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REBECCA KLEEFISCH 

Lieutenant Governor 
STATE OF WISCONSIN 

 
 

Dear Friends, 

This July my two girls and I set out on an adventure across rural Wisconsin. The Kleefisch girls loaded 
up and headed north and west to learn about and teach others about some of Wisconsin's proudest 
industries. I firmly believe that parents are children's first teachers. This trip gave me the chance to 
teach my children about their state while meeting some of our rural families and workers and sharing 
a few important updates along the way. 

We stopped in Warrens first, at the Cranberry Discovery Center, where we learned that Wisconsin 
produces about 66% of the nation's crop and that cranberries were initially named "crane" berries 
because their flowers look like tiny crane's heads. I shared with reporters that our cranberry 
growers, along with the rest of our agriculture industry, have an $88.3 billion impact on Wisconsin's 
economy. We also learned about the early fur traders in Wisconsin at the Obey Nature Center in New 
Auburn and saw firsthand how the Governor's Walleye Initiative was implemented at the DNR fish 
hatchery in Spooner. (More than 600,000 additional walleye were added to Wisconsin's waters last 
year.) 

On Day 2 of our trip we headed to Hayward and the National Freshwater Fishing Hall of Fame. The 
kids didn't remember too much about their first trip there in the campaign of 2010 and this time they 
were at the perfect ages to take it all in.  In Woodruff, we celebrated our timber professionals and 
tourism as we took in a lumberjack show, where Violet tried some cross sawing.  We completed our 
salute to logging at Trees for Tomorrow in Eagle River. My father was an envelope salesman and he 
died before my daughters were born so it was neat to help them connect the dots between envelopes 
and paper and pulp and trees. 

On our final day, Ella, Violet, and I checked out the Northwoods Children's Museum—open all year 
round—and marveled at the Kovac Planetarium in Rhinelander. 

Tourism is an $18.5 billion industry in our state and for every $1 of taxpayer money spent to promote 
it, $6 are returned to Wisconsin's economy. Tourism may feel like fun, but it functions like an 
economic booster engine, especially in many rural communities and small towns.  Elsewhere you’ll 
read about our administration’s support for agriculture and broadband, among other initiatives that 
benefit rural areas, but I hope this letter underscores our dedication to promoting Wisconsin as the 
Midwest’s premier destination for family fun. 
 
Forward, 

 
 

 
 

 

 

Rebecca Kleefisch 
Lieutenant Governor
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Introduction 
 

 

This is the fourth edition of Rural Wisconsin Today, an annual publication created by Wisconsin 

Rural Partners to help provide a realistic and updated view of the rural areas of our state, their 

people and their communities. 

Information like this is critical to elected officials and other policy makers to assure an accurate 

understanding of rural Wisconsin, its needs, opportunities and trends.  In many instances we were 

able to provide information solely on rural Wisconsin, which can be difficult to find sometimes.  

Rural Wisconsin Today was born out of a need for accurate data, so we hope that the data herein 

prove valuable as the need arises.  

This year Rural Partners is including the valued viewpoints of many of our colleague agencies and 

organizations.  They shared what they observed as they worked in rural Wisconsin, and what they 

provide to rural communities.  We hope you enjoy the contributions of: 

 The League of Wisconsin Municipalities 

 The Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation 

 University of Wisconsin – Applied Population Lab 

 Arts Wisconsin 

 Wisconsin Office of Rural Health 

 Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection 

 Wisconsin Downtown Action Council 

 University of Wisconsin – Extension Center for Community and Economic Development 

 University of Wisconsin Cooperative Extension 

Of course, this newest edition of Rural Wisconsin Today includes the most recent data we could 

collect, including but not limited to population, employment, education, income, manufacturing, 

tourism, agriculture and even the ability of Wisconsin’s rural areas to recover from the downturn in 

the economy.   

We’d love to hear from you.  Please don’t hesitate to contact us if you have comments, questions or 

ideas for future editions of Rural Wisconsin Today. 

 

 

 
 

 

Don Sidlowski, Board Pres. Bill Ryan, Task Group Chair Rick Rolfsmeyer, Executive 
Director 
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RURAL WISCONSIN 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 There lacks consensus on a single definition of “rural”. 

 

 Rural can be defined as a continuum made up of nine categories (Rural-

Urban Continuum Codes). The USDA uses a 9 code system; the U.S. 

Department of Education and Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction 

use a 12 code system 

 

 U.S. Census designated Metro vs. Non-Metro counties provides a simple 

method of approximating urban vs. rural counties. This method is used 

throughout the report. In Wisconsin, 46 of 72 counties are considered 

“rural”. 
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Defining Rural Wisconsin 
 

Federal agencies, researchers and policy makers have 

created a number of rural definitions, based on factors such 

as population density, urban influence and economic 

structure. These various definitions can be confusing and 

even conflicting in nature. However, the lack of consensus 

on a single definition reflects the complexity and variety of 

rural areas across Wisconsin and the United States. 

The socio-economic measures in this snapshot of rural 

Wisconsin are based on 2013 Rural-Urban Continuum 

Codes (RUCCs) produced by the USDA’s Economic Research 

Service. Rural-Urban Continuum Codes classify counties into 

nine categories that distinguish metropolitan counties by 

their total population and workforce commuting patterns, 

and non-metropolitan counties by their degree of 

urbanization and adjacency to a metropolitan statistical 

area (MSA). Counties located in metro areas are classified 

with an RUCC of 1, 2 or 3. Non-metro counties are 

categorized into RUCC codes of 4 through 9 as illustrated on the accompanying map.1 Counties with 

RUCC codes of 4 through 7 have areas or communities with an urban population of at least 2,500 

residents. Counties with codes of 8 and 9 have an urban population of less than 2,500.   

