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Preface – Comprehensive Plan Update 
 

Green Lake County Today - 2015  
 
Green Lake County, at the southern end of the 'New North' region, is located 90 miles northwest 
of Milwaukee and 180 miles northwest of Chicago in a picturesque area of east central 
Wisconsin, surrounded by agricultural acres, lakes and a myriad of industrial operations. The 
county seat is located in the City of Green Lake which takes its name from the state's deepest 
natural lake. The cool, clear waters reach a maximum depth of 237 feet and cover an area 7 ½ 
miles long and 2 ½ miles wide, bordered by sandy beaches, wooded shoreline and historic 
resorts. 

 
Green Lake County is a small county geographically.  With an area of 355 square miles, it ranks 
65th in size out of 72 Wisconsin counties.  The County is bordered on the north by Waushara 
County, on the west by Marquette County, on the south by both Columbia and Dodge Counties, 
and from the east by Fond du Lac and Winnebago Counties.  Within the County there are two 
villages, four cities and 10 towns. 
 
The historic Fox River runs through two Green Lake County communities, Berlin and Princeton. 
With a total of 20 lakes and the Fox River, the County offers good opportunities for recreation, 
boating, fishing, swimming, and general site seeing.  Biking, hiking and snowmobile trails can be 
found throughout the County. With hundreds of acres of public hunting grounds, Green Lake 
County has become a favorite destination for hunters. 
 
The County is home to numerous high quality golf courses, outdoor flea markets, museums, 
historic sites and much more.     
 
Each of the four major municipalities of Green Lake County (Berlin, Green Lake, Markesan and 
Princeton) support major industrial and business partners including such activities as sand 
production, mobile generator and light tower manufacturing and food processing.  Other 
manufacturers around the County specialize in products made from plastics to metals. Several 
trucking companies are also available to move the County's products and produce. 
 
Green Lake County is also home to a quality health care system, with a full service hospital in 
Berlin and health care clinics in each community.  Elementary and high schools are located in 
each of the four major municipalities. The County and the communities offer a wide variety of 
parks and open spaces with a myriad of activities. 

 

  



Æ·44

Æ·23

Æ·91

Æ·73

Æ·23 49

Æ·23

Æ·44

Æ·73

Æ·44

Æ·73

BROOKLYN

GREEN LAKE
MARQUETTE

BERLIN

SENECA

PRINCETON

MACKFORD

SAINT MARIE

MANCHESTERKINGSTON

Berlin

Markesan

Princeton

Kingston

Green Lake

Marquette

Æ·49

Green Lake
County

Wisconsin

Map 1
Location Map

State Highways
Incorporated Cities & Villages
Unincorporated Towns
Water

Æ·



 
 
GREEN LAKE COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN  PREFACE  

P-3 | P a g e   GREEN LAKE COUNTY ADOPTION FEBRUARY 16, 2016 
 

Planning in Green Lake County 
 

Defining a Comprehensive Plan and its Importance 
 
A comprehensive plan serves as a blueprint for the physical development of a town, village, city 
or county governmental unit.  In basic terms, future land use decisions and actions such as 
rezones, land divisions reviews and alike taken by the governing political body shall be 
consistent with that governmental unit’s comprehensive plan.   
 
A comprehensive plan also clarifies the relationship between physical development polices and 
social economic goals.  Based on the information in the plan, the plan becomes a public guide 
to land use decision-making. The comprehensive plan is usually the only public document that 
describes the governmental unit as a whole in terms of its complex and mutually supporting 
networks.  The requirements of developing a new comprehensive plan or the updating of an 
existing comprehensive plan are defined by Wis. Stats. 66.1001. The statute also identifies the 
required components of a comprehensive plan.   
 
Generally, components of a comprehensive plan encompass many of the functions that make a 
governmental unit work, such as transportation, housing, public facilities, agriculture as well as 
other administrative responsibilities. A comprehensive plan considers the interrelationships of 
those functions.  The comprehensive plan reflects broad interests and values; it is built upon 
economic growth estimates, population trends, and the condition of the natural and historic 
resources.  Comprehensive planning therefore helps coordinate the various plans, programs, 
and procedures of a governmental unit by providing information which is vital to sound decision 
making.   
 
When a county develops and adopts a comprehensive plan, it has officially made a statement of 
the government’s policy on the physical development of the county.  Existing residents, 
business owners, service providers, local officials, potential new residents and business 
prospectors will know how the county envisions its future. 
 
In summary, a comprehensive plan is designed to serve as a long-range policy guide to the 
physical development of a governmental unit, in this case, Green Lake County.  It reflects the 
overall “vision” concerning future growth and land use.  It establishes the goals, objectives and 
policy parameters within which local land use operates. The plan should be amended as the 
foundations, upon which it is based, change.  
 

Previous Comprehensive Planning in Green Lake County 
 
Green Lake County adopted its first ‘Smart Growth’ Comprehensive Plan under Wis. Stats 
66.1001 in September, 2003.   The process was part of a larger multi-jurisdictional planning 
effort conducted throughout Green Lake County.  Each of the local plans acted as an individual 
component to the much larger county planning effort. The effort involved all cities, villages and 
the towns within the County.  When laced together, the local plans formed the groundwork for 
the county-wide plan. 
 
In 1999, Green Lake County conducted a visioning process to kick off the original planning effort 
including a household survey.  With the assistance of residents and landowners, the County 
was able to conduct a household survey that included specific responses to conditions at the 
local level as well as being important for long-range planning at the County level.  As part of the 
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multi-jurisdictional effort, this combination of strong public input along with statistical analysis 
assured the County that strategies and recommendations in the plan would not only good for 
the County, but will also be supported by the neighboring communities.  The following is a 
summary of some opinions gathered from the County’s people as part of the county-wide 
household survey. 
 

 93% ‘Agreed’ or ‘Strongly Agreed’ that protecting and preserving the natural resources, such 
as the soil, water and wetlands, was important to them. 

 

 93% ‘Agreed’ or ‘Strongly Agreed’ that preserving the open spaces (woods, meadows and 
scenic vistas) was important to them. 

 

 87% ‘Agreed’ or ‘Strongly Agreed’ that protecting the agricultural land was important to 
them. 

 
Historical public input suggests natural resources have always been held in high regard relative 
to the quality of life in Green Lake County. The recognition of the importance of the County’s 
natural resource base will be continued throughout the planning update process. 

  

Comprehensive Plan Update Process  
 
On March 1, 2014, Green Lake County contracted with the firm of Martenson & Eisele to update 
the Green Lake County Comprehensive Plan. The comprehensive plan was originally adopted 
in 2003.   
 
However, the county comprehensive plan update process was not undertaken with the 
responsibility of updating the local community plans. The updating of local comprehensive plans 
falls with the local units of government (i.e. towns, villages and cities).  At the initiation of the 
county comprehensive planning process, villages and cities were offered the opportunity to work 
with the county update process.  None responded with revisions or updates to their individual 
comprehensive plans.  Towns on the other hand, were directly involved in the process by 
reviewing the Existing and Future Land Use Maps developed as part of the comprehensive plan 
update. Their involvement was also key in the development of the Green Lake County Farmland 
Preservation Plan.   
 
