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ELEMENT ONE:
ISSUES AND OPPORTUNTIES

This is the first of nine elements that make up
the Regional Comprehensive Plan (RCP).  The
purpose of the Issues and Opportunities
Element is to provide a context for the other
eight elements that examine specific planning
factors, such as natural resources, economic
development, and transportation, that together
make up the comprehensive plan.

The Background section looks at the geography
and history of the Region, the role of the
regional planning commissions in planning
practices in Wisconsin, the legislative history
of “Planning” and the recent revision of the
State’s comprehensive planning statutes, and
previous planning studies that are particularly
important to the present effort.  Selected
demographic data is then examined, followed
by an identification of issues & opportunities,
and an overview of the public participation
process.

I. BACKGROUND

A.    Physical Environment of the Region

The North Central Wisconsin Regional Planning
Commission (NCWRPC) consists of a ten county
area.  This Region stretches one hundred and
eighty-five miles in a north-south direction,
extending from Forest and Vilas Counties in the
north to Adams and Juneau Counties in the
south, roughly following the upper Wisconsin
River Valley.  The area covers 9,328 square
miles, or about 17 percent of the state’s total
land mass.  This Region includes 268 local units
of government, of which 198 are towns, 39 are
villages, 21 are cities, and 10 are  counties.

North Central Wisconsin lies in a mid-latitude,
continental climatic zone which is characterized
by long, snowy winters and short, warm
summers.  Spring and fall are often short with
rapid changes from winter to summer, and
summer to winter.  Annual precipitation
throughout the area averages about 32 inches.
About one-half to two-thirds of the precipitation
falls from May to September.  Snowfalls range
between 45 and 80 inches annually, with a
continuous cover from November through
March or early April.  In general, the snow
season is longer in the northern counties than
in the southern counties.  Winds in the fall,
winter, and spring are westerly and average
about 10 miles per hour; summer winds are
generally from the south.
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The climate, in combination with soils and
topography, make the Region especially well
suited to forestry.  Nearly 60 percent of the
land area of the Region is forested.  Prior to
intensive settlement, the area supported
Northern Mesic forests (maple, hemlock, yellow
birch), as well as pine forests and conifer
swamps.  Today much of the forested area is in
commercial forest use.

Within certain areas, the climate is adaptable
for agriculture.  The frost-free season ranges
from 140 days in extreme southern Adams and
Juneau Counties to as short as 80 days in parts
of Forest, Oneida, and Vilas Counties.  Most of
the Region is covered by frost-free seasons of
100-140 days.  Rainfall is another limiting factor
for agriculture, especially in the sandy soils in
the southern part of the Region.  Fortunately,
many of the most fertile soils are located in
areas well suited to irrigation with good supplies
of ground water.  Despite climatic limitations
on agriculture, farming plays an important role
in the regional economy.   Soybeans, potatoes,
alfalfa, corn and specialty crops, such as
cranberries and ginseng, thrive in areas
throughout the Region.

The landscape of North Central Wisconsin is
dominated by glacial features.  Precambrian
rocks of the Canadian Shield form the bedrock
of the north.  In the south, this is covered by
Cambrian sandstones and Ordovician dolomite.
Despite the dominance of glacial features, there
is a great deal of variation in the regional
landscape from north to south.  Rugged ground
and end moraine in the north contrast with flat
outwash plains and steep, unglaciated hills in
the south.

The northern area of the Region (Langlade,
Forest, Oneida, and Vilas) is covered with
irregular rolling ground and end moraine.  Lying

on bedrock, stratified and unstratified glacial
drifts average about 100 feet in thickness, but
vary from 0 to 240 feet.  This creates a drainage
problem, and as a result, the area is dotted
with over 4,000 lakes.  These drifts store water
and provide the only significant source of
ground water in the area.

The central area of the Region (Lincoln,
Marathon, and much of Portage and Wood) is
characterized by thin till and pitted outwash.
Drainage patterns in this area are better
developed than in the north, resulting in fewer
lakes, but more streams and rivers.  In this
area, the underlying crystalline bedrock
outcrops frequently.

The southern area of the Region (Adams,
Juneau, and southern Portage and Wood) is
characterized by outwash plain and glacial lake
deposits underlain by outwash deposits.  Many
wetlands are found in this area due to the flat
topography, high water table, and layers of
impermeable silt and clay.  By contrast, other
parts of the outwash are extremely sandy and
must be irrigated to be productive agriculturally.
Southwest Juneau County is distinct from the
rest of the area since it is located in the driftless
zone.  This area did not experience the latest
glacial period, thus it has very rough
topography.

Most of the soils in the North Central Wisconsin
are of glacial and alluvial origin.  Seven basic
soil types dominate the Region.  These are:
northern silts, northern loams, northern sands,
northern clays, central sands, western
sandstones, and soils of the streams and
wetlands.  Many areas of the Region are not
well suited to construction, due to high water
tables, shallow depth of bedrock, high erosion,
flooding and other factors.
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Generally, the Region slopes toward the south
and is drained by the Wisconsin River, except
for most of Forest County and parts of Adams,
Langlade, Marathon, and Portage Counties that
are drained by the Peshtigo, Wolf, Fox and other
rivers to the east.  But the Region as a whole is
predominately within the Upper Wisconsin River
basin, and the Wisconsin River has played a
critical role in the early settlement and evolution
of communities within the Region.  All the
counties in the Region have lakes, but most
are located in the northern counties.
Throughout the Region there are 5,406 named
lakes covering 274,663 acres.  Vilas County has
the most lakes, with 1,327, covering 89,685
acres, followed by Oneida County with 1,133
lakes covering 67,766 acres.  Adams County
has only 50 lakes, covering just 2,947 acres.

Quality of the surface water in the Region is
generally good to excellent.  The water is fairly
soft and rivers contain low sediment loads.
Many areas are essentially pollution-free,
although along the Wisconsin River and some
of its major tributaries there are areas of
localized pollution from municipal and pulp mill
wastes.  Lakes and streams draining forests are
often brown due to organic materials from these
areas.  Farm run-off is a problem in areas of
intensive agriculture.

Surface water also recharges the underground
aquifers.  Throughout much of the northern
area most water is drawn from groundwater
held in the glacial drift.  In parts of the southern
section large quantities of high quality water
are available from the sandstone aquifer.  Good
quality water is available in most areas for
residential, industrial and agricultural use.

Abundant throughout the Region are wetlands
that support a greater diversity of wildlife per
acre than any other biotic community.  For many

types of wildlife wetlands are the preferred, or
only habitat for at least one stage of the life
cycle.  Most wildlife use wetlands as a refuge in
times of drought, fire, or excessive snowfall; in
many cases the amount of wetlands cover is
directly linked to the winter survival of many
species.  Wetlands adjacent to ponds, lakes,
and rivers frequently act as spawning grounds
for fish as well.  Wetlands also help to improve
water quality by trapping nutrients and
pollutants.  An in-depth review of the Region’s
natural resources is located in the Natural,
Agricultural and Cultural Resources Element.

B.    History of the Region

The modern history of the Region defined by
the Upper Wisconsin River starts with the 1673
journey of Joliet and Marquette, the first
Europeans to explore the River, who portaged
from the Fox Valley to the Wisconsin and
downriver to the Mississippi.  Although native
people have inhabited the length of River for
thousands of years, the early history of
Europeans on the River was largely limited to
the lower section from the present site of
Portage to Prairie du Chien, where the French
established a fur trading post in the 1700s.
Control over the river valley changed hands after
the 1763 Treaty of Paris ceded control to the
British.  After the Revolutionary War it came
under the sovereignty of the United States that
built three forts to protect its new claim: Fort
Crawford (Prairie du Chien), Fort Winnebago
(Portage), and Fort Howard (Green Bay).  The
land was subject to the provisions of the
Northwest Ordinance, specifying that “the
navigable waters leading to the
Mississippi…shall be common highways and
forever free…without any tax, impost or duty
therefore.”
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The Dells of the Wisconsin River, that constitute
a kind of gateway to the upper River, were
formed when glacial Lake Wisconsin, which
existed on most of present day Adams, Juneau,
and southern Portage and Wood Counties, burst
its ice dams in the eastern Baraboo Hills and
washed out the soft sandstone, shaping the
geological formations we currently associate
with this area.  The land was first opened to
white settlement in 1836, when, in the Treaty
of Cedar Point, the Menominee ceded a strip of
land three miles on either side of the River from
Pointe Basse (Nekoosa) to Big Bull Falls
(Wausau).  Some aggressive settlement had
taken place in advance of this concession.
Amable Grignon II established, with a special
permit from the War Department, a trading post
in what is today Adams County at Fourteen-
mile Creek in 1827.  Daniel Whitney built a
trading post and shingle mill, eventually burnt
by federal troops because it violated native land.
In 1832 he built the first saw mill on the River,
at present day Nekoosa.

Grignon went on to build, with Sam Merrill, the
second mill on the Wisconsin River at present
day Port Edwards in 1837.   Once the land along
the River was opened to settlement it didn’t
take long for settlers to claim land along its
length.  By 1840 the eight major waterpower
sites had been developed as sawmills.   Starting
in the early 1830s the Pinery Road, running
from Fort Winnebago to Pointe Basse, became
a primary route for settlement of the upper
Wisconsin River.  The wealth of the forestlands
drew settlers northward especially after the
1837 Winnebago concession.  Finally in 1848,
the same year as Wisconsin was admitted to
the Union, the remaining sections of Adams and
Juneau Counties were opened to settlement.
The meandering course and steep incline of
the upper Wisconsin River, that drops 550 feet
over the 125 mile from Tomahawk to Nekoosa,

created both problems and opportunities for
early lumbermen.  Floating logs downriver, as
had traditionally been done in other logging
areas, was complicated by the many rapids
encountered along the course of the River.  At
the same time, these same rapids offered a
source of motive power for sawmills.  The
development of these waterpower sites set the
course of development during the lumbering
period and has continued to shape the Region
after the introduction of railroads and the last
of the original old-growth timber was cut down.
Elaborate systems of flooding dams, wing dams
and booms were constructed along the River
and its major tributaries to get the logs moving
and to sort and process them along the way.
Over time these engineering works evolved into
a system of reservoirs and hydroelectric facilities
making the Wisconsin the “hardest working river
in America.”