Wisconsin’s 72 counties are scattered across 
eight of the nine Rural-Urban Continuum Codes, 
with only RUCC 5 not present in the state. While 
the variety of RUCC codes found in Wisconsin 
suggests a diversity of urban and regional 
regions, counties within the same RUCC category 
also may vary considerably. For instance, Door 
County in northeast Wisconsin and Grant County 
in southwest Wisconsin both are classified as 
RUCC 6. However, these two counties differ in 
many of their economic and demographic 
characteristics. Consequently, this snapshot 
provides only broad perspectives on Wisconsin’s 
rural areas. For the purpose of this report we 

focus on Census designated non-metro counties as an indicator of rural. The accompanying map 
shows these counties in blue. 

                                                           
1 For more on Rural-Urban Continuum Codes and rural definitions, see: http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-
classifications.aspx 

Urban-Rural Classifications are not perfect 
The Metro versus Non-Metro map illustrates the difficulty in defining rural. Several counties that may be 
considered rural are included in the metro category because twenty-five percent or more of their labor 
force works in the metro area. For example, the census designates Iowa County as urban and Walworth 
County as rural. This may seem counter intuitive because Iowa County has a smaller population and fewer 
people per square mile than Walworth County. However, over 3,300 Iowa County workers (25%) are 
employed in Dane County and Iowa Co. is therefore considered as urban. Without that anomaly, Iowa 
County is a RUCC 6, rural place.  

http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-classifications.aspx
http://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/rural-economy-population/rural-classifications.aspx
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Wisconsin’s Rural Cities and Villages 
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

The majority of Wisconsin’s cities and villages are small. There 190 cities in Wisconsin and 409 

villages. Of those 599, nearly two-thirds, or 378, have populations of 2,500 or fewer. The median 

sized city or village in Wisconsin has a population of 1,450. In other words half of the cities and 

villages in Wisconsin have fewer than 1,450 citizens. Many of those cities and villages are rural. For 

a variety of geographic, historical and natural resource reasons, Wisconsin’s population is more 

widely-dispersed across its 35 million acres of area than the people of most states.  

A key mission of the League is to identify issues of common concern to Wisconsin cities and villages, 

and bring together representatives of those communities to identify solutions. Clearly the greatest 

common threat to Wisconsin is demographics. Wisconsin’s population is aging and its work force is 

shrinking. Wisconsin’s population growth has been half the national rate and in 2013 the state’s 

rural population actually declined for the first time in 23 years. Small communities with the fewest 

workers to lose will feel this effect first and it will impact them the most. The labor shortage that all 

economic sectors in Wisconsin are already reporting will grow unless enterprising communities 

find new ways to attract and retain the next generation. Major employers have made it known that 

their #1 priority in siting new facilities is the availability of a workforce.  

Some believe that rural Wisconsin cities and villages have no hope of competing in this new 

economy, and that the only option is downsizing and preparing for a future that will be less than the 

past.  But not so fast. First, look at our history. In 1836 before Wisconsin became a state its 

population was 11,683. Within 14 years, its population had exploded to 304,456. The fastest-

growing city in Wisconsin, Madison, was created out of an empty spot between two lakes. Days of 

that sort of growth may be gone, but the important lesson from history is that demographic trends 

are trends, not laws of nature. They can be changed by decisions made by citizens.  

In addition to history, rural Wisconsin may have an entrepreneurial edge. The state has a 

reputation as being slow-moving in job creation. It ranks last among the states in new business 

startups. On the other hand, rural cities and villages in Wisconsin have a significantly-greater 

percentage of self-employed workers (aka: entrepreneurs) than do urban communities. Whether 

this is driven by necessity or by an independent spirit makes no difference; the point is, if you live 

in a small city or village, you are more likely to start your own business. And most research says 

young startup businesses create far more jobs than industries that have been around for decades. 

The communities of the future that succeed, regardless of their size today, are communities that 

identify their assets and take steps to grow those assets. Short term demographic reality says small 

communities will need to work together to provide services and to attract job creators. But history, 

geography and natural resources also say those communities can be a significant source of growth 

for Wisconsin in the future. 

As a result of Wisconsin’s unique geo-histo-eco-demographic reality, many of the services provided 

by the League of Wisconsin Municipalities are designed with the needs of smaller communities in 

mind. The League has two full-time attorneys on staff who field more than 3,000 calls and emails 

annually from both elected and appointed city and village staff (and from their legal counsel). 

League attorneys do not provide legal advice to any individual local government, but they are a 

critical resource and a living database of information about current laws, court decisions and other 

legal topics or trends. Cities and villages throughout Wisconsin routinely use this information to 
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inform their decisions about new and revised municipal ordinances and to properly-navigate the 

hundreds of details that occupy local government. 

The League maintains an extensive website of information for instant access by local officials (and 

by members of the public; the League’s web site is not restricted to “members only”). The web 

address is www.LWM-INFO.org. League staff maintain over 800 separate documents that can be 

searched any time of the day, ranging from legal opinions and comments to model ordinances to 

current legislation. New material is added regularly. 

The League is the publisher of The Handbook for Wisconsin Municipal Officials, along with ten 

other handbooks describing how to manage the nuts and bolts of local municipal governance. These 

handbooks are reviewed and updated as state laws change and evolve over time. Complete sets and 

updates are provided to municipal clerks, with additional copies available if needed. 

