrounding land uses and farmers’ rights.   

• Suggested roads be reinforced in crossings and areas where farm equipment frequently 
travels, i.e. field to field.  Some members commented this wouldn’t work as large farms 
may travel several miles on roads to get to fields. 

• Property taxes are an issue.  It is cheaper to live in the country.  However, there are 
hidden costs, septic and well, that many do not realize.  People are drawn to the country 
versus living in the city.  Land use value helps farmers pay a lower rate of taxes than 
developed land.  It is too easy to live in the country.  Roads are plowed, school buses 
travel long distances to pick up few kids.  It is a burden to the entire system as far as 
services and infrastructure.  Paraphrased:  Keep town people in town.  Taxes are less 
on homes in the country versus city.  People lose sight of the services received in the 
city that they have to provide themselves in the country.  Husbands and wives drive to 
work in town in separate vehicles.  In the Town of Carson, if the land is farmable, it is 
buildable, but there is no extra land, reiterating – keep farmland as farmland. 
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• Ag land, farming, forestry is as much of a development as building a home.  
Development is not necessarily building houses.  There is perception that open land 
should be developed.  Those that have worked to put land in permanent preservation 
know it takes a lot of work.  Open space and forests are development. 

• Hold down on restrictions to be able to have real productive intensive agriculture, 
whether vegetables, livestock and dairy, and especially irrigation coming into play.  Be 
able to do it.  Most Portage County farmable land and farm families may be incorporated 
for tax purposes, but are not entities from another country or state.  Most are local 
families and are cautious with treatment of the land and water.  Draw a line on 
regulations.  Show intensive agriculture areas on maps, to make people aware that 
agriculture activities are taking place.  Create a map with layers, i.e. forested land in 
green, water in blue, etc.   

• Less than 1% of the population is active farmers.  So few are left.  Political power is 
minimal.  Generational farms are declining.  An example was given of a long term family 
farm wanting to keep the farm; however, taxes increase and family members no longer 
actively farm but want to keep as farmland.  The family is worried they will not be able to 
afford to keep the land together as one farm and not be forced to sell portions to pay the 
taxes.  The economics of keeping a farm is an issue.  Many farmers do not have 401Ks.  
The land is their retirement.  How to keep farmland in the family with tax and economic 
concerns?   

• How to protect water rights and the ability to farm to maintain a farming economy?  For 
many, the ability to farm is partially based on being able to irrigate.  If you have water, 
you have a crop – no water, no crop.  It costs the same to plant a crop that fails.   

• Expansion of city boundaries is eating up valuable farmland.  Promote infill, where 
infrastructure already exists.  Commented there are apartments being built on prime 
farmland where Farm Technology Days were held in 2014. 

• Minimize conflicts between agriculture and residential development, an urban/rural 
interface issue.  Work with legislative bodies to encourage abiding by the Freedom to 
Farm Act.  Create covenants for rural residential properties.  Keep lot sizes for 
residences small.  

• Commented that annexing land for Crossroads Commons was too easy.  Use of eminent 
domain for development purposes is being used in parts of the State.   

• Encourage housing development in non-farmable areas.   
• Issues identified in current Comprehensive Plans. 

 
Schuler thanked Sandwick for the exercise, which gave an opportunity for everyone to have 
input.  A lot of the ideas mesh with what has been previously discussed and connect with one 
another.   
 
For the next steps, Schuler said staff will create a summary, bringing all of the ideas together.  
The background information and significant trends all leads to points that should be considered 
when planning.  The Committee must decide what they want to emphasize as being important 
moving forward for the Planning and Zoning Committee and the County Board.   
 
 
Schuler said Town officials and Plan Commissions will figure out where/how land use works in 
the their Town.  People have to get involved to give input where they think ag looks good long 
term, or how to keep housing away from certain areas.  That is why towns have L1 and L2 in 
their future land use.  L1 is intense ag, where you want to keep the lot sizes as large as possible 



6 
 

so you don’t have the conflict.  If somebody in the county wants to do an Agriculture Enterprise 
Area (AEA), there are blocks of land they can do that.  It is really important from that end.   
 