Much of the development above Wausau had
to wait for the coming of the railroad, because
of the difficulty of the upriver journey and the
poor quality of roads.  From the time when the
Wisconsin Central first arrived in Stevens Point
in 1871 followed by the Chicago &
Northwestern, the Milwaukee Road, Soo Line,
and other minor lines later absorbed or gone
out of business, the Region has been shaped

1881 J C Clarke Mill, Wausau
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by a number of railroads.  Both Rhinelander
and Merrill were named in an attempt to garner
favor from the railroad presidents who were
their namesakes.  As lumbering waned the
railroads served the industries that grew up to
replace it.

In 1853, the state legislature chartered the
Wisconsin River Improvement Company to
construct, maintain and repair wing dams, clear
and straighten channels, remove obstructions,
and make improvements to ease the spring log-
drives along the River.  Since then there has
been a long history of cooperative efforts in
the Region centered on the River.   The
Wisconsin Valley Advancement Association
began around the turn of the century, “it sought
to present a unified front for projects dealing
with hydropower, electric railways and roads.”
(Durban, 1997, p. 58).  Although this group
died out in the early years of the century another
similar enterprise grew up, that had it roots in
the 1878 idea of Congressman Thaddeus
Pound, for an organization to construct a system
of reservoirs and dams to control the flow of
the River.  Chartered in 1907, the Wisconsin
Valley Improvement Company (WVIC) still
exists, owned by seven paper companies and
four electric utilities.

By the end of the 19th century it was becoming
clear that the best days of the lumber business
were being left behind.  Beginning with the
introduction of the railroad businessmen along
the River “realized that…their profits would
increase if the lumber were finished, or better
yet, converted into some ‘value-added’ product.”
(ibid, p. 55)   This led to introduction of planing
mills, sash and door factories, and the
manufacturing of machinery especially for the
lumbering industry.  What became known as
the “Wausau Group” began in the early 20th

century to remake the local economy by

investing in paper mills, tanneries, electric,
streetcar and telephone utilities, mercantile
establishments, banks and insurance
companies.  The diversification of the local
economy helped the Region to prosper after
the timber resources on which most of the local
economy had been built began to fade.

In the early 1880s Leonard Thomas began to
develop his property on Lac Vieux Desert, the
headwaters of the Wisconsin River, as Camp
Vudesare, the oldest sportsman’s resort in the
northern half of the state, and visitors have been
taking cruises on the River to view the
spectacular geology of the Dells since at least
1875, when J.J. Bennett published a guidebook
to the area.  The CM&StP Railroad sent special
weekend trains from Chicago and Milwaukee
during the fishing season early in this century.
Tourism and a forest products industry based
on second-growth timber have grown in tandem
around Rhinelander (Webster, Chapelle &
Andrews, 1997) in a way seen in few other
areas.  From these early beginnings tourism
has grown in the Region, particularly in the
northwoods, and has become a major
component of the economy.

There is much more to the history of the Region:
the story of agriculture; of places like Marshfield,
Mauston, and Antigo, which are not directly on
the River; of the development of the Region’s
highways; of how forestry practices have
changed over the last century; and of more
recent events that have changed the Region.
The Region is united by the Upper Wisconsin
River basin.  77 percent of the land within the
Region is within that basin.  The River provides
the Region with a common history and resource
base, a common cultural identity.  The River is
a common thread that flows through the entire
Region.
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become more prevalent in both urban and rural
areas.  Many causes ranging from government
policies, such as the construction of the
interstate highway system, to trends within the
economy, such as increased reliance on trucks
for the transportation of goods and consumer
preference for suburban housing, have been
blamed for this phenomenon.  Whatever the
causes, many of the effects – traffic congestion,
loss of open space, abandonment of central
cities, degradation of air and water quality, and
increased reliance on the automobile as the only
viable transportation alternative – have become
increasingly troubling for a large segment of
the public.  These issues have led to a discussion
on land use planning.

However, this discussion has a long history in
the State of Wisconsin. As early as the 1960s
and early 1970s, several study committees and
commissions were created to examine the need
for land use reform in the state.  Of particular
importance were the Tarr Task Force, the
Knowles Commission and the Wallace
Commission.  Although these efforts and their
recommendations were not incorporated at the
time, they were not forgotten and would
influence later changes.

The Tarr Task Force was the first to look at the
planning laws.  It reviewed state statutes and
problems related to municipal boundary
changes, regional planning and area-wide
service provision.  They developed several
recommendations in the area of boundary
review and annexation.

The Knowles Commission found the state’s land
use laws to be complex and outdated.  The
report summarized that “a steady rise in
population, a pattern of urbanization and
sprawling subdivisions, an increased appetite
for the outdoors, and economic expansion

continue to consume our land resources”.  It
went on to conclude that “Land use regulation
is basically a local matter, and that only certain
resources and uses were of wider significance”.
Five areas of “wider significance” were
identified; these were “protection of important
natural and cultural resources, development
with multi-jurisdictional impacts, public facility
sites, new urban development, and existing
urban quality.  The model proposed was that
state and regional planning would set the
framework within which local decision-making
would take place.  The report also
recommended that more public participation be
incorporated into the planning process.

The Wallace Commission was a broad study that
reviewed many issues, including education and
health care.  It also touched on some planning
issues.  This report recommended changes in
the area of incorporation, annexation and
consolidation.  It concluded that a flexible
system was needed to deal with local issues.

Another major statewide discussion occurred
again in the early 1990’s, when the issues of
urban sprawl, redevelopment and “smart
growth” were being discussed at the national
level.  During this same period, the Wisconsin
Department of Transportation and the
Department of Natural Resources each
developed independent Task Forces to study
land use issues. Both agencies reports identified
strategies and policies for future decision-
making at the state level in relation to land use.

These reports and all the previous study efforts,
as well as the national discussion related to
planning, spurred Governor Thompson to create
the State Interagency Land Use Council and
the Wisconsin Strategic Growth Task Force in
1994.
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The Land Use Council was to set guidelines for
state involvement in land use issues, while the
Task Force was to recommend ways for
coordinating state agencies, local governments,
and local private groups when deciding land
use issues.  The Task Force presented their
findings in 1995 to the Interagency Land Use
Council with a report entitled “Land Use Issues
Facing Wisconsin”.  The report identified trends,
intergovernmental relationships, public
attitudes, and the strengths and weaknesses
of Wisconsin’s land use policies.  Wisconsin was
compared to other states and a number of
recommendations were given to address the
land use issues at hand.  The most important
issue to be identified in the report was the need
for a revision of the state’s planning enabling
legislation.

The Interagency Land Use Council delivered its
report “Planning Wisconsin: Report of the State
Interagency Land Use Council” to the Governor
in 1996.  The report offered land use goals,
ways to improve local land use planning efforts,
what should be included in a comprehensive
plan, and how citizen participation in land use
planning could be enhanced.

It is these studies and reports and the
comments and criticisms that followed, that laid
the foundation for the State’s Comprehensive
Planning Legislation.

Across the nation, over this same period, under
the banner of “Smart Growth” a number of state
and local governments have undertaken a
unified approach to addressing these same
issues.  Oregon is generally acknowledged to
be the leader in this area.  Beginning in 1973
the State required that all cities and counties in
the state adopt comprehensive land-use plans.
The most notable parts of these plans are the
urban growth boundaries containing existing

built-upon land and undeveloped land sufficient
to accommodate growth for a 20-year planning
period.  These limits are periodically adjusted,
but the goal is to ensure that development
within the boundaries becomes denser,
protecting land outside the boundaries from
development pressure.  Special farmland zoning
is provided for the land outside the growth
boundary that severely restricts building on that
land and restricts taxes on the property based
on its value for farming rather than for
development purposes.

Washington state enacted legislation in the early
1990’s and later amended, requiring certain
jurisdictions, based on size and growth rate, to
enact comprehensive plans.  These plans detail
“urban growth areas” outside of which the land
is classified as “rural”.  Mechanisms were put in
place for the review and acceptance of these
plans by the State.  In 1997 a detailed definition
of “rural character” was adopted to clarify issues
that had become apparent in applying that
standard to land outside of the designated
growth areas.  Tennessee required each county
to establish a growth plan by the year 2000 to
be reviewed by regional growth management
hearing boards.  The urban growth boundaries
were to encompass an area contiguous to the
municipality sufficient for 20-year growth where
infrastructure was best provided by that
municipality.  Annexation outside of this growth
boundary is prohibited.

In 1992 the state of New Jersey adopted the
New Jersey State Development and
Redevelopment Plan “to guide future growth
into compact forms of development and
redevelopment, located to make the most
efficient use of infrastructure systems and to
support the maintenance of capacities in other
systems.”  This plan establishes a hierarchy of
centers in which development should take place
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at different densities.  Plans are adopted by a
process of “cross-acceptance” between state,
county, and local levels of government.
Recently the State has provided financing to
each county to foster participation in the cross-
acceptance process.  Starting in the 1980’s
Rhode Island required that all cities and towns
adopt a comprehensive plan containing nine
elements.  The State reviews these plans to
ensure that they are in compliance with the
State Guide Plan.   No State funding is available,
without going through an appeal process, for
projects that do not conform to these plans.
Maryland first required comprehensive plans of
all cities and counties of the state in 1992.
These plans were to incorporate a series of
“visions”, including the protection of “resource
areas.”  In 1997 the State enacted a “Smart
Growth” act designed to direct new
development into “priority funding areas.”  The
State gives priority to funding projects in these
areas and is prohibited from funding “growth-
related” projects not located in a priority growth
area.