Utilizing the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan (Appendix B) as a foundation to 

the comprehensive plan update effort was a very innovative and financially prudent step by 

County Leaders. Development of the Green Lake Farmland Preservation Plan created the 

backbone for the development of the Future Land Use Map within the comprehensive plan. For 

example, areas designated for farmland preservation increased from the old farmland 

preservation plan developed in 1983.  Although, the farmland preservation planning effort 

recognized the relationship of a soil’s capability for agricultural production, it was not the sole 

criteria.  The Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan recognizes the historical and 

current use of the property and placed significant importance on a farmer’s and land manager’s 

ability to make once considered marginal land, productive through creative best management 

practices.  This plan also recognizes the forested resources of the County’s landscape as prime 

contributors to agricultural opportunities albeit through timber production, heat sources for 
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agriculture or for use in syrup and nut production.  Identified farmland preservation areas now 

follow parcel boundaries which are consistent with land management ownership patterns.   

 
Under this previous comprehensive planning effort, “Agriculture” was classified as a general 

land use type.  No specific preservation strategy was identified.  In addition, the planning effort 

provided no criteria for the rationale to determine farmland preservation areas. Since most of 

the Green Lake County area is rural and heavily influenced by farming, it was determined that 

the farmland preservation plan should be developed first and then incorporated into the updated 

comprehensive plan.  Integration with the county comprehensive plan update was seamless as 

the areas designated for farmland preservation have been used to create the “Agriculture” future 

land use classification. This “Agriculture” classification encompasses over 76% of the County’s 

total land area (including incorporated areas) giving the comprehensive plan update process 

increased credibility in projecting future land use. The identified farmland preservation areas 

have been transferred to the Land Use Plan Map within the comprehensive plan update 

ensuring “consistency” between the two planning documents.  Implementation of future 

agricultural use will take on far more importance and be directed by the Green Lake County 

Farmland Preservation Plan and subsequent Green Lake County Zoning Ordinance.  The 

Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan is included by reference in the Green Lake 

County Comprehensive Plan.   

 

In addition to coordinating the comprehensive planning update effort with the Green Lake 
County Farmland Preservation Plan, the timing to update the comprehensive plan appeared 
perfect along other county-wide planning initiatives.  These efforts included: 
 
The Green Lake County Parks and Recreation Plan (Adopted December, 2014) 
Green Lake County Community Health Improvement Plan (Presented to County Board in 2014) 
 
These plans were completed just prior to the comprehensive plan update and provide essential 
information to many of the components required as part of the comprehensive plan.  Instead of 
duplicating these specific planning efforts within the comprehensive plan update, these planning 
documents are included by reference in their entirety within the Green Lake County 
Comprehensive Plan. This policy ensures coordination of the planning efforts and reduces the 
duplication of efforts. However, it should be noted that through the establishment of this policy, 
any amendments to the above referenced planning documents, will require an amendment to 
the Green Lake County Comprehensive Plan as well.  Should future updates of these plans 
occur on a 5- or 10- year cycle, the comprehensive plan update process will be well coordinated 
ensuring better consistency between planning documents. Planning document coordination 
could also realize cost savings through planning efficiencies. This could occur primarily through 
avoiding the duplication of planning efforts.       
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Reasons for Updating the Green Lake County Comprehensive 

Plan 

 

There are many reasons, trends, changes and trigger events that have occurred since 2003 to 

warrant the updating of the Green Lake County Comprehensive Plan.  In brief fashion, these 

conditions can be summarized as follows:  

 

 Wisconsin Stats. 66.1001 require that a governmental unit must do a comprehensive 

update to their comprehensive plan every ten (10) years.  An update to the Green Lake 

County Comprehensive Plan was overdue.  

 

 In 2008, the United States slipped into an economic recession that significantly altered 

the US, state and local economies. Unemployment rates rose. Housing and business 

development stagnated.  Contrary to those trends, the agricultural economy, in which 

Green Lake County is significantly vested, fared well and the demand for farmland rose 

due to strong crop prices.  The gap between the value of farmland for farming verses 

housing development has closed.  

 

 In July 2009, the State of Wisconsin revised Chapter 91 of WI Statues launching the 

“Working Lands Initiative”.  Wis. Stats. Chapter 91 was amended and changed the 

requirements of the Farmland Preservation Program.    

 

 Due to the changes specified in the new farmland preservation program, Green Lake 

County was required to have their 1983 Farmland Preservation Plan amended and 

certified by DATCP (Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection) by 

December 31, 2015.  For the reasons previously discussed, the new Green Lake County 

Farmland Preservation Plan, developed and certified by DATCP in July, 2015, provided 

a tremendous opportunity to cost effectively update the county comprehensive plan.  

 

 In 2012, the US Census Bureau released the results of the 2010 Census. This release 

provided new data relative to current population trends and projections, very important 

data relative to comprehensive plan update efforts.     

 

 The County was in the process of updating their Parks and Recreation Plan and 

Community Health Improvement Plan which allowed for a timely incorporation of these 

planning efforts ensuring better consistency between all plans.    

 

Consistency between Planning and Code Documents  

 

Confusion and inconsistency is often the death nail to any planning or administrative function. 

Simply put, it lowers credibility. However, acknowledging up front the need for consistency 

among plans and their administration when development is occurring can prevent confusion. 

Green Lake County has made consistency a fundamental component of future administration. 
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That said, there are several documents that must be referenced in order to ensure consistency.  

The following documents are key to the understanding and execution of managing land use 

decisions in Green Lake County:     

 

 Green Lake County Comprehensive Plan, (2016):  This plan includes the statutory 

requirements as identified in Wisconsin Stats. 66.1001 including an adopted and 

executed “Public Participation Plan”.  This document is the primary planning guide for 

land use decisions (rezones, land divisions, etc.).  In the most basic terms, future land 

use decisions by the County should be consistent with this plan document.  The Green 

Lake County Comprehensive Plan is anchored by its “Future Land Use Map” (Map 3) 

which defines areas for general land use types such as agriculture, residential and 

commercial development along with natural feature preservation. It also includes the 

nine (9) required planning elements as defined by statute. Other planning documents 

such as the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan, Green Lake County Parks 

and Recreation Plan and the Green Lake County Community Health Improvement Plan 

(CHIP) are included by reference into the comprehensive plan.      

 

 Green County Farmland Preservation Plan, (2015):  This plan was certified by 

DATCP in July, 2015 and allows agricultural land owners the opportunity to claim 

farmland tax credits for 10 years (plan certification expires in 2025).  By design, this 

planning effort preceded the development of the comprehensive plan and was 

instrumental in the development of the comprehensive plan’s “Future Land Use Map” by 

designating areas for farmland preservation first.  In addition, land designated for 

farmland preservation in the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan should 

coincide closely with the areas zoned for farmland preservation in the County’s zoning 

ordinance.  