A major part of the League’s work is lobbying the Wisconsin Legislature. Each two-year legislative 

session brings new (and sometimes recycled) challenges to home rule and the powers of local 

elected officials to serve their constituents. The League reviews all new legislation and organizes its 

members to speak with one voice; sometimes in favor of a legislative initiative and sometimes in 

opposition. Because the League is officially non-partisan, it does not play a significant role in state 

elections, unlike organizations that raise and spend millions of dollars backing candidates of their 

choice. But League members can and do make a difference by speaking with the voice of the 

government that is closest to the people. Throughout its history, the League has avoided being a 

voice of revolution and has instead reflected its membership; speaking up for pragmatism, common 
sense and the need to keep Main Street, Wisconsin plowed, paved and patrolled.   
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DEMOGRAPHICS 
 

 

 

  

 Wisconsin’s rural population, as defined by non-metro counties, was 1.5 

million in 2014. This represented 26 percent of the state population. 

Population has decreased by 0.3 percent from 2010 to 2014.  

 

 Between 2000 and 2014, total rural jobs in Wisconsin increased by 1.8 

percent. This was significantly below the 10.1 percent growth achieved 

nationally.  

 

 Manufacturing is the largest rural employment sector, followed by 

government and retail trade.  

 

 Rural Wisconsin has approximately 14 percent lower income levels than 

urban Wisconsin.  

 

 In 2014, 12.5 percent of rural Wisconsin residents and 17.9 percent of 

children lived in poverty. Rural poverty increased 23.7 percent between 

2007 and 2014.  
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Population 
 

The population of Wisconsin’s rural counties in 2014 was just over 1.5 million or 26 percent of the 

state. Rural population has been declining slightly while urban population has been increasing. 

Population of Wisconsin 
 Rural 

2014 
 
2010 

Urban 
2014 

 
2010 

Total 
2014 

 
2010 

Population 1,504,295 1,508,058 4,253,269 4,179,231 5,757,564 5,687,289 
Children <18 (%) 21.3% 22.3% 23.0% 24.0% 22.6% 23.5% 
Seniors >65 (%) 18.7% 16.9% 14.0% 12.5% 15.2% 13.7% 

http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/00 

Between 2010 and 2014, the population of Wisconsin increased by 1.4%. However, the population 

in rural Wisconsin decreased by 0.3%. For comparison, the U.S. population increased 3.3% during 

the same period.  Relative to both urban Wisconsin and nationwide, there is a lower percentage of 

children and a higher percentage of seniors in rural Wisconsin. 

Historic Change by County 
 
The following map illustrates 2010 to 2014 
population growth rates in Wisconsin’s rural 
counties. The lowest population growth counties 
were in central and northern Wisconsin, while the 
highest population growth rates tended to be in the 
southwest part of the state.  Menominee County had 
the highest population growth rate among rural 
counties. Again, data is presented for “non-metro” 
designated counties and does not include rural parts 
of “metro” counties.  
 
Source: Small Area Income & Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) - Data - State 
and County Estimates for 2014 - U.S. Census Bureau 
http://www.census.gov/did/www/saipe/data/statecounty/data/2014.
html  

Counties with the Largest Projected Decline 
 

County 
Name  

Census 
2010  

Projected 

2040  
 
Change  

Percent 
Change  

Door  27,785  26,620  -1,165  -4.2%  
Buffalo  13,587  13,000  -587  -4.3%  
Wood  74,749  71,150  -3,599  -4.8%  
Ashland  16,157  15,315  -842  -5.2%  
Pepin  7,469  6,885  -584  -7.8%  
Iron  5,916  5,420  -496  -8.4%  
Bayfield  15,014  13,725  -1,289  -8.6%  
Florence  4,423  4,030  -393  -8.9%  
Rusk  14,755  13,310  -1,445  -9.8%  
Price  14,159  11,645  -2,514  -17.8%  

 

County projections for 2010–2040 indicate 
that most of the strong-gaining counties are 
in urban areas, adjoin these areas, or are 
projected to have strong natural increase 
(e.g., Clark, Menominee, Trempealeau, and 
Vernon). In contrast, most of the counties 
that are projected to lose population, or 
have very low growth rates, are in rural and 
northern parts of the state. The table 
indicates the ten largest projected declines, 
all of which are in rural counties. 
 
Source: Wisconsin’s Future Population, 2010 - 2040 
December 2013, David Egan-Robertson, UW-Madison 
Applied Population Laboratory 
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Employment Levels 
 

Employment is a measure of economic well-being. The U.S. Census measures the nation’s workforce 

by looking at employment, unemployment and the amount of hours worked. 

Jobs in Wisconsin 

 Rural 
2014 

 
2000 

Urban  
2014 

 
2000 

Total  
2014 

 
2000 

Employment (full and pt jobs) 854,899 839,162 2,712,239 2,567,507 3,567,138 3,406,669 
Percent Change  1.9% 5.6% 4.7% 
Source: Economic Profile System (EPS) - Headwaters Economics;  http://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/economic-profile-system 

 

Between 2000 and 2014, the number of jobs in Wisconsin increased by 4.7 percent.  Rural jobs 

increased by 1.9 percent.  Urban jobs increased by 5.6 percent, which is higher than both the rural 

and Wisconsin averages. For comparison, U.S. jobs increased by 10.1 percent.  