In the early 1990s there was increasing interest
by Wisconsin State agencies in the effects of
land-use on the web of government decisions
that shape the built environment.  The Metro
2020 Policy Board, a group focused on the
southeastern part of the state, in its 1991
recommendations cited a need to coordinate
land-use policies to transportation strategies,
acknowledging that certain patterns of land-
use increase the need for transportation
investments.  This led to creation of a Statewide
Land Use Task Force under the direction of the
Wisconsin Department of Transportation
(WisDOT) that applied these principles
statewide.   In its final report the Task Force
identified a number of problems, among them:
no State land-use policy, no requirement of
consistency between adopted land-use plans

and specific policy decisions, and no
mechanisms for implementing land-use plans.

At about the same time, the Department of
Natural Resources (DNR) undertook a study of
land-use practices from the perspective of their
effect on environmental quality.   Acknowledging
that many agencies were responsible for land-
use decisions, the DNR Land Use Task Force
addressed many of the same questions brought
up in the WisDOT report including the lack of
consistency and enforcement mechanisms in
land-use decision-making.  The report issued
in June of 1994 advocated a more “holistic”
approach to land-use questions by DNR and
the need to adjust certain of its internal policies,
and increase the amount and availability of data.
It also strongly recommended a coordinated
interagency approach to the problem, “…there
is no statewide land use policy or vision.
Inconsistent interagency coordination...can lead
to decisions that harm both the economy and
the environment.”

It was to address just this problem that
Governor Thompson appointed the State
Interagency Land Use Council in 1995.  In its
report 1996, the Council acknowledged that,
“the structure of Wisconsin’s current land use
system…can best be characterized as a
fragmented process with each level of
government responsible for specific goals.”
Among its recommendations the report
proposes creation of a permanent interagency
Land Use Council as a means of coordinating
policy on the state level, and a statewide Land
Information System.   In the section headed
“How can county and municipal planning be
improved?” the report recommends requiring
counties to adopt comprehensive plans, and
voluntary adoption of comprehensive plans by
municipalities, and a requirement that land-use
ordinances “be consistent with adopted land
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use plans.  Land uses that conflict with adopted
county and/or municipal plans could not be
approved unless the plan is amended”.  The
report also recommends steps to foster
cooperation among local governments, a review
of the role of regional planning commissions,
and the requirement for public hearings as part
of any land-use planning process.

In the spring of 1999 a definition of a
comprehensive plan was included in the
Governor’s Budget Bill.  Several groups working
together, including the Wisconsin Realtors
Association, the Wisconsin Builders Association,
the 1,000 Friends of Wisconsin, the League of
Municipalities, the Wisconsin Towns Association,
and the Wisconsin Chapter of the American
Planning Association developed the definition.
The University of Wisconsin-Madison facilitated
the effort.

In October of 1999, the Governor signed into
law Wisconsin Act 9, the Budget Bill, containing
substantial revisions of statutes governing
comprehensive planning.  Another bill, AB 872,
containing “technical revisions” was signed May
10, 2000.  Taken together, these bills represent
the most sweeping revision of the State’s
planning enabling laws in half a century.

The law (ss. 66.1001) provides for all
jurisdictions within the state that exercise
control over land-use to prepare a
comprehensive plan by 2010.  It lays out the
nine required elements of the plan, and requires
that a number of actions taken by those
jurisdictions, such as: official mapping,
subdivision regulations and zoning regulations,
must be consistent with the plan.  Jurisdictions
that do not have a comprehensive plan in place
by the deadline may not engage in actions that
impact land-use.  The law calls on the State to
draft model traditional neighborhood zoning and

conservation subdivision ordinances that must
be adopted by cities or villages with a population
over 12,500 by 2002.

The statute outlines the requirements that must
be satisfied, specifically for those that utilize
the State grant program to develop their plan.
Fourteen planning goals are suggested.  These
goals, however, are not mandates for specific
provisions that must be included in the
comprehensive plan, but criteria on which the
grant applications will be judged.  The goals
are:

1) Promotion of the redevelopment
of lands with existing
infrastructure and public
services and the maintenance
and rehabilitation of existing
residential, commercial and
industrial structures.

2) Encouragement of
neighborhood designs that
support a range of
transportation choices.

3) Protection of natural areas,
including wetlands, wildlife
habitats, lakes, woodlands,
open spaces and groundwater
resources.

4) Protection of economically
productive areas, including
farmland and forests.

5) Encouragement of land uses,
densities and regulations that
promote efficient development
patterns and relatively low
municipal, state governmental
and utility costs.

6) Preservation of cultural, historic
and archaeological sites.
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applications are to be judged based on the
number of new housing units built at a density
of at least four to the acre and the number of
housing units sold at 80 percent or less of the
median price within the county, thus furthering
the goals of compactness and affordability.

In conclusion, the new comprehensive planning
law is significant in many ways.  The law creates
for the first time a definition of a comprehensive
plan; it requires that almost all local units of
government have a plan and its sets requires
public participation.  It also maintains that the
process be locally driven so all local units of
government decide their own future.This
Regional Comprehensive Plan is  structured to
satisfy the requirements of the new law.

F. Previous Reports that Relate to the
Regional Comprehensive Plan

This section looks at other reports that have
particular significance to the current planning
effort.  These older documents provide a
planning context for the RCP.  Each document
was prepared for a different purpose, but
together they offer a more complete perspective
on the problem that the RCP is meant to
address.  A Framework for Regional
Development, prepared by the NCWRPC, is the
plan the RCP is intended to update.  The CEDS,
also prepared by NCWRPC, lays out the
economic context for planning in the Region.
Several major transportation plans, prepared
by WisDOT, are reviewed. The Northern
Initiative, prepared by DNR, addresses
questions that have special significance for the
northern parts of the Region.  Several of these
documents are touched on again in the other
elements.

7) Encouragement of coordination
and cooperation among nearby
units of government.

8) Building of community identity
by revitalizing main streets and
enforcing design standards.

9) Providing an adequate supply of
affordable housing for
individuals of all income levels
throughout each community.

10) Providing adequate
infrastructure and public
services and an adequate supply
of developable land to meet
existing and future market
demand for residential,
commercial and industrial uses.

11) Promoting the expansion or
stabilization of the current
economic base and the creation
of a range of employment
opportunities at the state,
regional and local levels.

12) Balancing individual property
rights with community interests
and goals.

13) Planning and development of
land uses that create or preserve
varied and unique urban and
rural communities.

14) Providing an integrated, efficient
and economical transportation
system that affords mobility,
convenience and safety and that
meets the needs of all citizens,
including transit–dependent and
disabled citizens.

There is also the Smart Growth Dividend Aid
Program to be distributed starting in fiscal year
2005-06 to jurisdictions that have adopted a
comprehensive plan and have in effect zoning
and subdivision ordinances.  The grant
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Urbanizing Areas: the areas adjacent to
the urban centers, generally
unincorporated towns that were in 1981,
and continue to be, the major focus of
growth within the Region.

Rural Centers:  local trade centers, often
associated with water and sewer service
areas, sometimes unincorporated, these
centers primarily serve the rural area
surrounding them.  36 such centers are
listed.

Rural Places:  these are unincorporated
“crossroad” communities defined as
having at least two commercial
establishments and ten residences
clustered together.  74 rural places are
listed.

Waterfront Areas:  land within 1000 feet
of lakes or 300 feet of a navigable
stream.

Agricultural Areas:  land with active and
productive farms.

Forestry Areas:  this is forested land,
primarily harvested for lumber or pulp
production.

Conservancy Areas:  land set aside as
wildlife or wilderness areas, floodplains,
wetlands, steep slopes or land with
similar environmental limitations.

The centers, both urban and rural, are seen as
being central to the economic vitality of the
Region.  In order to foster development that
enhances the viability of the these centers, the
report stresses that:

 1. “A Framework for Regional
Development”

In 1981, the NCWRPC adopted a regional plan
entitled A Framework for Regional
Development, (a plan summary can be found
in Attachment A).  The plan was prepared under
the authority of Wisconsin Statute Section
66.945 (now 66.0309) and was intended to
provide long-range policy guidance in north
central Wisconsin.  The Framework was the
policy section of a larger document entitled A
Development Guide for North Central Wisconsin.
Much of the Framework is still relevant today.

The Framework contains three basic sections.
The first section provides general overview of
the Region and lists seven overall goals.  The
second section identifies a variety of issues and
opportunities within the Region.  The third
section provides a substantial list of policies for
the Region. In total, 187 policies are listed.

The Framework is intended to be used as a
guide for local planning efforts and local
decision-making.  In addition, it provides the
basis upon which NCWRPC reviews and
comments upon policies, plans, and projects
throughout the Region as part of the State and
Federal Clearinghouse process. The basic
method of analysis employed by the Framework
is to describe eight separate land-use activity
areas.  These are:

Urban Centers:  these are the cities
within the region, densely built that
contain the bulk of the employment,
business establishments, and community
facilities and services.  The report lists
13 such centers.
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following the Regional goals. By applying the
issues to the eight activity areas the report seeks
to determine how the NCWRPC’s goals can be
translated into policies for each of the identified
land use types.   It should be noted that first
among the issues is “Urban and Rural Sprawl”.
In fact, several of the issues relate directly to
the concepts embodied in the recently passed
Smart Growth law.   Another, “Provision of
Community Facilities, Including Use of Existing
Capacity” poses a familiar problem Smart
Growth is intended to address.