 

 Code of Green Lake County:   This document includes all the “Codes” required to carry 

out the administration functions of Green Lake County Government. Code chapters 

which impact land use are as follows: 

o Chapter 280:  Comprehensive Plan 

o Chapter 284:  Construction Site Erosion Control & Stormwater Management   

o Chapter 295:  Farmland Preservation   

o Chapter 300:  Floodplain Zoning 

o Chapter 315:  Land Division and Subdivision 

o Chapter 323:  Nonmetallic Mining Reclamation 

o Chapter 334:  Sewage Systems, Private  

o Chapter 338:  Shoreland Zoning 

o Chapter 350:  Zoning 

Chapter 350 (Zoning Ordinance and Map), will be required to meet the requirements of 

the Wisconsin Stats. Chap. 91 (farmland preservation) through certification by the 

Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP). The zoning map 

will be the primary implementation tool of the Future Land Use Map found within the 

Green Lake County Comprehensive Plan which was heavily influenced by the Green 
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Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan (See diagram). Certification of the updated 

County Zoning Ordinance will need to occur by DATCP by December 31, 2016 to ensure 

the opportunity for continuous participation of farmers in the Working Lands Farmland 

Preservation Program.   
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The Concept of Sustainability 
 
A concept of sustainability has emerged, especially in planning, to better balance the use of 

local and global resources while protecting natural areas and ecosystems.  It’s a basic call to 

sustaining life on this planet.  However, actions to support sustainability can be local, global and 

anywhere in-between.   

Given the rise of sustainability as a concept over the last decade, there are many different 

versions or definitions of sustainability that have emerged.  Most definitions reference the need 

to respect environmental, economic and social conditions.  Another common element is 

managing resources for both current and future generations. 

Although sustainability maybe touted as a new planning concept, it is deeply rooted in plain 

common sense that has been around for centuries.  Many grandparents preached phrases like 

“Don’t waste your food”, “Use what you take”  “Share with others” and “Leave the Campground 

better than you found it”.   Generations who were US immigrants or children of immigrants, 

remember the sacrifices well especially during the time of the Great Depression.  Resources 

were scarce, costly and valued.  With that respect, they were used wisely.   Today, waste and 

over indulgence seem to be common place and virtually accepted in society.   Sustainability, as 

a concept, is not new (maybe except for the fancy name), but how it could be successfully 

embraced and implemented in today’s culture, is. The implementation of sustainable concepts 

will require adjustment to behavior patterns and social priorities. 

Planning for Sustainability in Green Lake County  

The concept of sustainability is a common goal for many communities across the globe, but the 

specific actions to achieving sustainability is not a one-size-fits-all solution. It can’t be because 

all areas are different in terms of their resource value and the opportunities they present.  The 

objectives of sustainability may be the same but how to support those objectives will vary 

substantially among small towns, large cities, rural and suburban environments.  For example, a 

county or region may identify the development of supporting and enhancing local foods systems 

as a sustainable goal.  This could be achieved by the protection of farmland.  However, in a 

more suburban or urban community with no farmland to protect, this goal could be 

accomplished by the creation of farmers’ markets, urban gardens or agriculture specialty shops. 

The initial step in the sustainability planning process is the assessment of area resources.   In 

Green Lake County, this is undoubtedly its agricultural land, forested areas and water quality.  

The concept of sustainability will lie within how well Green Lake County moves to utilize these 

resources economically yet protects the environment for future generations.         

The development, certification and adoption of the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation 

Plan was a significant step in moving Green Lake County towards a level of sustainability.  This 

plan outlines the County’s most important natural resources yet does so by creating 

opportunities for farmers to make an economic living, hence, sustaining the farming culture.  

This plan also makes clear the responsibility by agricultural producers to use best management 

practices in preserving these resources for today, tomorrow and beyond. 
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The magnitude of this planning effort cannot be ignored.  In numerical terms, a total of 199,931 

acres have been designated as farmland preservation areas, accounting for 92.5% of the 

County’s unincorporated area. Of the 159,650 acres of prime agriculture soils in the County, 

149,291 acres (93.5%) are captured within the farmland preservation area designation.   

It must be noted that in the context of sustainability for a region, or for that matter, the planet, all 
areas possess some level of responsibility to the greater good.  Green Lake County, for 
example, will export most of its agricultural product produced from its farmland preservation 
efforts. Those exports will provide the economic influx from which the activity will be able to 
“sustain”.   Simply put, the world’s growing populations, especially those in urban environments 
will need the Green Lake Counties of the world to produce the needed food and nutrition that 
will be required to “sustain” the population.   However, this so called obligation will need to be 
tempered with the responsibility of protecting area groundwater, surface water and air quality.  
 
Does this approach support the concept of sustainability?  Yes, it certainly does. But truly, it 
sounds more like just good old common sense.  Thanks, Grandpa. Yes, we will leave Green 
Lake County better than we found it.   
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Chapter 1 - Issues and Opportunities 
 
 

1.1 Vision for the County 
 

We will continue to balance economic growth with the conservation of our natural 
resources.  Our communities are thriving, and proper planning allows for commercial 
and economic growth around our cities and villages, while focusing new residential 
development in designated areas.  A strong economy supports our hard-working 
citizens with well-paying jobs.  Throughout Green Lake County, a visitor can enjoy the 
open space and landscapes of the past. We have preserved our productive 
agricultural land and the family farm continues to thrive.  Our beautiful lakes have 
been well-managed and preserved, and the County’s water resources remain healthy 
and attractive.  Our communities remain safe, and maintain that rural, small-town feel 
and high quality of life.  

 
The County recognizes that many elements of growth and resource management need to be 
dealt with fairly and consistently.  Some of these elements are:  
 

 The need to protect the lakes, natural resources, scenic beauty, and the County’s rural 
identity.  

 The responsibility of protecting our agricultural resources and heritage.  

 The right of property owners not to be unduly harmed by nearby land uses. 

 The right of property owners to develop their land. 

 The need to ensure development occurs in a way that is cost-effective for future County and 
local services. 

 The desire to accommodate and welcome tourism as an important component of the local 
and regional economy.  

 The openness to allow innovation and creativity which forges a county environment both 
residents and visitors are proud to claim as their sense of place.  

  
In addition to the above, the Green Lake County UW-Extension conducted a Visioning Session 
on September 27, 2013.  The session included input from over 40 agency/organization 
representatives.  A summary report is available for review in Appendix E.  This input proved 
valuable in the development of the comprehensive plan update. 

 

Emerging Theme 
 
The predominant theme that has emerged from planning activities is that people value their rural 
community lifestyle.  The land base is the key to the County’s future.  The natural features, the 
farms, and open spaces provide the beauty and economic base.  Guided development is 
important; it will assist in supporting the County’s residents.  However, it will need to be done in 
a manner that does not take away from the rural character of the County. 
 

1.2 Goals & Objectives 
 
The County’s planning goals and objectives, outlined below, are designed to move the 
community closer to its vision for the future. 
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PRESERVE THE RURAL CHARACTER OF THE COUNTY 

 
Goal: Preserve the rural character of the County as embodied in open spaces, such as the 
farmlands, forests, marshlands, and scenic or historic places. Assure that any future land use 
changes will not diminish the existing natural areas.   
 