Unemployment Rate by County 

The following map illustrates the 2014 

unemployment rate for non-metro counties in 

Wisconsin. While these rates vary throughout the 
state, higher rates are generally found in the rural 

area between Bayfield and Forest Counties. 

Menominee County has the highest unemployment 

rate in the state at 13.1 percent.  

Again, data is presented for “non-metro” 

designated counties and does not include rural 

parts of “metro” counties.  

Source: Bureau of Workforce Training - Labor Market Information  
http://WORKnet.Wisconsin.gov   

Unemployment Rate, State Comparison 

 

The accompanying chart indicates 

Wisconsin’s 2014 rural unemployment rate 

is near the national average and is in the 

middle range compared to its neighboring 
states. The data in this table was calculated 

by Headwater Economics using U.S. 

Department of Commerce data. This chart is 

representative of average employment 

characteristics during 2014.  

 

Source: Economic Profile System (EPS) - Headwaters 

Economics http://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/economic-

profile-system 

Additional Source: U.S. Department of Commerce. 2015. Bureau of Economic Analysis, Regional Economic Accounts, Washington, D.C.; 

U.S. Department of Labor. 2015. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics, Washington, D.C. 
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Employment by Category 
 

The Bureau of Economic Analysis measures the nation’s self-employment workforce by 

proprietorship for farm and nonfarm businesses. A total of 210,914 self-employed jobs represent 

25 percent of rural employment in Wisconsin. There are far more non-farming rural self-employed 

than farmers (82 percent versus 18 percent). Total rural self-employment decreased 2 percent 

since 2007 while urban self-employed increased over 5 percent. 

Self-Employment in Wisconsin (by Jobs) 

 Farm Self-Employment 
2007          2014         %Change 

Nonfarm Self-Employment 
2007             2014           % Change 

Total Self-Employment 
2007             2014         %Change 

Rural 
Counties 

42,012 37,134 -11.6% 173,140 173,780 0.4% 215,152 210,914 -2.0% 

Urban 
Counties  

28,345 26,154 -7.7% 391,467      416,380 6.4% 419,812      442,534 5.4% 

Source: Bureau of Economic Analysis 

Total employment in rural Wisconsin including self-employment was 855,000 jobs in 2014.  This is 

an increase of 2.4 percent over 2010, but still below the prerecession employment level.  

Rural Employment by 

Industry 

The accompanying chart 
illustrates 2014 employment 
levels in Wisconsin’s non-metro 
counties. Manufacturing is the 
largest employment sector 
followed closely by government 
and retail trade. Between 2010 
and 2014, manufacturing 
increased by 14,000 jobs, but 
remained below pre-recession 
levels.   
 
Again, data is presented for 
“non-metro” designated 
counties and does not include 
rural parts of “metro” counties.  
 
 
Source: Economic Profile System (EPS) - 
Headwaters Economics  
http://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/eco
nomic-profile-system 
  

Additional Source: U.S. Department of Commerce. 2015. Bureau of Economic Analysis, Regional Economic Accounts, Washington, D.C.; 

U.S. Department of Labor. 2015. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment Statistics, Washington, D.C. 

0 40,000 80,000 120,000

Manufacturing

Government

Retail trade

Health care and social assistance

Accommodation and food…

Farm

Construction

Other services, except public…

Transportation and warehousing

Finance and insurance

Administrative and waste…

Professional and technical…

Real estate and rental and…

Wholesale trade

Arts, entertainment, and…

Information

Educational services

Management of companies…

Forestry, fishing, & ag. services

Utilities

Mining (including fossil fuels)

2014 Jobs by Industry in Rural Wisconsin



15 
 

Income 
 

Wisconsin’s per capita income and median household income closely mirror those of the United 

States, with a slightly higher median household income than the nation and a slightly lower per 

capita income.  

Rural vs Urban Income in Wisconsin 
 Rural Urban Total 

Wisconsin 
Total 
U.S. 

Per capita income, 2010-2014 (2014 $) $24,871 $29,007  $27,926 $28,555 
Median household income, 2010-2014 (2014 $) $48,187 $55,755 $53,778 $53,482 

http://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/PST045215/00 

In both per capita income and median household income levels, rural Wisconsin had 14 percent 

lower income levels than urban Wisconsin.  Rural Wisconsin is also below the United States average 

on both measures. 

Income by County 

The accompanying map illustrates 2014 median 
household income for Wisconsin’s rural counties. 
The lowest incomes are generally in the northern 
parts of the state.  The highest incomes are 
generally in counties that are adjacent to urban 
counties.  These higher income rural counties 
reflect the regional nature of employment and 
commuting patterns in the state.  Again, data is 
presented for “non-metro” designated counties 
and does not include rural parts of “metro” 
counties.  
 
 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau http://www.census.gov/quickfacts  

 

 

In comparison with other states’ rural areas, 
rural Wisconsin’s per capita income is greater 
than rural Michigan and rural U.S.  However, 
rural Wisconsin’s income is less than rural 
Minnesota.   
 
 
 
 
Source: Headwaters Economics Profile System 
http://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/economic-profile-
system 
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Poverty 
 

Poverty is a measure of economic well-being. The U.S. Census uses a set of money income 

thresholds that vary by family size and composition to determine who is in poverty. 