“Failing septic systems and
polluted wells have prompted
many residents of urbanizing
areas to seek extension of city
water and sewer facil ities.
Because the development is
typically low-density, such
extensions are very costly.”

In an attempt to formalize and rationalize this
process the final section of the Framework lists
a variety of policies, and actions that might be
taken to implement them.  These are divided
between region-wide policies addressing each
of the six issue areas, and policies for the eight
activity areas also addressing each issue area
for a total of 187 policies.

Rather than summarize all of these policies,
several have been selected that have particular
relevance to the current planning process.
There are fourteen that are listed here, the
number at the end of the statement is the
original number of the policy from the
Framework.

1) Sprawling, low-density
development should be
discouraged.  (1)

“It is important, then, to establish
a strategy of supporting these
centers, through investment
policies which favor centers in the
allocation of scarce public funds
for economic and community
development.  Regional and local
plans and ordinances should
likewise be designed to
strengthen urban and rural
centers by providing incentives
for compact development within
and adjacent to existing centers,
and by discouraging random
scattered development which
uses land, energy, and public
facilities inefficiently.”

The Framework went on to include seven overall
goals for development of the Region.  These
goals are used to determine both the type of
programs, which the Commission seeks to
undertake, and the reasons for these programs.
The seven regional development goals are:

1) Promote orderly and economical
development.

2) Conserve and revitalize older
neighborhoods and commercial areas.

3) Maintain and enhance transportation
services and facilities.

4) Conserve natural resources.
5) Improve housing opportunity.
6) Promote the growth and diversification

of the region’s economy.
7) Enhance member governments’

authority, capability and accountability
in the handling of their affairs.

Twenty-three issues affecting the Region were
identified in the Framework, from urban and
rural sprawl to part-time government.  These
issues were grouped into six major topic areas,
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12) Development in rural places
should be as compact as possible,
while still allowing for adequate
private on-site or cluster sewage
disposal system. (137)

13) Waterfront areas should be
prepared to deal with continued
high rates of growth in permanent
residents. (151)

14) Development should be
discouraged which will lead to
abandonment of productive farm
or forest units, or of valuable
mineral deposits. (179)

2. “Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy”

No other planning effort continues to unify the
region as well as the Overall Economic
Development Program.  NCWRPC was
designated as an Economic Development
District (EDD) by the U.S. Department of
Commerce, Economic Development
Administration in 1980.  As a condition of this
declaration NWCRPC was required to produce
an Overall Economic Development Program
(OEDP, later renamed), which examines
economic conditions and trends within the
Region.  The initial OEDP was prepared in 1978-
1979 and was substantially revised in 1993-
1994.  This report is annually updated.  It is
now called a Comprehensive Economic
Development Strategy or CEDS.

In addition to some brief geographic and
demographic information on the Region, the
report primarily focuses on the economic assets
and liabilities of the Region and how these can
be applied to a comprehensive strategy for
economic development.  In order to provide a
detailed picture of economic conditions the
economy is broken down into ten clusters:

2) Necessary public services and
facilities should be provided in the
most cost-effective manner. (2)

3) Capacity of existing services and
facilities should be used before
new services and facilities are
provided. (3)

4) Adequate land should be available
in appropriate locations to meet
the future need for residential,
commercial, and industrial growth
and needed public facilities. (5)

5) Development in environmentally
sensitive areas should be
discourage or prohibited. (12)

6) Most future development should
be concentrated within areas
offering basic public services such
as sewer and water. (12)

7) Vacant or “skipped over” land
within urban or urbanizing areas
should be used before opening
up new land for development.
(25)

8) Development in or near sewer
and water service areas should
take place at urban densities. (27)

9) Construction of new public
facilities should be discouraged
when excess capacity exists
nearby. (70)

10) In urban areas with city bus
systems new development
patterns should be promoted that
can be feasibly served by bus
route extensions. (81)

11) Concentrations of new housing,
especially multi-family, should be
located in sewer and water
service areas and convenient to
shopping, necessary services and
employment. (120)
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3.      Major State Transportation Plans

A variety of transportation plans have been
completed that have tremendous impact on the
ten counties of north central Wisconsin.  These
plans include: Corridors 2020 , Translink 21 and
the Wisconsin State Highway Plan 2020.  These
plans are summarized below.

In 1987, the Corridor 2020 planning process
was undertaken to address the state’s
transportation needs over the next thirty years.
The goal of this program was to create a 3,650
mile network of high volume highways
connecting all areas of the state to national
markets.  The system is divided between the
“backbone” system, consisting of 1,550 miles
of four-lane, freeway/expressway routes
connecting all the major economic centers of
the state to the national transportation network.
Added to this is a 2,100 mile connector system
made up of high quality two-lane highways
connecting other significant economic and
tourist centers to the backbone system.  Using
a complex formula based on determining
primary and secondary centers of
manufacturing, agriculture, forestry, and
tourism, along with existing and projected levels
of truck traffic and congestion, each highway
was assessed in terms of how it fit with the
overall transportation needs of the state.

In 1994, to satisfy the requirement of the
Intermodal Surface Transportation and
Efficiency Act (ISTEA), WisDot adopted a long-
range intermodal transportation plan called
Translinks 21.  ISTEA required all states to
examine transportation alternatives and the
relation between them as a method of reducing
congestion, air pollution, and expanding the
choices available to consumers.  The report
acknowledges that automobiles will continue
to provide the bulk of transportation choices

government; agriculture, forestry and fishing;
mining; construction; manufacturing;
transportation and communication; wholesale
trade; retail trade; finance, insurance and real
estate; and services.  Primarily utilizing
employment figures obtained from the
Wisconsin Department of Workforce
Development (DWD) the report looks at each
of the sectors using both comparison analysis
and location quotient methodology, and where
appropriate shift-share analysis.  These latter
two methods focus on the relative position of
the local industry compared to that industry
nationally.

The generalized trends, mirroring the trends
nationally, are towards the service-producing
industries and away from the goods-producing
industries.  In spite of this general trend the
manufacturing sector in the Region is strong
with especially healthy concentrations in
particular industries: food processing, wood and
paper products, plastics, metal fabrication, and
various machine products.  Agriculture and
forestry remain as cornerstones of the Regional
economy with tourism becoming an increasingly
important component.

In addition to economic development strategies
for the individual counties the report puts forth
a strategy for the entire Region.  It lays out the
role that government can play in economic
development by providing facilities and services,
planning, marketing, and business assistance.
The Regional Development Strategy is based
on one overall goal and several objectives.  The
actions to further this goal can be distilled to
preparing reports and studies, collect and
analyze data, prepare maps, charts, and tables,
and conduct regional studies in service of a
comprehensive economic development plan for
the Region.
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rail, into the overall transportation system.  A
primary focus of the report is pavement
preservation and performance testing, and the
condition of bridges around the state.
Congestion, safety, and environmental impacts
are all examined, as is the need for specific
improvements to the southeast freeway
system.  The report calls for partnership
between WisDOT and local government with
control over land-use stating that, “Well-
planned development can reduce demands on
the State Trunk Highway system,” and that
“Stronger partnership between local and state
government…will assist local agencies in
planning for development, thereby reducing
pressures on the transportation system and
lessening the environmental impact.”

4. “Northern Initiative”

In 1993 the DNR undertook what came to be
know as the Northern Initiative.  The report is
focused on the department’s three northern
districts, roughly the area north of State
Highway 29.  “DNR plays a larger role in the
economic well-being of the north…because
much of the north’s economy is based on
tourism and recreation, the forest products
industry, and the area’s national reputation for
clean air, water, and soil”.  Through a series of
town meetings, surveys, and focus groups DNR
arrived at a list of major issues that emerged
from the process:

1) The quickening pace of change
in the north;

2) Impacts of shoreline
development;

3) Concerns about mining;
4) Forest management practices;
5) DNR’s role in the north; and
6) Land-use.

into the foreseeable future and that completion
of the Corridor 2020 plan remains the State’s
first priority in transportation.  (State aid to local
governments to fund roadway improvements
plays an important role in fostering mobility
around the state.)  High-speed rail from Chicago
to Milwaukee, extended eventually through
Madison and La Crosse to the Twin Cities is
seen as the most likely non-auto transportation
alternative.  Conventional rail service to the Fox
Valley and Green Bay, with feeder bus service
from Oshkosh to Stevens Point, Wausau, and
Rhinelander would provide a transportation
alternative for the Region.  The report discusses
transit service, bicycle and pedestrian travel,
air and rail service, land-use, finance, and the
environmental impacts of the plan.

In 2000 the State adopted Wisconsin State
Highway Plan 2020.  This plan consolidates the
elements of the previous two planning
processes.  The system of backbone and
connector routes is still the centerpiece, but
this plan is updated to incorporate the ideas of
Translink 21.  “The State Highway Plan calls for
designing state highway facilities with other
modes of travel in mind” (p.9).  It refers to
including bike lanes in highways designated in
Wisconsin Bicycle Transportation Plan 2020 and
integration of other modes, such as bus and

Northern Lake Setting, Minocqua
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agricultural.  Particularly in the southern area,
the building of I-94 through the southwestern
corner of the Region has tended to strengthen
the identification of these counties with other
areas of the state more easily accessible by that
route.

By aggregating data based on these sub-
regions a clearer picture emerges of how these
definable areas are internally similar and how
they differ from one another.  To use one
example note on the accompanying map the
difference in the number of persons per square
mile between the central sub-region (85) and
the other two sub-regions (25 and 31).  In order
to better define and understand these sub-
regions data will be analyzed in terms of these
sub-regions.  The similarities and differences
are critical to understanding the overall Region.