Objective 1: Identify, prioritize, and preserve valuable natural resources, scenic and historic 
areas by implementing a conservation easement program designed for long-term protection.   
 
Objective #2: Improve the quality and effectiveness of planning implementation by enhancing 
and updating County Zoning and Subdivision Ordinances, overlays, and other local and County 
regulations and standards.   
 
PROTECT THE NATURAL RESOURCES 
 
Goal: Preserve and protect all water resources such as lakes, rivers, streams, and 
groundwater.  
 
Objective #1:  Work with the local residents and town officials to map agricultural land and 

environmental features.  Use the mapped areas to identify areas not suited for development.  
 
Objective #2:  Consider mapping/designating Conservation Corridors along the lakes as well as 
other major natural resource areas, streams, and rivers.  These multi-purpose corridors would 
be done with the support of the landowners in order to protect the natural resources, 
Environmentally Sensitive Areas, and improve wildlife habitat. 
 
Objective #3: Work with the town officials to review and update the County’s Stormwater 
Ordinance.  Determine feasibility of additional stormwater management plans while pursuing 
grant monies from such sources as: 

 

 WI Department of Agriculture Watershed Programs 

 WDNR Stream and River Protection Grants 

 Other Sources 

 

to fund completion of a stormwater management plan, with particular attention to the areas 

adjoining development. The plan should also identify priority protection areas that are vital for 

the protection of the County’s groundwater.  

 
Objective #4  Encourage a range of local activities and practices to manage, protect, and 
preserve local watersheds: 
 

 Enforce existing ordinances to prevent improper farming practices.  

 Agricultural “Best Management Practices” are generally sufficient to prevent nutrient 
overloads. Farmers should be encouraged to examine nutrient management practices. 

 Farming practices should focus on preventing erosion. 

 Residential development and management standards should be put in place to reduce 
erosion and to protect lakes, rivers, and wetlands. 

 Make sure all septic systems are in good working order and give citations to residents 
that are not up to code. 
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FARMLAND PRESERVATION 

 
Goal:  Identify, preserve, and protect the County’s farmland and other working lands. Use the 
County’s DATCP certified farmland preservation plan to help facilitate and administer the 
preservation effort.  (Additional Goals & Objectives can be viewed within the Green Lake County 
Farmland Preservation Plan). 

 
RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT  

 
Goal: Promote residential development in areas that are designated and suitable for residential 
purposes and are compatible with neighboring uses.   

 
Objective #1: For economic efficiency, and to minimize rural character and natural resource 

impacts, residential growth should be directed toward undeveloped areas adjoining existing 

residential areas, especially within the urbanized areas and the sanitary district boundaries. 

 
Objective #2: Encourage non-farm related residential development in areas not designated for 
farmland preservation as identified within the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan.  

 
Objective #3: Collaborate with the local communities, specifically the cities and villages, to 
ensure that alternate housing options are provided as new development occurs.  Ensure that 
these developments (i.e.:` apartments, duplexes, elderly housing, etc.) are developed in areas 
served by adequate utilities and community facilities. 

 
Objective #4: Review/update the County Zoning and Subdivision Ordinances to include land 
use controls that will assure future residential development occurs consistent with the Green 
Lake County Comprehensive Plan and Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan. 

 
COMMERCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
  Goal: Attract service and employment opportunities that are compatible with existing and future 

land uses. 
 
Objective #1:  Review/Update the County Zoning ordinances to assure micro-enterprises and 

home-based businesses are not allowed to cause negative impacts to surrounding neighbors.  

 
Objective #2:  Encourage commercial, retail establishments, and industry to locate in the 

planned designated areas. 

 
Objective #3: Work in cooperation with the Economic Development Corporation and area 

Chambers of Commerce to promote local and regional economic activity.  

 
Objective #4: Work in cooperation with the Green Lake Country Visitors Bureau, Economic 

Development Corporation and area Chambers of Commerce to “brand” the unique character of 

main streets throughout Green Lake County. 
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ADEQUATE INFRASTRUCTURE 
 
Goal 1: Provide and maintain a safe, orderly, and efficient transportation system. Balance traffic 
flow, movement of goods and services, and safety issues with community quality of life and the 
rural residential character of the County. 
 
Goal 2: Provide for the development of planned municipal services, where appropriate, and 
supporting services for the entire population. Expand services, utilities, and communication 
networks as needed to provide adequate infrastructure that accommodates existing residents 
and supports business and industrial activity.  
 
Objective #1:  In cooperation with local communities, complete transportation corridor studies 
as needed to identify possible land use conflicts and future traffic problems, recommending 
traffic calming strategies, and to minimize impacts on the adjoining land.  
 
Objective #2:  Maintain the implementation of a capital improvement program for the County 
highways and other County-owned infrastructure. 
 
Objective #3: Become actively involved with the cities, villages, and town sanitary districts in 
terms of current infrastructure needs and future sewer service areas in order to stay informed on 
any municipal services that may extend out of the incorporated areas and into the adjoining 
towns. 
 

COOPERATION 

 
Goal:  Work with the local communities in sharing information about future land use plans, 
future needs, and regional branding. 

 
Objective #1: Request updated land use and zoning maps as needed from the cities, villages, 
and towns in order to stay up-to-date on land use changes. 
 
Objective #2: Green Lake County staff should work closely with local officials to evaluate 
opportunities for collaboration on the development, interpretation, and enforcement of new or 
revised regulations. 
 
LOCAL & REGIONAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
 
Goal: Encourage communities to work cooperatively to brand Green Lake County as a regional 
destination that contains quality natural resources, adequate services, an excellent labor pool, 
and sound infrastructure systems. 
 
Objective #1: Welcome and support tourism as an important component of the local and 
regional economy.  
 
Objective #2: Allow for innovation and creativity in ideas that may provide unique economic 
development opportunities.  
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1.3 Background Information 
 

County History 
 
In 1655, the French explorers, Radisson and Grosseilliers, ascended the Fox River to become 
the first Europeans known to have visited the region now known as Green Lake County.  During 
the next twenty years, many French explorers and missionaries including Perrot, Jolliet, 
Marquette, Allouez, and Dablon passed through the area.  The French discovered two large 
lakes and named them Grand Lac Vert and Petite Lac Vert when translated into English gave us 
the names of Big and Little Green Lakes.  
 
No permanent settlers moved to the County until 1829 when Luther Gleason established a 
trading post and farm on the site of the present day Marquette.  Seven years later Hiram 
McDonald built a sawmill on the Grand River in the Town of Mackford.  In 1840, a group of 
settlers headed by Anson Dart established the first village in the County at the outlet of Big 
Green Lake.  Other villages were soon platted.  The County, in its present form, was created by 
an Act of the Wisconsin State Legislation on May 12, 1858. 
 