 

Between 2007 and 2014, poverty in Wisconsin increased by 25.3 percent (2.3 point change).  Rural 

poverty increased by 23.7 percent (2.3 point change).  For comparison, the U.S. poverty increased 

25.2 percent (2.2 point change).  Similar to the U.S., there is an especially high and growing poverty 

rate among children (under age 18) in both rural and urban Wisconsin. See the Education section 

for information on student poverty in Wisconsin 

Percent Poverty by County 

The map on the right illustrates 2014 poverty rates 
by Wisconsin county. While these rates vary 
throughout the state, higher rates are found in the 
rural area between Adams and Forest Counties. 
Menominee County is in this corridor and has the 
highest poverty rate in the state. Again, data is 
presented for “non-metro” designated counties and 
does not include rural parts of “metro” counties.  

Source: Small Area Income & Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) - Data - State and 
County Estimates for 2014 - U.S. Census Bureau 
http://www.census.gov/did/www/saipe/data/statecounty/data/2014.html  

Percent Poverty, State Comparison 

 

The chart indicates that Wisconsin’s 2013 
rural poverty rate is near average when 
compared to its neighboring states. 
Wisconsin is significantly lower than 
national levels. The data in this table are 
calculated by ACS using annual surveys 
conducted during 2009-2013 and are 
representative of average characteristics 
during this period. Accordingly they will 
vary from the SAIPE data presented above. 

Source: Economic Profile System (EPS) - Headwaters 
Economics http://headwaterseconomics.org/ 
tools/economic-profile-system 

Additional Source: Population Estimates: Vintage 2007: County Totals: Annual Population Estimates: U.S. Census Bureau 

https://www.census.gov/popest/data/counties/totals/2007/CO-EST2007-01.html 

Poverty in Wisconsin 

 Rural 
2014 

 

2007 

Urban  

2014 
 

2007 

Total  

2014 
 

2007 
All Ages 188,464 152,526 548,844 436,527 737,708 589,053 
All Ages (%) 12.5% 10.2% 12.9% 10.6% 12.8% 10.5% 
Children <18 (%) 17.9% 14.7% 18.5% 14.5% 18.4% 14.5% 
Source: Small Area Income & Poverty Estimates (SAIPE) - Data - State and County Estimates for 2014 and 2007 - U.S. Census 

Bureau http://www.census.gov/did/www/saipe/data/statecounty/data/ 
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               Changes in Rural Migration since the Great Recession 
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

Introduction 

The 2007-2009 Great Recession, the United States’ worst economic downturn since the Depression, 
upended the country’s demographics as well. For example, births decreased sharply during and 
after the recessionary years; by some estimates, more than 2 million fewer births have likely 
occurred in the country since 2008.2 Furthermore, rates of migration plummeted due to a lack of 
employment opportunities and people’s inability to sell their homes if they wanted to relocate. 

With regard to migration, were differential impacts seen in metropolitan versus rural counties as 
the Great Recession took hold? In particular, how were Wisconsin’s counties impacted? And, 
following the recessionary period, have migration patterns—especially in rural Wisconsin—
returned to their pre-recession status? 

Defining Metropolitan and Rural Counties (from a Demographer’s Point of View) 

In the United States, a metropolitan area 
generally has an urbanized center of at 
least 50,000 people. From this densely 
populated core, the metropolitan area’s 
borders are extended to county lines 
(counties being rather stable in their 
geographies and common units for 
tabulating social and economic data). Then, 
adjoining counties linked by substantial 
employment commuting to the central 
county or counties are also incorporated 
into the metropolitan region. 

Once metropolitan counties are defined, all 
others are classified as non-metropolitan. 
Most research uses “non-metropolitan” 
and “rural” interchangeably for this latter 
category. 

Following the 2010 Census, Wisconsin has 
26 counties in metropolitan areas, leaving 
46 classified as non-metropolitan; 74% of 
the state’s population resides in metro 
counties, 26% in non-metro ones. 
Wisconsin’s metropolitan regions are 
dominated by “small” metros—defined as fewer than 1 million residents—and the outlying 
counties can be quite rural for much of their land area. As will be described later, these small metro 
suburban counties bear more resemblance, in migration terms, to rural counties than to the large 
metro or small metro core counties.  

                                                           
2 Kenneth M. Johnson, “The Hidden Cost of the Recession: Two Million Fewer Births and Still Counting,” University of New Hampshire, 
Carsey School of Public Policy. Winter 2014 
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Non-metropolitan counties can be further subdivided into those adjacent and not adjacent to 
metropolitan areas, and by their primary economic activities. These sub-groupings are addressed 
later. 

Migration in Wisconsin Before and After the Recession 

For this analysis, two five-year periods are defined as pre- and post-Great Recession: July 2002 – 
June 2007 and July 2009 – June 2014.3 The Census Bureau’s annual estimates for counties, which 
include not only total residents but the components of change (births, deaths, domestic and 
international migration) are aggregated for these periods. Because of very different-sized 
population bases, migration rates per 10,000 residents will be used for comparisons; and because 
rural areas have lower levels of international migration, domestic (within-U.S) migration only will 
be used. 

In Wisconsin, domestic net migration shifted from positive in 2002-07 to negative in 2009-14: 
+7,500 to -41,800. As shares of the population, these values represent net changes of +14 per 
10,000 residents in the first period and -73 per 10,000 residents in the second. 

Aggregating the 26 metropolitan and 46 non-metropolitan counties, metropolitan areas 
experienced a net loss of -5,300 in 2002-07 (-14 per 10,000) and a greater loss of -28,900 during 
2009-14 (-69 per 10,000). On the other hand, non-metropolitan counties shifted from a gain 
(+12,900, +88 per 10,000) to a loss (-12,800, -
85 per 10,000).  

