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Included in Volume One, Issue Three of 

ñWinnebago Communityò is an 

examination of the Farmland Preservation 

Program section of the Winnebago 

County Land Use Survey.  As was explained in Issue One, the survey 

was conducted for three purposes: (1) identify a Winnebago County 

vision; (2) identify desired land use plan implementation policy; and (3) 

identify citizen opinion regarding how the County should proceed with the 

Wisconsin Farmland Preservation Program. 

 

Survey results revealed that much of the vision held by Winnebago 

County citizens can be obtained in part through implementation of an 

effective land use planning program (reported in Issue One).  Survey 

respondents believed in using certain policies to achieve their vision, 

including land use planning and a transfer of development rights system 

(reported in Issue Two).  Some respondents, however, feel that they 

would like certain County characteristics protected as long as the policies 

implemented do not impinge on their ability to do whatever they want 

(i.e., cake and eat it too syndrome).  This finding helps to characterize the 

sometimes divisive nature of land use planning and the varying land use 

ideologies in Winnebago County. 
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The Farmland Preservation Program section of the survey contained 

19 questions inquiring about a range of opinions, including whether or 

not the County should continue to offer the program and upon which 

criteria rezones out of exclusive agriculture zoning should be based.  The results to each question 

with a short narrative summary are included throughout the remainder of the newsletter.  Results 

reveal a large percentage of respondents that lack an understanding of the program and were, 

therefore, unwilling to state an opinion.  In many cases, the percentage of respondents answering 

ñno responseò or ñnot sureò was so high, that overall opinion could easily change based on their 

answers had they been or once they become knowledgeable of the program.  Respondents that 

stated an opinion did not reach overwhelming agreement on whether or not the program has been 

effective.  This leads to the possible conclusion that something can be done to improve the 

program for those unhappy with it and make it even more effective for those already content with 

its achievements.  Despite the difference of opinion regarding program effectiveness, respondents 

did not want the County to withdraw from the program.  One method to improve the program 

appears to be through an update of the 1982 Winnebago County Farmland Preservation Plan.  

The Farmland Preservation Program  

 

 

 

 

Summary: 

Many feel the Farmland Preservation 

Program is a complex and not well 

understood program.  Results to this 

question corroborate this belief. 

Farmland Preservation Program 

Understanding  

How well do you understand the Farmland Preservation 
Program?  



Farmland Preservation Program Effectiveness  

The State of Wisconsin established the Farmland Preservation Program to achieve three main 

goals: (1) manage growth/preserve farmland, (2) conserve land and water, and (3) provide tax 

relief to farmers.  The following three questions inquired about the effectiveness of the program at 

achieving these goals. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
Summary: 
More respondents see the program as being effective at achieving its goals versus ineffective.  The 
favorable opinion does differ in magnitude depending on the goal.  Respondents feel the program 
has been most successful at achieving tax relief and least successful at growth management.  
Although a general opinion of favor is revealed, some disagreement does exist and leads to the 
possible conclusion that something can be done to improve the program for those unhappy with it 
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To what extent do you agree the 
Farmland Preservation Program has been 
an effective growth management tool in 
Winnebago County?  

To what extent do you agree the 
Farmland Preservation Program has 
been an effective land and water 
conservation tool in Winnebago 
County?  

To what extent do you agree the 
Farmland Preservation Program has been 
an effective tax relief mechanism in 
Winnebago County?  
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One aspect of the Farmland Preservation Program 

incorporates the use of exclusive agriculture zoning (EAZ).  

EAZ is guided by a County Farmland Preservation Plan.  

One method in which a farmer could enroll in the program is 

to have his/her land zoned exclusive agriculture.  In return 

for program benefits, the land is to remain in agriculture 

production under the zoning.  Rezoning land out of exclusive agriculture, otherwise known as a 

zoning amendment, is supposed to be based on certain factual findings or criteria.  The following 

table shows the opinion of Winnebago County citizens regarding some criteria that might be 

considered when rezones are proposed. 