Water resources played an important part in the development of Green Lake County.  The Fox 
River was readily navigated and served to bring settlers into the region and to take their produce 
to the markets.  The “Badger State”, a steamboat, traveled the Fox River from Berlin to Green 
Bay as early as 1849.  The Village of Marquette at the east end of Lake Puckaway was an 
important shipping center for the entire region.  Waterpower played an equally important role in 
the development.  Nearly every modern day city or village grew around a sawmill or gristmill 
powered by water.  Unlike many nearby counties, Green Lake County has long been an 
important recreational center.  In 1867, David Greenway opened a summer resort, Oakwood 
House that catered to tourists from as far away as Chicago.  Even today tourism is a leading 
factor in the economy within the County. 

 
Source: Surface Water Resources of Green Lake County, WDNR, 1971 

 

Demographic Profile 
 

The population and demographic characteristics determine the need for development and 
redevelopment throughout the comprehensive plan. This section analyzes past and present 
population trends and attempts to predict future population trends for the County. These trends 
are extremely important since they are the key factors in determining the communities’ future 
needs for housing, utilities, transportation, educational, agricultural, natural and cultural 
resources.  Tables reference is this element are included in Appendix A.  For consistency 
purposes, these tables are identical to those used in the development of the Green Lake County 
Farmland Preservation Plan. 
 
Finally, the demographic data for Green Lake County in the Issues and Opportunities Element is 
compared to the surrounding Counties – Fond du Lac, Marquette, and Waushara, and to the 
State of Wisconsin.  

 
 
 



 
 
GREEN LAKE COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN   ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES 
 

1-6 | P a g e   GREEN LAKE COUNTY ADOPTION FEBRUARY 16, 2016 
 

Population Characteristics 
 
Historical Population Change (Table 100) 
Overall the County has experienced an increase in population from 1970 until 2000, indicating a 
migration to Green Lake County historically.  Only recently has the County experienced a 
decline in population.  According to the U.S Census, the population for Green Lake County in 
2010 was 19,051 persons, which is a decline of 54 people from the 2000 Census numbers.  
This constitutes a 0.3 percent decrease. 

 
The surrounding counties, with the exception of Fond du Lac County, have fluctuated in 
population since 1970.  Marquette County has experienced the same trend as Green Lake 
County with a decline in population since 2000.    Waushara County, more recently, is predicted 
to experience a decline between the 2010 Census numbers and the 2012 estimate.  Fond du 
Lac County, similarly to the State of Wisconsin, has continued to increase in population. 
 
 

 
SOURCE: U.S. Census: 1970 – 2010 

 
Population Race and Ethnicity (Table 101) 
In 2000, Green Lake County was 97.8 percent white. By 2010, the County was more diverse by 
the slimmest of margins. The white race still accounted for 96.7 percent of the population.  In 
2010, the County had 52 American Indian & Alaska natives and 124 individuals that were two or 
more races. The number of Hispanics of all origins nearly doubled from 393 in 2000 to 743 in 
2010 within the Green Lake County population.  In comparison, Wisconsin was approximately 
83 percent white in 2010. 
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Population Age and Median Age (Table 102) 
In general, the residents of Green Lake County in 2010 were far above average in age 
compared to the state. The median age in the County was 46, compared to 39 within Wisconsin 
at the 2010 Census. The higher median age can be attributed to the greater percentages within 
the higher age brackets. 15.7 percent of County residents in 2010 were between the ages of 50 
and 59, 12.2 percent were within their sixties and another nearly 8 percent were in their 
seventies.  In comparison, Wisconsin had greater percentages in younger age groups, 13.3 
percent of the State’s residents were between the ages of 20 to 29 in comparison to 9.2 percent 
of the County’s residents falling within this age range.  Wisconsin was slightly higher in all age 
brackets from 0 to 49 and the County was higher in the age brackets from 50 to greater than 85 
years. 
 
About 9 percent of County residents in 2010 were in their twenties. In a statistically perfect 
world, the number of persons in each age category in 2000 would be the same in the next 
higher age group in 2010, plus or minus the percentage of population growth of the entire 
community. In actual fact, however, Green Lake County’s change of those between the age of 
10 and 19 and those in their twenties was a decline of 1,064 persons, almost a 38 percent 
decrease. This means the County is not retaining their children as they become adults.  
 

 
SOURCE: U.S. Census: 2000 and 2010 

 
Population Projections 
 

Population Projections (Table 103) 
Projected populations from the Wisconsin Department of Administration Demographic Services 
Center for Green Lake County can be found in Table 103.  Projections show a plateau of 
approximately a 0.5% increase in population over the next 20 years. Over the time period from 
the 2010 Census population totals to the predicted population of 2040, the County is expected 
to increase in population until 2030 where it will then enter into a steadily decline in population 
through 2040.  The counties of Fond du Lac and Waushara are projected to increase in 
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population through 2035 and then have a slight decrease from 2035 to 2040.  The predicted 
projections for Marquette County are aligned with those predicted for Green Lake County.  
Wisconsin’s population is projected to increase through 2040, but with a slower growth rate from 
2035 to 2040.  
 

 
  SOURCE:  WI-DOA Official Population Estimates & Projections. 

 
 

Municipal Population Projections (Table 105) 
Table 105 further breaks down population projections within the County by city, village and 
town.  With the exception of the City of Berlin, the cities and villages within the County are 
projected as having a decrease in population from the 1990 Census count to 2040.  The Village 
of Kingston experienced an almost 17 percent decrease from 1990 to 2000, with a large bounce 
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back from 2000 to 2010.  The Village is projected to experience slow growth until 2035 with a 
dip to just above the 2010 Census numbers in 2010.  The towns of Kingston, Manchester, and 
Marquette are projected as having a steady increase in population, whereas the Town of Green 
Lake and Mackford are projected as having a steady decline in population.  The remaining 
towns are predicted to have fluctuating population totals. 
 

Household Projections 
 
Household Projections (Table 104) 
The number of households in Green Lake County (households include unrelated persons) is 
projected by the Wisconsin Department of Administration Demographic Services Center to 
increase by approximately 6 percent between 2010 and 2040.  The growth for Green Lake 
County will be between 2010 and 2030 with a decline in households from 2030 to 2040.  In 
comparison to surrounding counties and the state, all other locations are predicted to 
experience an increase through 2035, with only Marquette County predicting an increase 
through 2040.  Wisconsin is projected as having a steady increase in households through 2040.  

 
According to the WDOA, the average number of persons per household is projected to 
decrease by more than 7 percent, from 2.38 in 2010 to 2.20 in 2040.  This average number of 
persons in 2010 is very similar to the surrounding counties and slightly lower than the state. 

 
In most municipalities throughout Wisconsin and even the United States, the average number of 
persons per household will steadily decline in the next several decades. This is due to, among 
other factors, a high divorce rate and couples waiting longer to have their first child.   A declining 
number of persons per household means more housing units will be needed for the population 
than if the average number of persons per household had remained stable. It also indicates a 
trend of fewer school age children, which will continue to strain school budgets. 

 
Income Characteristics 
 
Median Income (Table 106) 
The median income for households in the County in 2009 was $47,624. This is slightly lower 
than in the State of Wisconsin.  Likewise, Green Lake County also had a lower median income 
for families in 2009 than the state, with a median of $61,232.  Median household income in the 
County increased by 20.7 percent between 1999 and 2009, and family income increased by 
more than 30 percent over the same time period. 