Furthermore, not all rural counties were 
impacted equally. The 37 non-metropolitan 
counties that are adjacent to metropolitan 
areas (see accompanying map) switched from 
positive (+12,300 in 2002-07, +95 per 10,000) 
to negative (-12,200 in 2009-14, -90 per 
10,000) migration, while the 9 rural counties 
that are not adjacent shifted from slightly 
positive to slightly negative (+500, +33 per 
10,000; -600, -39 per 10,000). 

In effect, the non-metro adjacent counties more closely resembled the suburban counties of the 
state’s small metro areas than other non-metropolitan counties. Prior to the Great Recession, both 

sets saw substantial gains through migration; but since 
then, both groupings have experienced sharp declines. 

Among Wisconsin’s non-metropolitan counties, two 
economic types are prominent: those that are 
manufacturing-oriented and those that are recreation-
oriented.4 The former category encompasses 18 
counties and the latter 15 (see map). Both groups had 
similar positive net migration rates before the 
recession, but rural manufacturing counties have 
experienced sharp migration declines since then (+117 
per 10,000 in 2002-07, -107 per 10,000 in 2009-14), 

while recreational counties have seen only a slight reversal. 

                                                           
3 The official time period of the Great Recession, determined by the National Bureau of Economic Research, was December 2007 through 
June 2009. 
4 Manufacturing oriented: at least 23% of county’s employment earnings or 16% of employment in manufacturing. Recreation-oriented: 
a weighted measure using a combination of employment and seasonal housing data 
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Wisconsin’s Migration in the National Context 

While there have been strong shifts in the migration patterns of Wisconsin’s rural counties, these 
changes have not occurred in isolation from the national situation.  

For non-metro counties that are adjacent 
to metropolitan areas, domestic migration 
gains were experienced at both the state 
and U.S. levels during the pre-recession 
period, although Wisconsin’s rate of gain 
was about twice the national rate. 
Furthermore, after the recession, this 
category of counties nationally has been 
experiencing out-migration at a greater 
rate than Wisconsin. The change from 
period to period has been similar for the 
U.S. and Wisconsin, a decline of around 
175-185 per 10,000 residents. 

For non-metro counties not adjacent to metropolitan areas, from 2002 to 2007 Wisconsin’s 
counties gained, but nationally the pattern was one of out-migration. (Outside of Wisconsin, many 
of these counties are farming-oriented, which have historic patterns of population loss.) Since the 
recession, the national rate of out-migration has worsened, but not as steeply as in Wisconsin. 

For manufacturing-oriented rural counties, 
the domestic migration picture nationally 
has become more negative (dropping from -
76 to -171 per 10,000 residents), but 
Wisconsin has experienced a reversal from 
+117 to -107 per 10,000. Migration for small 
manufacturing counties in the U.S. has been 
worsening for decades; it may be that 
Wisconsin’s counties are becoming more 
like those of the nation.  

For recreation-oriented rural counties, the 
domestic migration rate nationally was very 
high in 2002-07 but has fallen to less than 
one-tenth of that in 2009-14. By 

comparison, Wisconsin had solid gains in its recreational counties in 2002-07 but has experienced a 
modest switch to out-migration in 2009-14.  

Summary  

In sum, Wisconsin’s rural counties have not returned to their pre-Great Recession migration 
patterns. Regardless of proximity to metropolitan areas or primary economic activity, net domestic 
movement has turned from positive to negative. This change is not dissimilar from what is 
occurring nationally. While certain types of counties in the U.S. have been net gainers since the 
recession (notably those with extractive industries), the general pattern is one of movement from 
rural counties to metropolitan ones. 

Source: This perspective was written by David Egan-Robertson, Applied Population Laboratory, University of Wisconsin-Madison. 
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Rural Wisconsin and the Rise of Millennials 
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

Born between 1977 and 1995, Millennials are now between 20 and 39 years old and account for 25 
percent of the US population. Although this is a wide age group with significant lifestyle variation, 
post-college migration rates for Millennials peak between 25 and 29 years old.1 Consequently, like 
other communities, rural Wisconsin is likely to see an increase in the number of Millennial 
residents in coming years. Educated, diverse, and self-described as “responsible,” “family-oriented” 
and “compassionate,” Millennials will be increasingly visible in our communities.2   

Digital Natives 

As the first generation to come of age with broad access to the Internet and mobile phones, 
Millennial media habits are unique. About 44 percent report that the Internet is their primary form 
of entertainment, 2 and 74 percent use social media, versus 69 percent of Generation X’ers and 47 
percent of Baby Boomers. About 55 percent of Millennials on social media use it more than once a 
day.2 

Millennials digital repertoire extends beyond Facebook, Twitter or Instagram. A majority use the 
Internet to find information through search engines (94%), shop (88%), manage finances (76%), 
access news websites (73%), read product reviews (66%) and find local things to do (65%). They 
are the group most likely to use the Internet to buy local deals (47%), compare prices (43%) or sell 
items online (40%).2  

Millennials, Education & 
Marriage 

The median age of marriage for 
Millennials is at a record high – 
about 29 for men and 27 for 
women as compared to 23 and 20, 
respectively, for their 
grandparents’ generation.2, 6 One 
possible reason is that Millennials 
are pursuing education in greater 
numbers than earlier generations. 
Roughly 24 percent hold a 
Bachelor’s degree, compared to 20 
percent of the general population, 
and an additional 12 percent have 
a graduate or professional degree.2 Despite this, unemployment among Millennials under 25 years 
old reached 9.4 percent in December 2015, compared to 4.6 percent of the general population, and 
is likely due to the sustained recession.3  

Family and Work Intense Years for Millennials 

About 39 percent of Millennials are raising children (Figure 1), and encountering the same 
challenges faced by earlier generations. Millennials over 25 years report spending 198 percent 
more time caring for and helping household members, and 139 percent more time working or 
engaged in work-related activities, than the average American.4 These intense years cut into time 
devoted to other activities. 