Summary: 
Generally, citizens place a high degree of importance on ñcommunityò oriented criteria relative to 
the more ñpersonalò oriented criteria.  More respondents answered yes to the above questions 
regarding the environment, effect on remaining farm community, plan consistency, soil 
productivity, and effect on taxes than to the more personal criteria of private landowner desires, 
landowner financial situation, and development pressure.  Environmental (77%) and drainage/
flooding (78%) concerns stand out as the most important, while only 22% of the respondents feel 
development pressure should be considered when evaluating a zoning amendment application. 

Exclusive Agriculture Zoning  

Criteria  Yes No Not Sure  No 
Response  

(reported in percentages ) 

Effect on Drainage/Flooding 78 9 6 7 

Environmental Factors 77 8 8 7 

Effect on Remaining Farm Community 59 20 11 10 

Consistency with FPP Plan 56 15 21 8 

Soil Productivity 56 23 13 8 

Effect on Cost of Community Services 50 31 12 7 

Private Landowner Desires 49 29 16 6 

Financial Situation of the Landowner 44 30 19 7 

Development Pressure 22 57 13 8 

Which of the following criteria should be used to determine whether or not a parcel of land 
should be zoned out of exclusive agriculture?  
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In 1998, 194 eligible Winnebago County farmers received tax credits 

totaling about $200,000 for an average credit of $975.  Some 35,000 

acres (19% of the farmland) in the County were protected.  The 

program attempts to enhance the agriculture industry by providing this 

tax relief, maintaining land productivity, and increasing efficiency through land protection.  

Exclusive agriculture zoning, which many farmers within the program fall under, makes it difficult 

to develop property for non-agriculture purposes (e.g., residential).  Questions regarding the 

fairness of a program that uses tax credits as the carrot and development restriction as the stick 

have surfaced.  Additionally, whether or not it is fair to the farmers enjoying the program benefits 

to have the County withdraw from the program, therefore, alleviating the development restriction 

of EAZ but eliminating tax credits, has been asked. 

 
 

 

Summary: 

Almost twice as many survey respondents 

(43%) feel the program is fair to farmers as 

feel the program is unfair (23%).  A high 

number of ñunsureò responses do lend to 

some opinion ambiguity. 

 

 

Summary 

Generally, respondents feel it would be unfair 

to farmers to completely withdraw from the 

program (36%).  25% of the respondents, 

however, feel it would be fair to withdraw.  The 

lack of overwhelming agreement combined with 

a high percentage of ñunsureò responses again 

lends to some opinion ambiguity. 

Equity Issues  

 Is it unfair to farmers to have the County pull out of the program?  

Is the farmland preservation program unfair to farmers?  
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The final series of questions attempted to identify opinions about the nuts and bolts of the issue.  
Basically, should we continue to offer the program and if so how can we improve it? 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Summary: 
Despite lack of overwhelming agreement on program effectiveness and equity, survey 
respondents do not want Winnebago County to withdraw from the Farmland Preservation 
Program.  This opinion is similar to those given during statewide listening sessions recently 
hosted by the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade, and Consumer Protection.  Instead of 
withdrawing, survey respondents would like to see the County attempt to improve the program.  
One tool they feel could be used to achieve this is an updated County Farmland Preservation 
Plan.  A moratorium on rezones out of EAZ while the plan is being updated might also be 
considered, although a clear mandate does not appear to exist. 

Next Steps for the Farmland Preservation Program  

Should Winnebago County withdraw 
from the Farmland Preservation 
Program?  

If the County continues to offer the 
Farmland Preservation Program, do you 
feel the plan needs to be updated or is 
the plan OK as it is?  

If the Winnebago County Farmland 
Preservation Plan is updated, should the 
County temporarily stop all rezoning out 
of exclusive agriculture while the plan is 
being updated?  