 
Household Income (Table 107) 
The slightly lower average household income in Green Lake County is further illustrated in 
Table 107. Approximately 36 percent of Green Lake County households in 2009 had incomes 
ranging from less than $10,000 to $34,999, with another 37 percent having household incomes 
between $35,000 and $74,999. About 35 percent of households in Wisconsin had household 
with incomes between $35,000 to $74,999 and 35.7 percent of households had incomes less 
than $35,000.  About 13 percent of households for the County were in the income bracket of 
$100,000 or more in comparison to 16 percent of households of the state.  

 
Per Capita Income (Table 108) 
Per capita income of $24,973 in Green Lake County in 2009 was slightly lower than Wisconsin 
($25,458).   The rate of increase in per capita income in the County from 1999 to 2009 was 
significantly higher (31.3%) than the state (19.7%). 
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Poverty Status (Table 109)  
(Definition of “poverty” varies; example is income level of $11,888 in 2013 for one person) see 
http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/about/overview/measure.html   for more details. 

 
The proportion of individual persons in Green Lake County in 2009 that were officially living in 
poverty was 10.3 percent. This was lower than in Wisconsin which had a poverty rate of 12.4 
percent.  In regards to the proportion of individual families in Green Lake County in 2009 that 
were officially living in poverty was 6.6 percent. Again, this was lower than in Wisconsin.  
Poverty levels for persons and families increased between 1999 and 2009 in the County and 
Wisconsin. 

 
Employment Characteristics 
 

Labor Force (Table 109) 
The unemployment rates in Green Lake County and Wisconsin have a very similar history from 
2000 to 2010. Green Lake County increased 5.5 percent from 2000 to 2010 with the economic 
recession that hit in 2008, as did Wisconsin experience a 4.9 percent increase. However, it 
should be noted that unemployment rates have dropped substantially since the 2010 Census 
and have ranged on average from 5% to 6% statewide in late 2014.   
 

Employment of Residents by Type of Industry (Table 111) 
The number of employed Green Lake County residents age 16 and over (irrespective of their 
place of employment) stayed relatively constant from 9,645 in 2000 to 9,780 in 2010, a 1.4 
percent increase. Employment in Wisconsin increased by about 2.6 percent in the same time 
period. 

 
The highest percentage of employed residents of the County in 2000 was in the services 
industry followed closely by the manufacturing industry.  In 2010, the services industry 
increased by nearly 13 percent and consisted of the highest percentage of employed residents 
at 36.5 percent.  The manufacturing industry remained the category with the second most 
employed residents at almost 24 percent.  This was a six percent decline for the industry.  
Following manufacturing and services industry in 2010, residents were employed in retail trade 
and the construction industry.  By 2010, these industries experienced a decline of employed 
residents. The transportation and utilities industry experienced the largest growth for the County 
with a 23 percent increase from 2000 to 2010 and the wholesale trade industry had the greatest 
decline, with 38.4 percent.  With the exception for the similar increase in the services industry 
from 2000 to 2010, Green Lake did not align with the increases and decreases experienced by 
the state.   

 
Employment of Residents by Type of Occupation (Table 112) 
When analyzing Table 112, it is important to note that, between the 2000 and 2010 Censuses, 
the categories for the types of occupations held by the residents of the County and State 
changed slightly. In 2010, farming, fishing, and forestry was combined under natural resources 
with construction and maintenance.   
 
In 2010, approximately 25 percent of employed residents of the County had management, 
professional and related occupations. Another 22 percent held sales and office positions, as 
well as production, transportation, and material moving positions.  Green Lake County remained 
relatively constant within the percentages of each category from 2000 to 2010. 

http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/about/overview/measure.html


 
 
GREEN LAKE COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN   ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES 
 

1-11 | P a g e   GREEN LAKE COUNTY ADOPTION FEBRUARY 16, 2016 
 

 
Management, professional and related occupations were also highest in Wisconsin, but the 
respective percentages varied greatly.  The second highest occupation was sales and office 
followed by production, transportation, and material moving occupations. 
 

Industry of Employed Persons (Table 113) 
Twenty-five percent of employees age 16 and over in Green Lake County in 2010 (regardless of 
their place of residence) worked in the education and health services industry. Another 19.3 
percent worked in trade, transportation and utilities industries.  The third highest employment 
was in Manufacturing with 19 percent.  The highest three state-wide categories were the same 
as the county categories, but with different percentages. 
 
Fox Valley Wisconsin Workforce Development Area Industry Employment Projections (Table 
114) 
This table further breaks down the industry trends for the Fox Valley area. 
 

Average Weekly Wages (Table 115) 
The highest paying jobs in Green Lake County in 2010 were in the construction and 
Professional and Business Services industries, followed by those in financial activities industry.  
Whereas, the lowest paying jobs in Green Lake County in 2010 were in the leisure and 
hospitality and other services categories. These two categories were also the lowest paying jobs 
in Wisconsin.  In comparison, Wisconsin’s highest pay job category was the financial activities 
industry, followed by information and manufacturing industries. The construction industry ranked 
fourth in the State. 
 

Travel Time to Work (Table 116) 
Overall, the time employed residents of Green Lake County traveled to get to work in 2010 was 
generally shorter than in Wisconsin. In 2010, about 44 percent of employed Green Lake 
residents drove less than 14 minutes to work compared to about 36 percent in Wisconsin.  The 
percentage of residents of the County traveling between 20 and 35 minutes to work was 26.3 
percent compared to the nearly 32 percent for the state. Since 44% of the working population 
travels less than 14 minutes to work, this statistic would indicate that the largest single 
commuting population in the County is probably working within the County limits.  Other 
employment opportunities, when commuting a short distance out of the County would most 
likely be found in the City of Ripon. 

 
The number of residents working from home dropped by 2.1 percent from 2000 to 2010, 
whereas Wisconsin had 0.3 percent more employed working from home.   
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Education Characteristics 
 

Educational Attainment (Table 117) 
Table 117 calculates the educational attainment of residents of Green Lake County in 2010 that 
were age 25 and older. Overall, the educational attainment of the residents of the County was 
slightly lower than Wisconsin.   
 
From 2000 to 2010, residents of the County were becoming more educated overall, however the 
County residents were slightly higher in the lower education percentages and lower in the higher 
levels of attainment than the state.  Green Lake County had 4.6 percent of residents having less 
than a 9th grade education in 2010, compared to 3.5 percent in the state.  The County had a 
higher percentage of residents earning a high school diploma than the state, however fewer a 
fewer percentage went on for college education.  Approximately 44 percent of County residents 
went on for higher education compared to 56.4 percent of residents of Wisconsin.   
 
