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I.  Executive Summary

Introduction

The attached report provides insights into some of the issues and possible actions as it relates to Rural Development within the Rock River Basin.  The intent of obtaining and compiling this information is to help identify potential directions and initiatives that could be pursued to help strengthen understanding and practices regarding the development and preservation of rural areas.  The objective of this work was not to create an exhaustive list of the issues and actions, rather to elicit initial thoughts from people of diverse perspectives so as to provide direction regarding areas that warrant additional consideration and follow up efforts.  

The Rock River Coalition (RRC) is not endorsing any statements or suggestions presented within this report.  The role of the RRC in this effort is to facilitate the collection, summarization, and publication of the information.

The RRC does believe that steps should be taken to help improve understanding and practices relative the development and preservation of rural areas.  It is also important to note that the future actions of the RRC in the area of Rural Development will not necessarily be based upon what specific actions are likely to have the greatest impact or which needs represent the most pressing issues.  Rather, the prioritization of actions to be taken will be directed by which areas volunteers are willing to address.  The RRC does not have the resources or the authority to independently resolve these issues.  The RRC would like to work with individuals on these issues and therefore those people that step forward and identify an issue that they are willing to work on will likely get the support of the RRC.

Background

The RRC, a 501 (3)(c) not-for-profit volunteer organization, was established in 1994.  Its mission is to educate and provide opportunities for people of diverse interests to work together to improve the environmental, recreational, cultural and economic resources of the Rock River Basin.  The RRC Rural Development Issue Team worked for four years on a guideline and policy handbook, which was published in 2002.  The issue team wanted a means of gaining input from people within the Rock River Basin as to new directions for the team and people willing to help.  It was decided to promote and conduct a forum to assist in gaining that information.

Methodology

The RRC selected January 28, 2004 as the date to conduct a Rural Development Forum.  Two sessions would be held, one from 2:00 until 4:00 and one from 6:00 until 8:00.  It was hoped that by providing a session in the afternoon and one in the evening that more people would be able to attend than if only one time option was available.  Over 650 invitations were sent via first class mail or electronic mail to contacts within the RRC database of individuals and organizations.  A press release was also submitted to local media personnel.  115 phone calls were made as a follow-up to selected individuals from the list of invitees who had received mail or electronic mail invitations.  During phone calls with potential attendees it was determined that certain individuals, who were not going to be able to attend one of the two forum sessions, would be willing to provide input via a follow up telephone call or electronic communication.   In addition to members of the issue team that were present to help host the sessions, nine individuals participated in the 2:00 session and four people participated in the 6:00 session.

The forum agenda is included in the appendix.  The session included a brief overview of the RRC and specifically the work of the Rural Development Issue Team.  Then participants were provided with a brief overview of the Rural Development Guidelines & Policies handbook.  Next, a discussion was facilitated that focused on two key questions. Responses to the questions were written by the facilitator on pieces of paper and then posted on the wall under the appropriate heading.  The first question was “What do you see as the most important needs for the Rock River Basin regarding rural development?”.  The second question was “What actions do you think the Rock River Coalition should take to help meet these needs?”.  During the discussion, participants mentioned programs and efforts that are currently being worked on in some of these issue areas.  That information was also documented and posted on the wall.  Participants were then provided a form that contained the two questions listed above and a third question.  The third question was “What role, if any, are you willing to take to help the RRC with these issues?”.

This report is a compilation of the input received during the two forum sessions, during initial and follow up phone calls, and via electronic mail responses to the three questions.  The raw output from these sources is available upon request.

Key Findings

The issues that were provided can be grouped into several categories.  Supporting information within each category is included later in the report in the Detailed Findings section.

· Supporting agriculture

· Improve the profitability of farming

· Maintain farming as an integral part of the landscape

· Minimize the environmental impact of farming

· Improving development and land use practices

· Maintaining the environment

· Improving groundwater

· Improving water quality

· Miscellaneous issues

The suggested actions that were provided can be grouped into the categories below.  Supporting information within each category is included later in the report in the Detailed Findings section.