Schuler stated an education piece about people living in the country is a strong statement that 
can come out of this Plan.  When County staff talks to people about developing property and 
land splits, they can educate them about the types of activities in the country, the importance of 
ag, changing their perception - land is not vacant or undeveloped, it is a crop, it is a stand of 
trees in a program, it is fallow for a reason.  This is something the Plan can help communicate.  
How do you educate people, so when they look at a Plan, they know how important ag is to the 
economy, knowing where it is going to take place by looking at a map to understand it, so they 
know when they want to do a development or when the village or city has to develop, the towns 
around have to have a conversation.  Infill is important, make it more important.  If there are 
certain contiguous pieces of property that are an amazing unit for production, try to develop in 
some way around them or keep them in tact without chopping up into pieces and become less 
productive over time.  It is staff’s job to take that and communicate as the major points you are 
thinking.  You did a great job of bringing it out.   
 
Regarding the question of perception and how to be known for agriculture, Sandwick said there 
were some subpoints related.  There was discussion in his group which he captured on paper.  
There are interesting aspects to all of these points.  There is some sorting that can happen to 
see how the issues can be dealt with, thinking about the range of options to address each of 
them.  It is really important to identify what to focus on moving forward.  This will be included on 
agendas for the remaining meetings. 
 
Schuler said tonight’s discussion will be summarized for the next meeting.  Staff will figure out 
how to connect with the policies already in place.  There is a list of things that are important, 
some of which can be recommendations that the county takes care of.  There is also going to be 
a list of things that other groups or individuals can be part of or take on.  This Plan isn’t going to 
solve every woe that exists for agriculture in the County, but we are going to try to figure out a 
way that the County can help make sure that good things happen through infrastructure, 
through land use planning, and make sure agriculture is viable long term.  How can the County 
stay out of the way in some things?  We don’t want to create policies or actions in an area that 
get in the way.  Part of the next discussion is to get the County Board to think of good ways to 
support what they want to do.   
 
The Comprehensive Plan process started in 2002, and was adopted in 2006.  Referring to the 
Issues and Conclusions, B. Jacowski noted each of the statements/concerns/solutions 
mentioned at this meeting were touched on in 2006.  They may have been phrased differently, 
but he believes there is a good base.   
 
Referring to other parts of the country being known for agriculture, B. Jacowski stated because 
we live in the county, we take it for granted, but he believes those other areas feel the same 
way about Portage County.  Edelburg believes urban people may not realize the value of 
farmers.  Schuler said the panel discussion the evening of the open house touched on the fact 
that other areas of the country have difficulty finding water.  We have an abundant resource.  
We have the industry here.  There are people that look to this area because of the resources.  
People have to understand to a certain degree, if not here, where?   
 
Frizzell asked whether the Farmland Preservation Act is national.  Schuler replied Chapter 91, 
Wisconsin Statutes requires Farmland Preservation.   
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Schuler said the committee accomplished a lot.  The Committee has to come to a conclusion.  
Does the Committee think that ag is important to maintain at this level going forward?  B. 
Jacowski feels it needs to grow.  Schuler said the Plan is looking to make a statement through 
the background information, through the summaries done, and things that have been identified.  
Make a straight statement, yes, Portage County, culturally, economically, in terms of quality of 
life, and community, it is important at the level it is at and we need to work to maintain it and 
help make it an even stronger part of life going forward.  This is the only group that can say that 
in the County.  That is where the Plan starts.  This Committee talked about it.  These are the 
facts and figures.  A  conclusion is that agriculture, as it has evolved, and moving forward, 
needs to maintain the same type of presence in the economy and in the life of the County.  
Nobody else can make that statement.  If this group is so inclined, at the next meeting when 
there is a quorum, you can make it an official motion.   
 