The level of education in Green Lake County in 2010 improved from what it was in 2000. About 
28.3 percent of residents had attended one to three years of college in 2010, compared to 25.5 
percent in 2000. Almost 17 percent had attended college for four or more years in 2010, while 
only 14.5 percent had in 2000. 
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Chapter 2 – Land Use   
 

2.1  Land Use Planning Approach 
 
When trying to maximize a community’s or region’s potential, it’s best to build off of its strengths. 
In Green Lake County, that’s its agriculture and natural resources heritage. Whether it’s Big 
Green Lake, the White River Marsh or the fertile agricultural soils of the Mackford region, these 
natural resources have long been treasured by residents and tourists alike.  That said, it makes 
the most sense to establish a future land use plan for Green Lake County that preserves these 
areas as a top priority for future generations as an economic, recreational and quality of life 
benefit.   
 
On the other hand, incorporated communities (villages and cities) within the County may have 
slightly different goals.  That said, each of these communities will be responsible to update their 
individual comprehensive plans. For the purposes of this planning effort, future land use within 
incorporated areas was taken from each community’s current comprehensive plan.  Areas 
outside of incorporated borders have been addressed through this planning effort.        

 
Planning from the Outside-In   
 
Planners have long taken the approach to land use planning that future development would 
grow out of the established core of developed incorporated communities (cities and villages).  
Land within the path of development would be consumed for more intensive-type land uses 
(residential, commercial, industrial).  This approach is certainly valid for growing communities as 
they plan their infrastructure and service systems, but it does little to preserve the value of 
natural resource type land uses which Green Lake County residents value. This approach also 
assumes that land used for undeveloped purposes doesn’t hold the same economic value as 
developed land.  In addition, many future land use plan maps for cities and villages grossly 
overestimate the actual land required to accommodate future growth.  Often, the intent is to hold 
back the encroachment of incompatible agricultural use and make it ready for accommodating 
development.    
 
Land use planning for counties is much different. Towns (unincorporated communities) lack the 
infrastructure (public water and sewer systems) to accommodate more intensive type land uses. 
Non-agricultural related residential developments are often located on larger lots that can 
accommodate individual wells and on-site wastewater treatment systems. In addition, scattered 
non-agricultural related development can create barriers to agricultural expansion and 
profitability.     
 
A better approach to land use planning for counties is to “Plan from the Outside-In”.  Basically, 
this approach gives all land equal value and establishes future use based on the strengths of 
the features of the land. Current or existing land use plays a big part in determining future use. 
The reason for this is current land use has weathered economic challenges (most recently a 
recession) and stands a greater chance of carrying that use forward into the future.  Changes 
from the existing land use pattern are considered in certain locations but are driven by how the 
local town interprets pressure (or market) for that change and what services it may require. 
Should unique land use opportunities arise, they will most likely be addressed on a case-by-
case basis and be weighed against compatibility with existing uses around them.        
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Green Lake County was given a unique opportunity to execute the “Planning from the Outside-
In” approach. Since most of Green Lake County is rural by nature and heavily influenced by 
farming, it was determined that the farmland preservation plan should be developed first and 
then incorporated into the updated comprehensive plan.   
                  
When the Green Lake County Comprehensive Plan was originally adopted in 2003, it was 
developed through a composite of local community plans. Under this previous planning effort, 
“Agriculture” was classified as a general land use type.  No specific preservation strategy was 
identified.  In addition, the planning effort provided no criteria for the rationale to determine 
farmland preservation areas.  
 
However, by conducting the farmland preservation plan effort first, integration was seamless as 
the areas designated for farmland preservation were used to create the “Agriculture” future land 
use classification within the county comprehensive plan update. This agriculture classification 
encompasses over 76% (92.5% of the unincorporated area) of the County’s land area giving the 
comprehensive plan update process increased credibility in projecting future land use. The 
identified farmland preservation areas have been transferred to the Future Land Use Plan Map 
(Map 3) within the Green Lake County Comprehensive Plan update ensuring “consistency” 
between the two planning documents.  Implementation of future agricultural use has taken on 
far more importance and will be directed by the 2015 Green Lake County Farmland 
Preservation Plan and subsequent Green Lake County Code which includes the Zoning 
Ordinance.   
 
In the spirit of cooperation, the farmland preservation plan development process worked closely 

with Towns on the preservation criteria and presented criteria options for their input.  All Towns 

participated and responded.  Presentations were made on two separate occasions at the Green 

Lake County Town Unit meetings sponsored by the Wisconsin Towns Association.  Review 

instructions were given to Town Leaders at those meetings.  

 

The result of this planning approach has created a Future Land Use Plan Map that: 

a. Has incorporated input and has been endorsed by all Towns within the County 

b. Represents a better reality for attaining the projected future land uses within the County 

c. Uses an established criteria for farmland preservation planning 

d. Elevates agriculture and natural resource features as a future land use type (not just a 

holding area for future development) 

e. Accommodates agricultural related business as an economic opportunity   

f. Makes incorporated communities (cities and villages) more accountable for their land 

use projections around their borders   

g. Meets the projected growth needs of the County  

 

2.2  Current Land Use (2015) 
 
As part of the Comprehensive Plan process, the General Land Use Map from the previous 
planning effort was updated. The map update effort was completed by Green Lake County 
Planning & Zoning Department staff.  Table 2-1 shows the results of the update effort.  The 
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majority of the land use in Green Lake County is in agricultural or vacant land use.  Intensive 
type land uses, (residential, commercial, etc.) account for about 13.7% of the County total.  
 
Map 2, “General Land Use”, shows the location of the existing land uses within the borders of 
the County. Residential developments are primarily clustered within the incorporated areas and 
around the lakes. The majority of local businesses are located within the incorporated 
municipalities as well. There is some scattered commercial development throughout the rural 
portions of Green Lake County.  Some are home-based businesses but have been classified as 
residential.  
 
Areas adjoining the lakes have seen the most changes and have the greatest possibility of 
growing more rapidly.  While not expecting great change, it is important to plan for the future 
and try to identify the types, sizes, and locations for future uses before they grow into a greater 
concern or cause conflicts with existing uses. 
 
For additional information on existing land use within the County, see Section 3.1 of the Green 
Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan.  
 

Table 2-1  
General Land Use, Green Lake County, 2015  

Land Use Acreage Percent of Total 

Residential 10,240 4.2% 

Commercial   1,920 0.8% 

Industrial    1,920 0.8% 

Mixed Use      640 0.3% 
 
 

Public, Government & Parks 18,560 7.6% 

Water Features 19,200 7.9% 

Agricultural/Vacant 190,720 78.4% 

Total 243,200 100.0%  
Source: Green Lake County Planning & Zoning Department 
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2.3  Land Use Trends  
 
For a detailed discussion on land use trends within Green Lake County, please see Sections 3.4 
and 4.1 of the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan.  
 

2.4  Land Use Projections  
 
Projecting land use types is often driven by historic performance. Factors such as economic 
health, increases in population, housing preferences and tourism influences are often key 
factors that drive land use change. 
 
With the County being relatively small and not containing or being located too closely to a large 
urban population, the County’s population is expected to remain relatively stable, as is common 
with other rural communities of its size.  The density of the County can be defined as taking the 
total acreage, minus surface water, divided by the total population.   