· Create awareness

· Promote best practices

· Collaborate

· Educate officials and policy makers

· Miscellaneous actions

Below is a list of some of the programs and efforts identified during the information gathering stage that are currently being taken to address rural development issues.  Supporting information within each category is included later in the report in the Detailed Findings section.

· Advocacy efforts

· Examples of best practices

· Policy creation

· Miscellaneous

II.  Detailed Findings

Participants were asked what they believe to be the most important needs for the Rock River Basin regarding rural development.  Their detailed responses are highlighted below.

Needs

· Supporting Agriculture

· Improve the profitability of farming

· Improve the standard of living and make farms more profitable so land does not need to be sold out of agriculture; many farmers would like to keep farming if they can make a livelihood

· Very poor family farmers needing to sell land to survive

· Very high prices are being paid to convert farmland to residential areas

· Provide more incentives to keep farmers in business including tax relief

· Promote use of locally produced products and alternative products that can be supported by agriculture

· The increased use of biodiesel would provide an additional revenue source for the farmer

· Maintain farming as an integral part of the landscape

· Maintain the Rock River Basin as a center for food production in Wisconsin

· The average age of a farmer in Wisconsin is 52.  Many farmers are nearing retirement age and they do not have family or others who are interested in farming the land.  We are facing a real dilemma especially as we look to 10-15 years from today

· Help protect farm infrastructure

· Minimize the environmental impact

· Management of livestock manure-handling operations

· Develop and improve standard of living while preserving the rural environment

· Improving Development and Land Use Practices

· Land development is often being completed without effective planning

· Residential development is not being managed in rural areas

· Residential development is happening in scattered areas as compared with a concentrated or clustered approach

· Communities are locating in areas where transportation is not well supported

· Discussions regarding various land use scenarios or options are not being conducted with farmers and developers before they sell or buy land in the basin

· Smart growth is somewhat inflexible

· It is important to balance property rights and protection

· Development around waterways is being done without consideration for impact on the water

· Selective lands are having deleterious effects on the water

· Citizens are generally unaware of the issues related to rural development

· Concerns regarding Municipal Government practices

· Towns, cities, and municipalities often do not have the resources and tools needed to do effective land use planning

· Municipalities do not appreciate the long-term consequences of sprawl and are not taking action to curb it

· Municipal officials are often not educated on issues and planning approaches

· Cities are taking on responsibilities for annexation and they do not protect environmental sensitive areas

· There is a lack of consistency across communities regarding land use policies

· There are some counties that do not have any zoning.  You can not do smart growth without zoning

· Often ordinances are not developed regarding sewer service areas around cities, which then impacts the ability to limit rural residential development

· Advocacy and educational efforts not be reaching the appropriate levels of decision makers.  Future efforts may require identification of personnel with sufficient authority to make an impact

· The lack of embracing conservation subdivisions

· Many developers do not understand that conservation development can be a win-win situation for both them and the residents that will live in the development

· Environmentally friendly developments can cost less and improve quality of life

· Citizens and community planning commissions need more education regarding conservation subdivision ordinances

· Maintaining the Environment

· Lack of promoting the maintenance of environmentally sensitive areas when completing rural development

· Lack of emphasis on preserving open spaces and preserving the environment

· Lack of protecting and connecting environmental corridors which then impacts migration and genetic diversity

· Inconsistencies in the definition of environmental corridors which can lead to inappropriate decision making

· Inconsistencies in the policies regarding Phosphorous across regions

· Uplands are not managed in a way to help increase positive effects on wetlands

· Current and new land owners on lakes lack the knowledge and the guidelines for keeping pollution out of the water

· Improving Groundwater

· The watershed is not being maintained in a way that will improve drinking water and replenish surface water

· Some aquifers are decreasing in size

· Various wells are contaminated

· Many abandoned wells need to be tested

· Improving Water Quality

· Lack of awareness regarding the needs and issues surrounding water conservation

