
To:  Legislative Colleagues 
From:  Representatives Loren Oldenburg, Mark Spreitzer, Todd Novak, Deb Kolste, 
Travis Tranel, and Katrina Shankland 
Senator Patrick Testin and Patty Schachtner 
Date:   October 24, 2019  
Re: Co-sponsorship of LRB 3633 & LRB 4749, related to the farmland preservation 
program 
  

Deadline:  November 7, 2019  
________________________________________ 
  
We are introducing legislation that would increase farmland preservation tax credit 
amounts and expand access to the farmland preservation program, with the aim of 
increasing participation in the program and preserving our state’s farmland for future 
generations. 
  
Agriculture is central to Wisconsin’s heritage and to our economy. However, the number 
of farms are declining steadily, and farmland acreage is decreasing. According to the 
Census of Agriculture, over the five years between 2012 and 2017, the number of farms 
in Wisconsin decreased by over 7%[1]  (more than twice the national decrease of 
3.2%)2  and total farm acreage fell by nearly 2%. 3 
  
We must retain and protect farmland in our state by incentivizing farmers and local 
governments to keep land in agricultural use and to protect our soil and water. With 
narrowing margins and low commodity prices, every dollar counts for our state’s 
farmers. 
  
Wisconsin’s farmland preservation program provides eligible farmers with a refundable 
per-acre tax credit. Tax credits may be claimed for acreage under one or both of: a 
farmland preservation agreement, which is a restrictive covenant between the 
landowner and DATCP, or a local zoning ordinance that zones the land only for 
agricultural and closely-related uses. In order to be eligible for farmland preservation tax 
credits, landowners must also certify compliance with state soil and water conservation 
standards and practices. 
  
Acreage and participation in the farmland preservation program has fallen over the last 
decade. In 2010, the farmland preservation program had approximately 15,700 
participants with 2.9 million acres enrolled. By 2017, under 12,000 participants and 2.3 
million acres were enrolled in the program, a respective decrease of 24% and 
21%.4  Per-acre credit amounts have not increased since 2009, while the cost of the 
required conservation practices has increased. 
  
A statewide survey of farmers by DATCP highlighted the most significant barriers to 
participation: the length of farmland preservation agreement contracts and the amount 
of the per-acre credits. 45% of farmers agreed that farmland preservation program 
incentives are too low to make participation worth it, and 44% of farmers that previously 



claimed the credit but no longer do so cited that the tax credit was not high enough to 
offset the costs of meeting the conservation standards. 5  For farmers considering 
signing farmland preservation agreements with DATCP, the highest percentage (57%) 
were hesitant to limit what could be done with their land in the next 15 years, while 31% 
stated that the tax credit was not high enough to make signing the contract worthwhile, 
and 30% stated that the 15-year contract is too long. 6 
  
LRB 3633 addresses Wisconsin farmers’ reluctance to participate in the farmland 
preservation program by updating the program to meet farmers’ needs. The bill would 
increase the credit amount for eligible farmers, and would decrease the length of 
farmland preservation agreements signed with DATCP from 15 to 10 years. Increasing 
the credit amounts ensures that farmers are not losing money by meeting the 
conservation standards set by the program, and shortening the required duration of 
farmland preservation agreements allows farmers greater flexibility. 
  
Under the bill, land within Wisconsin’s Purchase of Agricultural Conservation 
Easements (PACE) easement program would also qualify for farmland preservation tax 
credits. The PACE program is aimed at preserving and protecting agricultural land in 
Wisconsin by working with eligible landowners to limit the potential future uses of land. 
Our state has 17 PACE easements that cover over 5,100 acres, and agreement holders 
must comply with state soil and water conservation standards. 
  
The bill would also create additional flexibility for DATCP and counties when developing 
and implementing a county’s farmland preservation plan. Under current law, money is 
appropriated to DATCP only for planning grants to counties to create a certified 
farmland preservation plan. If an insufficient number of counties require planning grants 
in a biennium, this money lapses back to the general fund. For example, in 2018, 
$210,000 was allocated to this program, and $180,000 lapsed to the general fund. LRB 
3633 would allow funds appropriated under s. 20.115 (7)(dm) to also be used for 
implementation grants, allowing political subdivisions to facilitate actions like land use 
plans or zoning ordinances. This change will ensure that money is not left on the table 
each biennium, and will provide greater flexibility for political subdivisions as they 
develop and implement their farmland preservation plans. 
  
The bill also requires that DATCP add a review of the tax credit amounts and 
recommendations for the tax credit levels to its current biennial report on the program, 
and requires that the standing committees on agriculture and the Joint Finance 
Committee receive the report. This will ensure that the legislature is regularly updated 
on trends in participation and enrollment, and the suitability of credit amounts. 
  
LRB 3633 & 4749 was drafted in consultation with DATCP, DOR, and the Wisconsin 
Land and Water Conservation Association. The Wisconsin Farm Bureau Federation, the 
Wisconsin Farmers Union, the Cooperative Network, the Wisconsin Corn Growers 
Association, the League of Conservation Voters, the Wisconsin Towns Association, and 
the Wisconsin Land and Water Conservation Association support this bill. 
  



To co-sponsor this bill, please respond to this email or contact Representative 
Oldenburg’s office at 6-3534 by Thursday, November 7 at 5:00 p.m. Co-sponsors will be 
added to both the Assembly and Senate companion bills unless otherwise requested. 
  
[1] 2012 Farms: 69,754. 2017 Farms: 64,793. Table 8, Total number of farms, 2017 and 2012, 2017 Census of 

Agriculture: 
Wisconsin. https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/
Wisconsin/st55_1_0007_0008.pdf 
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Wisconsin. https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_State_Level/
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4 “Changes in Participation,” page 1, 2018 Farmland Preservation Program Landowner Survey 
Report. https://datcp.wi.gov/Documents/FPPSurveyReport2018.pdf 
5 Survey Results: Summary, Appendix, 2018 Farmland Preservation Program Landowner Survey 
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