The report is organized around eight visions.
Among these some have particular resonance.
Under the heading Northern Governmental and
Public Cooperation one of the public issues was
“Lack of trust of management agencies: lack
of effective regional plans”.  The section titled
Northern Recreation produced the greatest
number of public issues that boil down to
“providing a wide range of opportunities while
overcoming user conflicts within the limits of
resource capabilities”.  All-terrain vehicles and
personal watercraft come in for particular
comment.  In the Northern Economy section
one of the public issues is, “There is little or no
regional planning for sustainability, which
includes social, economic, and environmental
concerns”.  This concern is echoed in the
Northern Land Use section bemoaning a “Lack
of a coordinated, long-term, and consistent land
use plan implemented on a local, state and
regional basis through cooperation between
governmental units and all interest groups”.  In
the Mid-Term Report Card 1996-2000 of the
Northern Initiatives Lakes & Shorelands there
is a call to “Develop model zoning, land use,
and lakes classification upgrade standards and
language for local adoption.  Regional planning
commissions should continue to play a key role”.

G.      The Sub-Regions of North Central
          Wisconsin

Although there are many factors, such as the
Wisconsin River, which unify the Region, it is
functionally divided into three distinct areas.
The northern area, consisting of Forest, Lincoln,
Langlade, Onieda, and Vilas Counties is mostly
woodlands and is primarily based on an
economy of timber and tourism.  The central
area, made up of Marathon, Portage, and Wood
Counties, is more urban and has a very mixed
economy.  The southern area, made up of
Adams and Juneau Counties, is largely rural and

North Central Wisconsin
Sub-Regions
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Wood Portage
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between 1980 and 2000, with the two decade
growth rate of 13.6 for the Region and 14
percent for the state.  Overall, the Region grew
by over 50,000 people during that period.

The Region’s population grew by 9.8 percent
during the 1990s.  This growth was more than
double what it had been during the 1980s, as
was the case for the entire state.   Although
every county grew during this period, growth
was not spread uniformly across the Region.
Some counties lagged behind state growth rates
and others far exceeded them.  Just as growth
rates varied from county to county, so did
growth rates between each decade.  A wide
disparity of growth rates were identified during
the 1990s, from a low of 2.6 percent in Wood
County to a high of almost 19 percent in both
Adams and Vilas Counties.

During the 1980s growth was a moderate four
percent in the state and the Region and at a
comparable or slower rate in the majority of
the counties.  Two counties, Forest and
Langlade, actually had negative growth over

Table 1:  Population

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 1990 1990 - 2000 1980 - 2000 1980 - 2000
% Change % Change % Change Net Change

Adams* 13,457 15,682 19,920 16.5% 27.0% 48.0% 6,463
Forest 9,044 8,776 10,024 -3.0% 14.2% 10.8% 980
Juneau 21,037 21,650 24,316 2.9% 12.3% 15.6% 3,279
Langlade 19,978 19,505 20,740 -2.4% 6.3% 3.8% 762
Lincoln 26,555 26,993 29,641 1.6% 9.8% 11.6% 3,086
Marathon 111,270 115,400 125,834 3.7% 9.0% 13.1% 14,564
Oneida 31,216 31,679 36,776 1.5% 16.1% 17.8% 5,560
Portage 57,420 61,405 67,182 6.9% 9.4% 17.0% 9,762
Vilas 16,535 17,707 21,033 7.1% 18.8% 27.2% 4,498
Wood 72,799 73,605 75,555 1.1% 2.6% 3.8% 2,756

Region 379,311 392,402 431,021 3.5% 9.8% 13.6% 51,710

North 103,328 104,660 118,214 1.3% 13.0% 14.4% 14,886
Central 241,489 250,410 268,571 3.7% 7.3% 11.2% 27,082
South 34,494 37,332 44,236 8.2% 18.5% 28.2% 9,742

State 4,705,642 4,891,769 5,363,675 4.0% 9.6% 14.0% 658,033
Source:  U.S. Census
 * Adams County was revised upward from 18,643 in November, 2003.  That change is not reflected in the other tables.

These sub-regions are not monolithic: parts of
the central sub-region are among the most
productive agricultural land in the state.  Parts
of the northern sub-region, like the area around
Antigo, are agricultural, and much of Juneau
County is forested.  By looking at the sub-
regions separately, however, it is possible to
draw a more fine-grained picture of the Region
as a whole.  The northern sub-region is
overwhelmingly a part of the northwoods.  The
southern sub-region is a part of the Central
Sands.  Since the opening of the three-mile strip
along the river in 1840, the central sub-region
has functioned as a kind of funnel for processing
and distributing the raw materials that have
come down the River from the northern forests.

II. DEMOGRAPHICS: PAST, PRESENT
 & FUTURE

A.      Population

In 2000, over 431,000 persons resided in the
ten county Region.  From a growth rate
perspective, the Region mirrored the state
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county shows a significant increase in the growth
rate, with all but Langlade County enjoying
double-digit growth during the 1990s.

To better understand these population changes
it is useful to examine some larger trends.
Within the nation, non-metropolitan counties
have seen population increases in the 1990s; a
kind of “Rural Rebound” (Johnson & Beale,
1998).   First noted as a trend in the 1970s,
and called into question by the effects of events
during the 1980s, such as the farm crisis,
cutbacks in some extractive industries, and the
movement of certain low-skill jobs overseas, in
the most recent census the growth in the
majority of non-metropolitan counties reverses
a trend through most of the 20th century.  But
here again growth is not spread uniformly
among the counties.  Some rural counties have
advantages for growth.  Recreation-oriented
counties in particular have shown higher growth
rates than other non-metropolitan counties and
many metropolitan counties as well (Beale &
Johnson, 1998, 2000).  Using criteria that
indicate the level to which visitor-oriented,

Table 2:  Persons 17 Years of Age and Younger

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 2000
Percent Percent Percent Net Change

Adams 3,385 3,304 3,883 25.2% 21.1% 20.8% 498
Forest 2,791 2,381 2,536 30.9% 27.1% 25.3% -255
Juneau 6,285 5,914 6,182 29.9% 27.3% 25.4% -103
Langlade 6,044 5,203 5,057 30.3% 26.7% 24.4% -987
Lincoln 8,011 7,271 7,541 30.2% 26.9% 25.4% -470
Marathon 34,600 32,453 33,716 31.1% 28.1% 26.8% -884
Oneida 8,550 7,524 8,203 27.4% 23.8% 22.3% -347
Portage 16,213 15,744 16,177 28.2% 25.6% 24.1% -36
Vilas 4,174 3,935 4,345 25.2% 22.2% 20.7% 171
Wood 22,520 20,532 19,385 30.9% 27.9% 25.7% -3,135

Region 112,573 104,261 107,025 29.7% 26.6% 24.9% -5,548

North 29,570 26,314 27,682 28.6% 25.1% 23.4% -1,888
Central 73,333 68,729 69,278 30.4% 27.4% 25.8% -4,055
South 9,670 9,218 10,065 28.0% 24.7% 23.4% 395

State 1,652,261 1,288,982 1,368,756 35.1% 26.4% 25.5% -283,505
Source:  U.S. Census

the decade.  Only three counties had growth
above the state level during the decade, but
one of these, Adams County, had growth at
four times the state rate.

Table 1 displays total population for each county
and the Region.  The data is also aggregated
on the basis of the three sub-regions to
emphasize the different dynamics affecting
population in the different parts of the Region.
The central sub-region, being the most
populous, registers a slower rate of growth than
the less populated areas.  The largest numerical
increases are in Marathon and Portage Counties,
and the growth rate for Marathon County almost
exactly tracks the state for the period.   This is
the most mature area of the Region with
moderate to slow growth in all counties through
the period.  The southern sub-region, having
the smallest population base, shows the highest
growth rate throughout the period, led by
Adams County with growth over the period at
nearly three times the state rate.  In the
northern sub-region significant differences can
be noted between the two decades.  Every
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Oneida, and Vilas).   The Land Use Element
further examines population.

B.      Age Distribution

The population of the Region, as with the state,
is aging.  This is seen most clearly by examining
dependent populations.   Looking at persons
17 years old or younger as a percentage of the
total population, the Region generally tracks the
trend within the state.  In the central sub-region
this group is slightly above, and in the others it
is slightly below the level for the state.   This
latter may be primarily a function of the higher
levels of persons over 65 years of age in both
the southern and northern sub-regions.  The
over-65 group is a significantly higher
percentage of the total population particularly
in the southern sub-region, but is higher in the
northern sub-region as well.  Generally the
counties with the highest levels of persons over
65 are also the counties with the highest growth
rates, most notably Adams and Vilas Counties.
This is what would be expected in counties

Table 3:  Persons 65 Years of Age and Older

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 2000
Percent Percent Percent Net Change

Adams 2,306 3,034 3,903 17.1% 19.3% 19.6% 1,597
Forest 1,478 1,656 1,930 16.3% 18.9% 19.3% 452
Juneau 3,334 3,797 4,078 15.8% 17.5% 16.8% 744
Langlade 3,264 3,695 3,908 16.3% 18.9% 18.8% 644
Lincoln 4,032 4,375 4,852 15.2% 16.2% 16.4% 820
Marathon 12,050 14,611 16,321 10.8% 12.7% 13.0% 4,271
Oneida 4,707 5,721 6,884 15.1% 18.1% 18.7% 2,177
Portage 5,731 6,603 7,354 10.0% 10.8% 10.9% 1,623
Vilas 3,231 4,051 4,794 19.5% 22.9% 22.8% 1,563
Wood 8,760 10,438 11,596 12.0% 14.2% 15.3% 2,836

Region 48,893 57,981 65,620 12.9% 14.8% 15.2% 16,727

North 16,712 19,498 22,368 16.2% 18.6% 18.9% 5,656
Central 26,541 31,652 35,271 11.0% 12.6% 13.1% 8,730
South 5,640 6,831 7,981 16.4% 18.3% 18.0% 2,341

State 564,197 651,221 702,552 12.0% 13.3% 13.1% 138,355
Source:  U.S. Census

recreational, and retirement activities are
present, this report identifies 12 such counties
statewide, including Vilas, Oneida, and Adams
Counties in this Region.  Indeed these are the
counties with the highest growth rates.  The
factors that identify these counties, then, are
significant indicators for the likelihood of
significant growth among rural counties.