A total of 52 percent of Millennial women and 40 percent of Millennial men over 25 report that they 
do not have enough leisure time.2 Indeed, this group spends 69 percent less time on organizational, 

Figure 1. Who do you live with? Please select all that apply. 

 

n=708; rural Millennials subset n=93; Source: Bonnetto, 2015 
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civic or religious activities, and 81 percent less time on leisure/sports activities than the average 
American.4 As a result, rural Baby Boomer and Gen X residents may find themselves continuing in 
community leadership positions while Millennials are progressing through the busy early family 
years.  

Millennials & Homeownership 

National rates of home ownership among Millennials fell to an all-time low in the first quarter of 
2014.2 Perhaps as a result of the recession, greater time dedicated to education or increasingly high 
urban rents, this generation rents for a much longer time than previous generations, an average of 
six years as compared to an average of 2.6 years for young adults between 1970 and 1974.5 Still, 67 
percent of Millennials believe that home ownership is the best long term investment they can make, 
and 13 percent planned on buying a home in 2015.5 With a good reputation for affordable home 
prices, rural communities may be at an advantage when trying to attract Millennials seeking 
homeownership.  

Rural Millennials 

Rural Millennials career goals differ 
slightly than their general cohort. When 
asked “what are your [career] goals and 
aspirations within the next three years?” 
about 30 percent of rural Millennials, as 
compared to 23 percent of all Millennials, 
report “go back to school/learn a new 
trade,” and 26 percent report “change 
career/job” as compared to 29 percent of 
all Millennials. Rural Millennials are also 
less likely to answer “own a business” 
(11 percent) or “get a promotion” (13 
percent) than the general Millennial 
population (Figure 2).2  

Regarding personal goals, 47 percent of 
rural Millennials list “manage my time 
better,” 53 percent answer “become 
debt-free or repair credit,” 24 percent 
answer “buy a big ticket item (e.g. a 
house or car),” and 25 percent answer 
“impact positive change in my 
community” (Figure 3).2 

Reasons for the differences are not clear, 
but rural communities may want to 
explore career mentorship, 
entrepreneurship or personal finance programs aimed at rural Millennials in order to help these 
young residents grow their careers and achieve financial stability as they move into middle age. 

 

Source: This perspective was written by Kristin Runge, University of Wisconsin-Extension, Center for Community and Economic 
Development.  1) Megan J Benetsky, Charlynn A Burd, and Melanie A Rapino, 'Young Adult Migration: 2007-2009 to 2010-2012',  (2015). 
(2) Lauren Bonetto, 'Marketing to Millennials-Us',  (Mintel Academic: Mintel Oxygen, 2015). (3) Bureau_of_Labor_Statistics, 'Labor Force 
Statistics from the Current Population Survey', United States Department of Labor, October 2015. (4) Gretchen Grabowski, 'Millennials' 
Leisure Trends - Us',  (Mintel Academic: Mintel Oxygen, 2013). (5) Nancy Robbers, 'Millennials and the Housing Market: Three Key 
Points', in Zillow Industry Updates (www.zillow.com: The Zillow Group, 2015). (6) Wendy Wang, and Kim Parker, 'Record Share of 
Americans Have Never Married', Pew Research Center, (2014) <http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/09/24/record-share-of-
americans-have-never-married/> [Accessed October 20 2015]. 

Figure 2. What are your goals and aspirations within the next 
three years? Please select all that apply. 

 
n=708; rural Millennials subset n=93; Source: Bonnetto, 2015 
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Figure 3. What are your goals for the next three years? 
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ECONOMICS 

 

 

 

 

 By 2014, only 2 (or 4 percent) of Wisconsin’s rural counties were 

“recovered” from the Great Recession based on data from The National 

Association of Counties. This compares to 42 percent of Wisconsin’s urban 

counties.  

 

 Wisconsin’s farm profits were significantly lower in 2015 compared to 

2014, largely because milk sales were down.  

 

 Between 2001 and 2014, the number of manufacturing jobs in rural 

Wisconsin decreased by 9.2 percent. Manufacturing job losses were 

greater in urban areas.  

 

 Rural Wisconsin captured 37.4 percent of direct tourism spending in the 

state, in 2014.  
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Economic Recovery 
 

The National Association of Counties has researched how well counties throughout the U.S. have 

recovered from the Great Recession.  They have based recovery on four indicators on which a 

county has recovered by 2014, or has experienced no recession. The indicators include:  

● Jobs Recovered measured whether a county recovered to its pre-recession level of total Jobs by 2014.  It 
reflects the number of jobs, not employed people, for all employers in a county economy. 

● Unemployment Rate Recovered measured whether a county recovered to its pre-recession low 
Unemployment Rate by 2014. 

● GDP Recovered measured whether a county recovered to its pre-recession level of GDP by 2014, the total 
value of goods and services produced by a county economy. 

● Home Prices Recovered measured whether a county recovered to its pre-recession level of median home 
sales prices by 2014. 