· Reduce surface water runoff and groundwater discharge to surface water

· Miscellaneous

· There is a need to take a basin wide or state wide approach to many issues

· Need to determine how to develop practices and communications at a broader level

· Need to determine how to leverage the learning and best practices of other communities

· There is a lack of concentration on local economics

· Many people do not value or identify with the Rock River Basin

· Population growth will continue to have a significant impact on the Basin

Participants were asked what actions do they believe the Rock River Coalition should take to help meet the identified needs.  Their detailed responses are highlighted below.

Actions

· Create Awareness

· Improve water quality

· Educate citizens on where their water comes from and the issues facing their water resources 

· Educate people on the importance of ground water preservation even though we do not hear as much about this issue here in Wisconsin as in other areas of the United States

· Promote water conservation and recharge

· Educate basin citizens on the importance and the role of agriculture in maintaining groundwater aquifers

· Encourage woodland restoration to help increase ground water levels

· Educate people on the benefits and costs of alternative on-site waste water options and technologies

· Identify opportunities for water conservation and begin to implement strategies

· Educate people on the importance of properly closing and sealing wells

· The ceiling of wells is fairly easy and provides significant improvement

· The cost of sealing wells could be billed back to the owners

· Enhance future viability of farming

· Create and distribute the appropriate documentation to support practitioners of locally grown food and animal products

· Infrastructure requirements and lists of potential users including citizens, restaurants, institutions, and government agencies

· Promote the use of locally grown or produced products

· Assist farmers in promoting and marketing the value they provide and the use of their products

· Obtain funding from the Farm Bill to help with farm preservation

· Educate farmers on alternative products that they can grow

· Share information about current and potential policies and trends

· Advocate for the policies that are outlined in the Rock River Coalition Rural Development Guidelines and Policies Handbook

· Educate the public by helping them visualize what the future will be like should current trends continue

· Demonstrate the direct and indirect costs of rural residential development

· Promote education and awareness of the government programs available for riparian buffers

· Consider advocating for the use of biodiesel

· The use of biodiesel has a multiplier effect on the economy, it is environmentally friendly, and it introduces additional species in planting rotations

· Identify communities with poor or limited regulations as a means of prioritizing efforts

· Identify environmentally sensitive areas and promote alternative design options including:  variable setback distances, street wildflowers, clusters developments, conservation subdivisions, etc.

· Improve land use decisions

· Educate new and existing owners of lake property on appropriate land practices

· Lake Sinnisippi recently put together a booklet that highlights appropriate practices and they also conduct a plant sale for the natural plantings that support the practices

· Educate people on the best practices related to purchasing development rights and transfer of development rights

· Educate land owners on more environmentally friendly land use 

· Educate home owners on appropriate mowing practices such as higher settings when cutting grass

· Educate the general public

· Conduct a media campaign to raise awareness of issues

· Educate communities regarding the importance and benefits of open spaces

· The coalition could conduct development tours that help officials better visualize the impact of rural development and growth; drive through industrial parks, etc.

· Provide access to helpful information through links on the RRC web site to key references and other agencies

· Educate people on the benefits of living in urban areas

· Educate people on the incremental costs of rural living

· Can not get a loaf of bread without driving 20 minutes in your car, etc.

· Highlight the ease of city life for elderly as compared to country life

· Educate people on mass transportation

· Promote tourism

· Promote Best Practices

· Maintain a reference library to help direct people to various resources and case examples regarding what has been successfully accomplished in other geographies

· Lake Sinnissippi recently created a set of guidelines and suggestions for lake property owners

· User fee ordinances

· Informative web sites

· Conduct workshops to educate developers on the benefits of conservation subdivisions and promote low impact developments

· Investigate and utilize tools such as developer's agreements, which are similar to impact fees, that require the developer to pay for the additional costs of the development as a part of their development.  These additional costs may include expenses for streets, lights, zoning, regulation, and fees from a city planner