Over the next twenty years it can be assumed
that growth will continue at the same rate as
during the last twenty years.  This means that
by 2020 there will be 57,000 more people living
in the Region.  Although the rapid growth of
the last decade may not continue, it seems
unlikely that the slow growth seen during the
1980s will return, so it seems prudent to
forecast a continuation of the long-term trend.
It is unlikely that growth will be any more evenly
distributed throughout the counties of the
Region than it has been in the past.  Growth is
likely to be the fastest in the counties that have
been the most successful in attracting
recreational and retirement activities (Adams,
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the percentage persons 65 and over for the
state in this age group.  Some counties, such
as those in the central sub-region, track the
state percentage, while others, such as Vilas,
Oneida, and Adams Counties, showed higher
percentages in this cohort.  In the case of Adams
County the number of persons over 65 grew
by over 68 percent in twenty years, as against
24.5 percent for the state.

Although all counties can expect an increase in
this cohort, the growth in this population in
many counties is likely to be a function of their
ability to attract retirees from outside the county.
Projecting the continued current growth within
this cohort from the last two decades twenty
years into the future means that there will be
22,500 more persons 65 and older in the Region
by 2020.

The decrease in the number of 17 and younger
persons and the increase in the 65 and older
persons will have impacts on the labor force,
school system and health care industry in the
Region.

Table 4:  Households

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 1990 1990 - 2000 1980 - 2000 1980 - 2000
Percent Percent Percent Net Change

Adams 4,839 5,972 7,900 23.4% 32.3% 63.3% 3,061
Forest 3,025 3,290 4,043 8.8% 22.9% 33.7% 1,018
Juneau 7,595 8,265 9,696 8.8% 17.3% 27.7% 2,101
Langlade 7,068 7,563 8,452 7.0% 11.8% 19.6% 1,384
Lincoln 9,375 10,159 11,721 8.4% 15.4% 25.0% 2,346
Marathon 37,703 41,547 47,702 10.2% 14.8% 26.5% 9,999
Oneida 11,426 12,666 15,333 10.9% 21.1% 34.2% 3,907
Portage 18,313 21,306 25,040 16.3% 17.5% 36.7% 6,727
Vilas 6,246 7,294 9,066 16.8% 24.3% 45.1% 2,820
Wood 25,067 27,473 30,135 9.6% 9.7% 20.2% 5,068

Region 130,657 145,535 169,088 11.4% 16.2% 29.4% 38,431

North 37,140 40,972 48,615 10.3% 18.7% 30.9% 11,475
Central 81,083 90,326 102,877 11.4% 13.9% 26.9% 21,794
South 12,434 14,237 17,596 14.5% 23.6% 41.5% 5,162

State 1,652,261 1,822,118 2,084,544 10.3% 14.4% 26.2% 432,283
Source:  U.S. Census

seeing an influx of retirees.  What would not
be expected is the fact that these same two
counties show a numerical increase in persons
17 or younger, while this number is declining in
all other counties and the state as a whole.
What this may indicate is that the prosperity
and job opportunities that accompany an
increase in retired people may also attract
families to fill those jobs and thus increase the
number of young people.

During the next twenty years the population
will continue to age.  Primarily as a result of
smaller families, and in some cases, an in-
migration of older residents, slow decline in both
the numbers and percentages of person 17 and
younger can be expected.   If the trend over
the last twenty years continues through 2020,
this would mean 17,500 less persons 17 years
of age and younger.  Based on increasing life
expectancy and advances in medicine the cohort
of those 65 years of age and older can be
expected to grow in absolute numbers and as
a percentage of total population.  The Region
as a whole, and most of the counties exceeded
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last twenty years.  The slowest growth rate is
likely to occur in the central sub-region, where
the rate tracked the state rate.  The increase in
the number of households, as with the number
of persons over 65, will be affected by the
success of some counties in attracting retirees.

D.      Educational levels

Educational attainment has increased
substantially in the Region over the twenty-year
period.  In 1980, only 65.1 percent of the
population 25 and over had completed four
years of high school or more.  By 2000, that
rate increased to 83.5 percent.  All three sub-
regions also have seen a substantial increase.
In 2000, the central sub-region had the highest
educational attainment rate, followed by the
north and south.  Compared to the state, the
Region lags behind slightly, but that gap has
narrowed from 4.5 percent in 1980 to 1.6
percent in 2000.

The rate of persons with four or more years of
college is also increasing, but the Region still
lags behind the state and the gap is widening.
In 1980, the Region had only 11.7 percent,
compared to the state rate of 14.8 percent;
meanwhile by 2000 the Region was 17.1 percent
to the state’s rate of 22.4 percent.

Taken together these two education indicators
show a Region with a good and improving
overall education level, but with a significant
gap in higher education.  High school graduation
rates above the state level point to a skilled
workforce able to support the kind of
manufacturing industry which has been the
mainstay of the Regional economy for many
years.  If the Region is to adjust to the
requirements of the developing, knowledge-
based economy, however, it will be necessary
for the level of the college educated to come
more in line to levels for the state overall.

C.      Households

The trend in households in the Region reflects
a larger trend within society.  More people are
living in smaller household units.  There are
more people living alone,  more couples without
children, and couples having fewer children, so
the number of households increases faster than
the population as a whole.  Even the counties
that lost population in the 1980s (Forest and
Langlade) show an increase in the number of
households.  The Region shows a slightly higher
rate of increase in the number of households
than the state, but generally the rate tracks, at
a higher level, the rate of population increase.
That the increase in the number of households
is independent of population increase is best
illustrated by the fact that in the counties with
the fastest growth rates (Adams and Vilas) the
increase in households is not quite double the
overall growth rate, while in the counties with
the slowest growth rate over the last twenty
years (Langlade and Wood) households grew
at a rate four times that of population growth
in those counties.

Growth in the number of households would
seem to be a well-established trend that is likely
to continue through the next twenty years.
Growth in the number of households within the
Region has run slightly ahead of the rate of
growth for the state.  Only two counties,
Langlade and Wood, had household growth
throughout the period below the rate for the
state.  Adams County, with a growth rate of 63
percent was more than double the state rate.
Using the growth rate in the number of
households for the state in the last twenty years
as a conservative basis for projection indicates
that by 2020 there will be 44,300 more
households in the Region.  The highest growth
rate in number of households will likely be in
the southern sub-region, where the number of
households grew by over 40 percent over the
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Table 6:  Persons Who Have Completed Four or More Years of College

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 2000
Percent Percent Percent Net Change

Adams 645 842 1,369         7.4% 7.4% 10.0% 724
Forest 415 429 671           8.0% 7.6% 10.0% 256
Juneau 979 1,222 1,641         7.7% 8.6% 10.0% 662
Langlade 1,011 1,139 1,682         8.5% 8.8% 11.7% 671
Lincoln 1,541 1,903 2,732         9.8% 10.8% 13.6% 1,191
Marathon 7,267 9,736 14,994       11.6% 13.5% 18.3% 7,727
Oneida 2,566 3,301 5,280         13.2% 14.9% 19.9% 2,714
Portage 5,097 6,701 9,378         17.5% 19.1% 23.4% 4,281
Vilas 1,285 1,753 2,754         11.7% 13.7% 17.6% 1,469
Wood 4,666 6,315 8,486         11.4% 13.5% 16.9% 3,820

Region 25,472 33,341 48,987 11.7% 13.3% 17.1% 23,515

North 6,818 8,525 13,119 10.8% 12.0% 15.8% 6,301
Central 17,030 22,752 32,858 12.8% 14.8% 19.1% 15,828
South 1,624 2,064 3,010 7.6% 8.1% 10.0% 1,386

State 401,076 547,678 779,273 14.8% 18.3% 22.4% 378,197
Source:  U.S. Census

Table 5:  Persons Who Have Completed Four Years of High School or More

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 2000
Percent Percent Percent Net Change

Adams 5,011 7,621 10,528 57.3% 67.0% 76.8% 5,517
Forest 2,977 3,596 5,255 57.1% 64.1% 78.3% 2,278
Juneau 7,472 10,030 12,914 59.1% 70.6% 78.5% 5,442
Langlade 6,993 9,247 11,627 59.0% 71.5% 81.1% 4,634
Lincoln 9,343 12,483 16,414 59.6% 71.1% 81.8% 7,071
Marathon 40,390 54,959 68,643 64.6% 75.9% 83.9% 28,253
Oneida 13,663 17,190 22,498 70.5% 77.6% 85.0% 8,835
Portage 20,002 27,910 34,704 68.7% 79.7% 86.5% 14,702
Vilas 7,693 9,758 13,387 69.9% 76.1% 85.6% 5,694
Wood 27,835 36,639 42,597 67.9% 78.3% 84.6% 14,762

Region 141,379 189,433 238,567 65.1% 75.5% 83.5% 97,188

North 40,669 52,274 69,181 64.4% 73.5% 83.1% 28,512
Central 88,227 119,508 145,944 66.5% 77.5% 84.7% 57,717
South 12,483 17,651 23,442 58.4% 69.0% 77.7% 10,959

State 1,883,095 2,432,154 2,957,461 69.6% 81.3% 85.1% 1,074,366
Source:  U.S. Census
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F.      Income levels

Per capita income and median income are the
two major indicators of income.  The Regional
median household income rose about 23
percent over the twenty-year period, compared
to only a state increase of 18.5 percent.
Meanwhile, the Regional per capita income
declined by 28 percent, compared to the state
decline of nearly 33 percent.  Note that these
changes have been adjusted for inflation, using
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics guidelines.
Table 9 provides detailed information for per
capita incomes.