 
Having a population of 19,051 people and the County consisting of 242,200 acres, the density 
equates to approximately 1 person per 12.7 acres.   
 
However, if land use trends and preferences are changing, looking too far back as the basis to 
project future growth may not be an accurate or even a “visionary” approach. For example, it’s 
increasingly clear, the Millennial generation (early to late 20s of age) bring with them different 
perspectives.  This generation (the largest of all generations by population), drive less, are 
attracted to larger urban environments and have more interest in rental housing than any of the 
previous generations. Contrary to that trend, is an agricultural industry that has invested 
significantly in support infrastructure and now requires a larger land base to support it.  
 
What does that mean for rural Green Lake County in the future? Probably far less demand for 
land to accommodate uses such as single-family housing or other related development than 
projections based historical data would suggest. 
 
Section 4.3 of the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan discusses the conversion of 
agricultural land to other uses (Please consult this section for more information). Basically, this 
section reveals two sources of conversion:  
 

1. The Wisconsin Department of Revenue (WDOR), which estimates a conversion of 
farmland to other uses at 4,380 acres between 2007 and 2012. 

 
2. Green Lake County Planning and Zoning Department CSM and platted lot activity 

throughout the County from 2005 to 2014 which revealed a loss of 1919 acres through 
land divisions. That acreage total included 758 lots averaging 2.2 acres. 

 
There appears to be a large discrepancy in the amount of farmland lost or converted to other 
uses between the two methods.   The WDOR numbers are defensible strictly from a land use 
(assessment) stand point.  But the figures can change annually without any impact of land 
division activity.  Tracking land division activity includes a number of land use assumptions that 
may or may not occur (i.e. a lot created is not farmed) but the numbers do represent a 
perceived change in land use.  It also measures the assumption that land divided is less 
conducive to future agricultural activity.   
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Please note that all lots created are not for residential type uses only. Lots created for 
commercial, industrial and institutional type uses also utilize land for development and often 
require larger parcel acreage. In addition, not all land utilized for lot creation may have been 
farmland.  Also, one cannot assume all the acreage utilized to create lots and parcels, has been 
lost entirely to the practice of farming although the fragmentation of land is never conducive to 
the long-range benefit of agricultural activity. Tracking land division activity is a useful barometer 
in gauging non-farm development activity.       
 
From a general perspective, towns in Green Lake County, located to adjacent incorporated 
communities (i.e. Cities of Green Lake, Princeton & Berlin), lost more acres to lot creation than 
those more rural in nature. Again, this could be classified as an expected occurrence. 
 
Relative to land use projections, this historic data can give the County a representative sample 
for which to project change. The data provides a good barometer of market forces at work. In 
this case, land that is being taken out of farmland and natural resource use and transitioned into 
more of a developed, intensive land use type.   
 
That said, the County could expect each future land division to consume an average of 2.2 
acres. Over the past 10 years, (2005-2014), an average of 75.8 land divisions have occurred 
per year. This equates to a loss of 166.78 acres annually.  Carrying this ratio forward as a 
projection, it is possible 3,335 acres could be converted to other types of land uses.  Again, it is 
highly unlikely all acres converted into lots will be farmland and not all of the converted land into 
lots will be lost to the practice of farming. However, in developing the Future Land Use Map, an 
effort should be made to align the amount of land targeted for conversion (growth to other 
intensive forms of development) with the amount of land projected for growth on the Future 
Land Use Map.    
 
Green Lake County future growth projections are expected to follow historic patterns, with 
population centers remaining within the incorporated areas and the towns to remain largely 
rural. However, there is a case to be made that with changing demographics and housing 
preferences, the demand for land to convert to other uses may wane. The County has also 
experienced, through land sales, a resurrection of sorts of land being put back into agricultural 
use and management. When considering these factors, it becomes evident that a relatively 
stable population over the next 20 years will lead to stable population densities throughout the 
County or perhaps dropping even lower. 

        

2.5  Future Land Use Plan (Map 3)  
 
As previously stated in Section 2.1, Green Lake County elected to pursue the “Planning from 
the Outside-In” approach in developing the Future Land Use Map (Map 3). Since most of Green 
Lake County is rural by nature and heavily influenced by farming, it was determined that the 
farmland preservation plan should be developed first and then incorporated into the updated 
comprehensive plan.   
                  
This approach makes logical sense.  The process used to create the Future Land Use Map 
included incorporating all the land identified as “Agriculture and Agriculture Related Use” (light 
brown) on Map 4 of the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan and placing it under 
the “Agriculture” classification of the Future Land Use Map (Map 3) of the Green Lake 
Comprehensive Plan. This action immediately makes both plans consistent relative to future 
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agricultural use.  Projected agricultural land is expected to continue in agriculture for at least a 
10-year planning period. 
 
Map 4 within the Green Lake County Farmland Preservation Plan also shows areas of “non-
agricultural development” (dark brown).  These are areas where agricultural activity as a major 
focus, is not anticipated to occur. These areas have been designated another future land use 
type.  As part of the Future Land Use Map development process, Towns were asked to review 
their existing plans and propose future uses for the non-agricultural areas.  This action was 
successfully completed and in most cases, was consistent with the 2003 Comprehensive 
Planning effort.  As part of this process, ten individual town Future Land Use Maps were 
developed  (See Maps 3A to 3J).  These maps provide more detail then the smaller scaled Map 
3 but contain the exact same information. 
 
It should be noted that some acreage in towns were actually placed back into the “Agricultural 
Use” category from the 2003 planning effort due to ownership changes. In most cases, it was 
land that was purchased by existing agricultural land owners wanting to expand their land base.    
 
As demonstrated by Map 3, conducting the farmland preservation plan effort first and integrating 
the result was seamless. This agriculture classification encompasses over 76% of the County’s 
entire land area (92.5% of the unincorporated areas) giving the comprehensive plan update 
process increased credibility in projecting future land use.  
 
Based on review by each respective Town, Table 2-2 shows the amount of acreage designated 
for each future land use type out to the Year 2035 as shown on Map 3. Over the 20-year 
planning period, the County can expect a continued conversion of some agricultural land to 
other non-farm related uses as indicated by the historic past.  However, it is recognized that 
Map 3: Future Land Use, is optimistic in forecasting the conversion or change. Much of this land 
will likely not be converted and will stay in its current use.                  
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NOTES: 
1  Canadian National is the parent company of Wisconsin Central Limited and the Sault St. Marie Railroad.
2  Rail bank refers to an out of service rail line, held in public ownership, with track in place, for future rail use.
- Switching and terminal operations (Madison Terminal Railway, LLC, Rail & Transload, Inc. in Watertown, and the Port of Milwaukee) are not shown.
- Map displays rail lines and corridors owned by operating freight railroads and government agencies.
- Industrial leads, utility company spurs, museum tracks are not shown.
- Line color represents principal operator, may not be owner.
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Appendix: H 
Articles 

- “Is Your Community Adapting to Encourage Economic Development in the 
New Economy?” 

- “Economic Development, Taking Charge of Your Future” 
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Attachment: I 
Green Lake County Board of Supervisors Approval 
Resolution 
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