· Explore possibility of providing extra development rights if developers provide conservation easements

· Promote and communicate best practices regarding the purchase of development rights and transfer of development rights

· Promote conducting environmental assessments before siting a high capacity well

· Collaborate

· Encourage the collaboration between organizations to help increase the profitability of agriculture and education of developers, including RRC, RC&D, American Farmland Trust, and the Farm Bureau

· Facilitate the interaction between organizations and the sharing of knowledge

· Encourage the placement of links on your organization’s web site to other web sites, thereby making it easier for people to get to other relevant information and resources

· Encourage and assist with community and basin visioning activities

· These visioning activities help to provide answers to the question of what will a particular geography look like in 2020 or 2030 assuming consistent growth rates

· Facilitate the creation of Eco Teams to help maintain the Basin

· Develop long term plans for urban services

· 25-30 year plans that look at cost of development

· Important to work with surrounding areas so as to consider all costs, including identifying where certain common facilities will be located

· These plans often need to include a revenue sharing component

· Some communities have placed limits on development.  For example, limiting 1.2% over the next 20 years has meant that 10 new residential units can be built per year in a particular geography

· Educate Officials

· Sponsor programs to engage and educate city personnel on rural development issues including all the impacts of annexation

· Conduct educational workshops and provide resource materials to zoning committees, planning commissions, etc.

· Consider a regional conference for zoning and planning commissions

· Conduct a forum for officials to talk to each other as compared to us just talking to them

· Educate communities that may not have the resources and tools to do effective planning that they can utilize consultants and that there are grants available for them to access

· Educate all counties on Smart Growth

· Provide regulations regarding conservation subdivisions to all counties

· Educate city officials to help them see the impact of their decisions including the impact on permitting processes

· Educate town boards on the true cost of residential development

· Educate town boards, which are often made up of three people and the boards have difficulty making decisions, on practices to help prevent industry from moving into rural areas

· Review outdated ordinances that counteract good practices

· Promote consistent legislation related to phosphorous levels

· Advocate for state programs to ease the transition away from agriculture

· Share critical watershed information with government officials within the basin

· Miscellaneous

· Promote urban living

· Recreational programming for higher-density activities in urban areas

· Benefits to tax base

· Social cultural events

· Encourage county zoning offices to enforce wetland regulations

· Document a set of standards that constitute an environmental development

· Establish and promote recreational events that improve the identity of the basin, including information about trails

· Promote conversion of lowland farm fields to conservation areas

· Promote non-row-crop and non-monoculture for farmers

· Preserve the connection of environmental corridors to help maintain genetic diversity

· Work to identify personnel with sufficient authority to make an impact on relevant issues

· Work to keep population growth down to help minimize impact of future development

· Promote the use of land use impact software

During the discussions, participants shared their knowledge of some current programs and efforts that are being taken to address these various issues.  Participants were not proactively asked to share this information.  If they had been asked, it is likely that additional current programs and efforts would have been shared.  This initial list is included to help point to work that could possibly leveraged as apart of go forward efforts. 

Current programs and efforts

· Advocacy efforts

· Phosphorus bans are being pursued in Illinois and in Dane County

· Land Legacy work

· A biodiesel resolution is being developed for Jefferson County

· Examples of best practices

· The Town of Sun Prairie is doing some good work in terms of land evaluation and site assessments

· Lake Sinnissippi has developed a packet of materials for landowners and the lake associate conducts a native plant sale to support the desired practices

· The WDNR has conducted workshops on decision support tools and is developing additional workshops for citizens such as Changing Landscapes 1 and 2

· Policy creation

· Walworth County is finalizing an ordinance on conservation subdivisions

· Miscellaneous

· Jefferson County Sustainable Development committee is looking for members

III.  Appendix

Appendix to include:

The invitation letter that was mailed

The call guide

Forum agenda

Participant input form

List of titles and/or types of folks that participated
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