During the 1980s, only the North Sub-Region’s
median income grew less than the state, while
in the 1990’s only the Central Sub-Region grew
at less than the state rate.  Per capita incomes
declined at slower rate than the state over both
decades.

Table 7:   Employment

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 1990 1990 - 2000 1980 - 2000 1980 - 2000
% Change % Change % Change Net Change

Adams 2,168 2,643 3,558 21.9% 34.6% 64.1% 1,390
Forest 1,826 2,060 2,988 12.8% 45.0% 63.6% 1,162
Juneau 5,345 7,195 8,596 34.6% 19.5% 60.8% 3,251
Langlade 5,275 6,439 7,838 22.1% 21.7% 48.6% 2,563
Lincoln 7,793 9,795 11,953 25.7% 22.0% 53.4% 4,160
Marathon 40,051 49,407 65,630 23.4% 32.8% 63.9% 25,579
Oneida 9,943 12,192 16,753 22.6% 37.4% 68.5% 6,810
Portage 18,632 24,821 30,191 33.2% 21.6% 62.0% 11,559
Vilas 3,758 4,428 7,256 17.8% 63.9% 93.1% 3,498
Wood 29,811 36,172 42,926 21.3% 18.7% 44.0% 13,115

Region 124,602 155,152 197,689 24.5% 27.4% 58.7% 73,087

North 28,595 34,914 46,788 22.1% 34.0% 63.6% 18,193
Central 88,494 110,400 138,747 24.8% 25.7% 56.8% 50,253
South 7,513 9,838 12,154 30.9% 23.5% 61.8% 4,641

State 1,882,772 2,165,996 2,684,824 15.0% 24.0% 42.6% 802,052
Source:  Wisconsin Department of Workforce Development

E.      Employment

In 2000, there were over 197,000 positions
located in the Region.  This reflected a 59
percent increase in the Region’s employment
since 1980, compared to 43 percent growth at
both the state and federal levels.  About 71
percent of these jobs are located in the central
sub-region, followed by the northern and
southern sub-regions, with 23 and 6 percent
respectfully.

All ten counties and all three of the sub-regions
had growth in jobs over the 1980 to 2000 time
period.  The greatest percentage growth was
in Vilas County, while the least was in Wood
County.

See the Economic Development Element for
more information on the Region’s economy.
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Table 8:   Median Household Income

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 1990* 1990 - 2000* 1980 - 2000* 1980 - 2000
% Change % Change % Change Net Change

Adams $12,990 $21,548 $33,408 4.6% 17.7% 23.1% $20,418
Forest $11,214 $16,907 $32,023 -4.9% 43.8% 36.6% $20,809
Juneau $12,528 $22,073 $35,335 11.1% 21.5% 35.0% $22,807
Langlade $12,738 $20,703 $33,168 2.5% 21.6% 24.6% $20,430
Lincoln $14,267 $25,175 $39,120 11.2% 17.9% 31.2% $24,853
Marathon $17,344 $30,143 $45,165 9.6% 13.7% 24.6% $27,821
Oneida $14,521 $23,901 $37,619 3.8% 19.5% 24.0% $23,098
Portage $16,659 $28,686 $43,487 8.6% 15.1% 24.9% $26,828
Vilas $12,373 $20,352 $33,759 3.7% 25.9% 30.6% $21,386
Wood $17,482 $29,735 $41,595 7.2% 6.2% 13.9% $24,113

Region $15,737 $26,871 $40,538 7.7% 14.5% 23.3% $24,802
 

North $13,487 $22,433 $36,022 4.9% 21.9% 27.8% $22,535
Central $17,232 $29,675 $43,711 8.6% 11.8% 21.4% $26,479
South $12,708 $21,853 $34,470 8.4% 19.7% 29.8% $21,762

State $17,680 $29,442 $43,791 5.0% 12.9% 18.5% $26,111
Source:  U.S. Census (reflects 1979, 1989 and 1999 income)
* This perentage has been Adjusted for Inflation (BLS)

Table 9:   Per Capita Income

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 - 1990* 1990 - 2000* 1980 - 2000* 1980 - 2000
% Change % Change % Change Net Change

Adams $5,647 $10,926 $17,777 33.4% 13.0% 50.6% $12,130
Forest $4,427 $8,339 $16,451 18.8% 49.7% 77.8% $12,024
Juneau $5,590 $10,304 $17,892 16.2% 31.8% 53.2% $12,302
Langlade $5,386 $10,172 $16,960 19.1% 26.5% 50.7% $11,574
Lincoln $6,160 $11,282 $17,940 15.5% 20.7% 39.4% $11,780
Marathon $6,697 $12,718 $20,703 19.7% 23.6% 47.9% $14,006
Oneida $6,183 $11,681 $19,746 19.1% 28.3% 52.8% $13,563
Portage $6,249 $11,730 $19,854 18.3% 28.5% 52.0% $13,605
Vilas $5,797 $10,866 $18,361 18.2% 28.3% 51.6% $12,564
Wood $6,854 $13,130 $20,203 20.8% 16.8% 41.0% $13,349

  
Region $6,318 $11,945 $19,529 19.6% 23.7% 47.9% $13,211

  
North $5,215 $9,773 $16,306 23.3% 26.6% 56.2% $11,091
Central $6,638 $12,597 $20,350 19.6% 22.6% 46.7% $13,712
South $5,612 $10,565 $17,842 23.5% 23.2% 52.1% $12,230

  
State $7,243 $13,286 $21,271 15.6% 21.5% 40.5% $14,028
Source:  U.S. Census (reflects 1979, 1989 and 1999 income)
* This perentage has been Adjusted for Inflation (BLS)
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38 percent were defined as rural in Portage
County, which makes it the Region’s most urban
county.  Overall, the percentage of the
population living in rural areas declined over
the period in the Central Sub-Area and Oneida
County.

The above information was taken from the U.S.
Census, which defines urban as “places of 2,500
or more persons incorporated as cities,
villages…and towns (except in the six New
England States, New York, and Wisconsin), but
excluding the rural portions of `extended
cities’”.   By this definition rural places are simply
those that do not qualify as “urban”.

The rural nature of the Region creates a variety
of issues, including reliance on transportation.

Table 10:  Rural Population

County 1980 1990 2000 1980 1990 2000 1980-2000 
% Rural % Rural % Rural Net Change

Adams 13,457 15,682 18,643 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 5,186
Forest 9,044 8,776 10,024 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 980
Juneau 17,755 18,211 20,657 84.4% 84.1% 85.0% 2,902
Langlade 11,325 11,229 11,810 56.7% 57.6% 56.9% 485
Lincoln 13,450 13,805 16,418 50.6% 51.1% 55.4% 2,968
Marathon 55,028 50,374 56,424 49.5% 43.7% 44.8% 1,396
Oneida 23,343 24,252 27,137 74.8% 76.6% 73.8% 3,794
Portage 29,140 30,223 25,834 50.7% 49.2% 38.5% -3,306
Vilas 16,535 17,707 21,033 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 4,498
Wood 34,232 33,929 27,911 47.0% 46.1% 36.9% -6,321

Region 223,309 224,188 235,891 58.9% 57.1% 54.9% 12,582

North 73,697 75,769 86,422 71.3% 72.4% 73.1% 12,725
Central 118,400 114,526 110,169 49.0% 45.7% 41.0% -8,231
South 31,212 33,893 39,300 90.5% 90.8% 91.5% 8,088

State 1,685,722 1,679,692 1,698,538 35.8% 34.3% 31.7% 12,816
Source:  U.S. Census

The Region, much like the rest of the state,
has seen declining growth in the per capita
incomes and moderate growth in median
incomes.  These occurrences have created
issues for the Region.

G.      Rural & Urban Population

Over the last twenty years, the Region has
become less rural as a percentage of total
population, decreasing from 59 percent in 1980
to 55 percent in 2000.  However, the rural
population, in total numbers, increased over
that period, from 223,398 to 235,891.
Obviously, the urban population changed in the
opposite manner.

The Region’s most rural area is the South Sub-
Region, over 90 percent of the population is
defined as rural, followed by the North Sub-
Region, with over 73 percent rural.  The Central
Sub-Region is the least rural, with only 41
percent.  Only Adams, Forest and Vilas County
are defined as 100 percent rural.  While only
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or rural center or developed lakeshore.  Such
development satisfies the widespread desire to
live in the country, yet have reasonable access
to employment and urban services and
amenities.  In many productive farm areas,
housing competes with agriculture for prime
farmlands which will handle septic wastes.”

Provision of Community Facilities Including Use
of Existing Capacity

“Most urban and rural centers currently have
excess or readily-expendable capacities for new
development.  Development in other areas often
creates a demand for entirely new sewer water
systems and other facilities.

“Extension of urban facilities to newly
developing areas is an issue throughout the
region.  This involves issues of sewer moratoria,
which some communities have been under, and
conflicts over annexation, which have occurred
in all urban centers…Failing septic systems and
polluted wells have promoted many residents
in urbanizing areas to seek extension of city
water and sewer facilities.  Because the
development is typically low-density, such
extensions are very costly.