Jazdzewski said ag is very important.  The technology has changed, the practices have 
changed.  Leave that to the farmers and everyone involved, with the production, processing, 
etc.  The fact is that ag is important to the county.  Not only to the people involved in ag, but 
very much so to those indirectly involved.  It is a very important economic entity in the county.   
 
Gordon said participation in the Farmland Preservation tax credit program is low. Some may 
feel it isn’t important because no one is doing it.  However, this group can make a document 
that can emphasize the importance of agriculture.  That probably is the biggest thing here.  
Someplace this has to be done. This is the place. 
 
B. Jacowski said statements can be made, there are great ideas, but until the State legislature 
acts in some way, we don’t have any way to stop the city from annexing the next 160 acres or 
700+ acres that Portage County and the City of Stevens Point is looking to development that is 
running into farmland.  We are all here because we are part of agriculture and we don’t like to 
see that.  Not everybody looks at it that way.  It is economically driven.  
 
B. Jacowski said a group statement can be prepared before or at the next meeting.   
 
In terms of planning, Schuler said the mapping part is the smallest part.  Anybody that wants 
should have access to the tax credit program if they choose.  The real point is, what does ag 
really mean to your community.  What does it take to make it successful?  It is not just access to 
a $5, $7.50, or $10 an acre tax credit.  What does it take to make land available, the 
infrastructure available, the processing available?  What does it take to make that whole system 
work?  There is a limited way to actually have any effect on it.  The document has your 
organized and formal thoughts.  Decisions or policies will be made based on the discussions.  
Conclusions will be drawn.  The County goes on board saying farmland is important, we need to 
preserve it as best we can.  We are not telling the landowners what to do, but the philosophy is, 
we need to do what we can to preserve it.   
 
Wolosek asked what is the timeline?  Schuler stated the process will be wrapped up by spring.     
 
B. Jacowski thanked Frizzell and Wolosek for their participation.  He asked Schuler to 
investigate whether members can be added to the Ad Hoc Steering Committee at this point.  He 
noted having a quorum is essential going forward.   
 
Hensler asked whether the draft document will be Chapter 5 of the Comprehensive Plan.  
Schuler replied it will be a version at some point.  It will probably change form when it gets 
incorporated with the Land and Water Resource Management and Groundwater Management 
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Plans as a part of Chapter 5.  Right now, the Farmland Preservation Plan is going to be its own 
plan.   
 
Hensler asked whether the issues, and conclusions, and goals and policies will be part of the 
draft?  Schuler replied yes, that will be made clearer the next meeting as to how those apply.   
 
Hensler said he went back to the instructions for Farmland Preservation from the State.  
Basically, everything is covered except the Plan is light on transportation and energy; 
transportation from the Town road standpoint, corridors are covered well.  The goals and 
policies need to be tweaked, more comprehensive relative to the technology so it incorporates 
those ideas.   
 
B. Jacowski said, when it comes to the transportation side of it, anyone that has sat on a town 
board can say they need more money, more state funding to not only build, but rebuild roads.  
Equipment and vehicles get bigger.  The same complaints are heard whether from FP group or 
town boards.   
 
Jazdzewski said if you read all of the restrictions associated with animal husbandry, and the 
agriculture implementation of it, lighting, braking and weighing.  One has to go to college just to 
read the requirements, or to fill out the permit form.  A grain cart carrying 1,000 bushels on one 
axle.  Do the math, you’re over 19.5.  That’s what the towns have to deal with.   
 
Schuler said there are details staff will be working through to bring everything together.   
 
Sandwick recalled several ideas that came up through earlier conversations since last January 
and were talked about on the panel discussion may not have made this evening’s list.  He asked 
whether anyone objected to keep everything in play as staff sorts through what to focus on.  B. 
Jacowski said feel free to use any/all information from previous meetings.    
 
5. Next Meeting Date(s) – The next meeting is scheduled for Tuesday, February 23 at 6:00 
p.m.  
 
6. Adjournment – B. Jacowski adjourned the meeting at 8:00 p.m. 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 
Patty Benedict, Recording Secretary 
 