“Septic system failure is common in waterfront
areas.  Relatively few lakeshore homes are
served by sewer, and the sprawling, low-density
character of development, plus the need for
pumping stations make sewer service very
expensive.  “In waterfront areas in particular,
demand for services such as police and fire
protection, ready access to medical services,
solid waste collection, school busing, mail
delivery, etc., is increasing as more permanent
residents move in.  Costs for services such as
school busing, mail delivery, sheriff patrol, etc.,
are high on a per-unit basis, as is phone and
electrical service.  Through collectively paying

III. ISSUES & OPPORTUNITIES, AND
PUBLIC PARTICATION

A. Issues & Opportunities

The 1981 Framework identified numerous
issues and opportunities, many of which are
still valid today.  It may be helpful to look at
what was said about several of the issues that
are still particularly relevant.  Below are excerpts
from the Framework from eleven issues that
are still issues of concern twenty years later.

Urban and Rural Sprawl

“Scattered, low-density development at the
edge of urban areas is found in many parts of
the Region.  Commercial or residential
development is typically not sewered… New
building and redevelopment in urban centers
are diminished when area demand for housing
and commercial building is met through sprawl
or highway strip development in urbanizing
areas… Sprawl commercial or residential
development is typically not sewered. Extensive
development using septic systems on sand or
clay soils may be associated with system failure
or well pollution.  Strip development along
highways is an inefficient use of land found in
many urbanizing areas.

“In years past, the extensive waterfront
development in the northern area of the Region
consisted mainly of seasonal cottages, resorts,
and occasional businesses catering to the tourist
and summer resident.  The current trend is
towards year-round cottage use, and increased
retail business.

“Low-density rural sprawl development is
occurring in much of the forestry and
agricultural areas.  Much of this is fringe
development oriented toward a nearby urban
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“Preliminary calculations on several
lakes…particularly long narrow ones, indicated
there are only two to four acres of surface per
lakeshore residence.  There is increasing
competition on such lakes among different types
of users – water skiers, boaters, fishermen, and
swimmers.  Several rivers in the region, such
as the Wolf and Prairie Rivers, have conflicts
between fishermen and canoe or raft parties
as well.”

Accommodating Expected Growth

“Land must be set-aside in the proper
proportions and locations for residential,
commercial, industrial, and public uses.  An
over-dedication of land to commercial uses, for
example, can result in empty spaces among
businesses, or use of that excess land for
residences, or other incompatible uses.

“Much vacant land exists in many of our cities
and villages.  For example, we have estimated
that over 900 acres of vacant land currently
within the Wausau city limits, over ten percent
of the total city land area, is still available for
future development.  Most of the recent
development has occurred outside urban
centers.

“Towns in the lake areas of Vilas and Oneida
counties have among the highest rate of growth
in the state...future growth can be expected to
increase the demand for remaining lakefront
property, as well as back lots, and increasingly,
for choice riverfront lots throughout the region.”

Location of Public Facilities and Properties

“Government ownership of land – from the
federal and state, down to school forests –
claims large amounts of land in our region,
particularly in the north.  This ownership shapes
future growth patterns, usually by excluding

for services like these, all taxpayers and utility
customers subsidize isolated rural households
and businesses.

“Provision of emergency services such as police
and fire protection and ambulance is an issue
due to response times.  As scattered
development in the outlying areas continues,
this issue will become more critical.

“A greater proportion of our population is
elderly, and there are fewer school age children
than in previous decades in many parts of the
region.  Some schools in urban centers have
been closed or will be closed in the future.
Elderly people comprise a relatively high
proportion of the population in many rural
centers, giving rise to demands for senior
citizens centers, transportation and other
programs for this age group.”

Land-Use Conflicts

“Conflicting land uses in urban and rural centers
include such things as industries adjacent to
residences, intermingling of commercial and
residences on the busier street, and residences
adjacent to rail yards and rights of way.  The
location of mobile homes is an issue; most urban
and rural centers, and some lakeshore areas
prohibit or effectively discourage location of
mobile homes.  Provisions for wind or solar
rights may become an issue, especially with
relatively small lots in older neighborhoods.
“Agricultural practices such as aerial spraying
and manure spreading, and forestry practices
such as clear cutting are offensive to non-farm
rural residents and visitors to forest areas.
Development, in turn, may encroach on farm
or forestry areas, taking land piecemeal out of
production, encouraging speculation; and,
thereby reducing or eliminating the productivity
of entire farms or forest units.
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Water and Air Quality

“Water quality is important to residents in
lakeshore and river front areas.  A number of
lakes are threatened by pollution from failing
septic systems.  As rivers are cleaned up in the
region, more pressure can be expected for
shoreland development.  Environmental quality
issues in agricultural and forestry areas include
erosion and sedimentation from farm and forest
practices and handling and application of farm
chemicals and animal wastes.”

Need for Housing

“New housing units will be needed to
accommodate expected population growth as
well as new households formed from the
existing population, and to replace older units
which become uninhabitable.  There is a need
for a variety of types of housing such as
duplexes, apartments, townhouses, mobile
homes, etc., as well as conventional single
family homes.  More housing is particularly
needed for elderly and low-to-moderate income
residents.

“Location of mobile homes is an issue
throughout the region, with mobile homes
excluded from many areas, or permitted only
in mobile home parks.  There are few well-
designed mobile home parks.”

Enhancement of Natural Resource-Based
Economic Activity

“The central economic development issue in
most waterfront areas is the maintenance and
enhancement of the recreation and tourism
industries.  Associated with this are such needs
as preserving natural features like forest cover
and natural shoreline appearance, water quality,
etc.”

sizeable areas from possible development.  In
a few cases, however, governments own key
parcels of land which could be developed
advantageously for residential, commercial or
industrial purposes.”

Visual Quality of Development

“Issues relating to visual character and blight
include deteriorating abandoned buildings,
vacant lots, inappropriate design of new or
rehabilitated buildings, lack of trees or other
vegetation, signs, etc.  Shorelines in urban areas
are often unsightly.  Urbanizing areas are
important as the “gateways” to urban centers.
Such gateways give strong visual impressions
about the community to visitors and area
residents alike.  Negative impressions are
formed on the basis of such things as excessive
signs, inappropriate building design, or the lack
of cohesion or visual harmony in development
patterns.”

Passenger Transportation Alternatives

“Costs of owning and operating private
automobiles are escalating, but for many people
in the region, there seem to be few alternatives.
Employment and shopping opportunities have
gravitated to the urban centers over the years.
Scattered development patterns in agricultural
and forestry areas make for reliance on private
automobiles for virtually any outside needs, with
long distance often involved.  Transportation
costs for school children and buses for the
elderly are high in these areas.  The new
concentration of permanent residents in
waterfront areas, especially the elderly and
school age children, creates demand for these
specialized public transportation.”
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is included in the Addendum to this Plan.  Both
of the surveys were produced as separate
documents during the planning process.

IV. DEFINITION & PROCESS

Throughout this document the term local unit
of government refers to town, village, city and
county level governments.  Although the
comprehensive plan law (state statute 66.1001)
included regional planning commissions among
the listed local units of government, this
inclusion has granted no new powers or
authority.  The inclusion was made to merely
ensure that the plans adopted by regional
planning commissions meet the new statutory
definition of a plan.  All references in this plan
to local units of governments are to towns,
villages, cities and counties, and not to regional
planning commissions.

Also, since regional planning commissions are
advisory agencies the plan adoption process
varies from the process defined in Statute
66.0309.  The statute requires that a local unit
of government (town, village, city or county)
plan must be recommended by the local
planning commission by resolution.   The local
government must then hold a public hearing;
and finally, the elected town board, village
trustees, city council or county board must
adopt the plan by ordinance.

Since regional planning commissions are
advisory, with no ordinance powers, the plan
adoption process is somewhat different than
the process described above.  First, an advisory
committee consisting of one person from each
of the ten counties was created to provide
monthly oversight and to recommend the
adoption of the plan.  Next, a public hearing/
informational meeting was held to seek final
public input.  Finally, the North Central
Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission

Conflict and Lack of Coordination among
Neighboring or Overlapping Jurisdictions

“Much of the urbanizing area around our urban
centers is in unincorporated towns.  Such towns
often lack the ability to provide needed urban
services… All cities in the region require
annexation before sewer extensions will be
made... Urbanizing towns often contest
annexation attempts which may threaten the
tax base or autonomy of the town, yet many
town residents desire urban services.”

B. Public Participation Overview

Throughout the planning process a variety of
public participation methods were used to
involve the general public, including public
meetings, two different surveys, open house
meetings, and newsletter updates to over 1,100
elected officials and interested persons.  In
addition, the NCWRPC website provided
information on all of the meetings and included
both viewable and printable copies of the plan
elements and maps as they were produced.
There was also an area for public comments or
questions.

Of all of these efforts, the most critical
component was the second survey, completed
in the summer of 2003.  The survey was a
scientifically random survey of 1036 persons
and the  results projected to the entire
population with a margin of error of plus or
minus 4 percent.  The survey asked several
basic questions, including agreement or
disagreement with the 14 major goals
developed in the plan.  Another very critical
question asked was “Do you perceive a need
for land use planning in your community?”
Seventy percent of the respondents either
agreed or strongly agreed with that statement.
Cleary, the Region supports this effort and local
planning efforts.  A summary of the responses
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adopted the Regional Comprehensive Plan by
resolution 2003-5.  See the Addendum to this
Plan.  Adoption by resolution is identified in
statute 66.0309 (10).
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Endnote
1 Dodge refers to the 1968 article by Garret Harding using the analogy of the “commons” to show how individu-
als acting in their self-interest can overuse a public resource leaving everyone with nothing.