The following table compares rural and urban county recovery: 

By 2014, only two (or 4%) of Wisconsin’s rural counties were “recovered” based on two or more 
indicators. This compares to 11 (or 42%) of urban counties. This suggests that recovery from the 

Great Recession is slower to reach our rural communities. 

Source:  National Association of Counties. http://explorer.naco.org/ 

County Economic Recovery-
Regional View 

The map on the right illustrates the 
number of indicators per county that 
suggest economic recovery. Blue 
counties represent two or more 
indicators.  Wisconsin, along with 
Michigan and Illinois, falls behind 
Minnesota and Iowa as being slower to 
recover. A closer look at Wisconsin’s 
counties suggests that many of the 
higher recovery counties are urban. It 
should be noted that the size of each 
county’s economy varies widely and the 
map should not be used to make 
conclusions on a state’s overall recovery. 

Based on NACo Analysis of Moody's Analytics, U.S. Bureau 
of Labor Statistics, U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis and 
U.S. Census Bureau 

 

 

County Economic Recovery Indicators in Wisconsin by 2014 

 #Rural 
Counties 

 
% 

#Urban 
Counties 

 
% 

#Wisc. 
Counties 

 
% 

All 4 Indicators 0 0% 0 0% 0 0% 

3 Indicators 0 0% 4 15% 4 6% 

2 Indicators 2 4% 7 27% 9 13% 

1 Indicators 28 61% 7 27% 35 49% 

0 Indicators 16 35% 8 31% 24 33% 

Total 46 100% 26 100% 72 100% 
 



25 
 

Agriculture 
 

The Renk Agribusiness Institute at the University of Wisconsin-Madison prepared the following 

information on the status of the Wisconsin farm economy. It was presented in January 2016 at the 

Wisconsin Agricultural Economic Outlook Forum.   

● Wisconsin farms profits were significantly lower in 2015 compared to 2014. It is estimated that 

net farm earnings fell nearly $1.6 billion, largely because milk sale receipts were down a like 

amount. The decline in milk prices 

was not unexpected. After 

averaging about $24.50 per 
hundredweight (CWT) in 2014, 

milk prices were expected to be 

down about $7 per CWT in 2015. 

Unfortunately this expectation was 

realized and income from milk 

sales was down dramatically. Milk 

receipts would have been even 

lower had Wisconsin dairy 

producers not increased milk 

production by just over 4%.  

● The decline in net farm income will 

be a challenge for Wisconsin farms 

in 2016. Fortunately, it should not 

cause severe financial hardships for most farm households, since the vast majority of Wisconsin 

farm families also have non-farm incomes. This is particularly true in the case of the smallest 

farming operations (less than $100,000 annual sales), which get most of their household 

income from off-farm sources.  

● The balance sheet for Wisconsin farms was strong heading out of 2013, and it got even stronger 

over the course of 2014, the most recent year for which balance sheet data are available for 

Wisconsin farms. Farm assets rose in value by nearly $6 billion that year and the equity of 

Wisconsin farms grew a bit more than $5.5 billion in 2014.  

● The capital structure of Wisconsin farms, as reflected by the equity-to-asset ratio, has stayed 

fairly close to 87% for the past few years. This is an extremely strong financial position in that 

only 13% of farm assets are being financed with debt. This low level of borrowing means there 

is plenty of collateral available to secure additional loans to farmers.  

● The liquidity position of Wisconsin farms appears to have slipped a bit the last couple of years. 

In 2012 Wisconsin farms held $8.3 billion of current assets against $2.4 billion of current 

liabilities, for a net working capital position of $5.9 billion. By 2014, net working capital had 

fallen to $3.3 billion. This sizable decline in the net working capital of Wisconsin farms is an 

indication farmers have been drawing down cash reserves. Further declines in farm liquidity 

are likely in the near term if farmer income does not rebound soon. This is a concern because 

farmers will likely have more difficulty getting operating loans as net working capital declines.  

For more information contact Bruce L. Jones, Director, Renk Agribusiness Institute, Department of 
Agricultural and Applied Economics, College of Agriculture and Life Sciences, University of 

Wisconsin-Madison 
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Manufacturing 
 

There are more than 480,000 workers in Wisconsin’s Manufacturing firms.  According to the 

Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation, Wisconsin consistently ranks among the nation’s 

top states for manufacturing jobs per capita. Wisconsin has demonstrated its relative resiliency in 

manufacturing compared to national trends.   

Wisconsin manufacturers produced nearly $50 billion worth of output in 2012, accounting for over 

19 percent of the state’s gross domestic product. Wisconsin’s unique infrastructure has created 

business growth opportunities in the electrical equipment, dairy product, converted paper, glass 

and glass product, and soap, cleaning, and toiletry manufacturing subsectors.   

Manufacturing Jobs in Wisconsin 

 Rural 
2014 

 

2001 

Urban  

2014 
 

2001 

Total  

2014 
 

2001 
Employment (full and pt jobs) 133,790 147,466 349,566 423,176 483,356 570,642 
Source: Private nonfarm employment: Manufacturing (number of jobs) Bureau of Economic Analysis 

 

Between 2001 and 2014, the number of manufacturing jobs in Wisconsin decreased by 15.3 

percent.  Manufacturing job losses were greater in urban areas (17.3 percent) compared to rural 

areas (9.2 percent).  

Percent Manufacturing 
Employment by County 

The map to the right illustrates the 
percentage of employees in rural 
counties that work in manufacturing. 
Trempealeau County has the highest 
percent of manufacturing employees 
at 51.4 percent of all employment.  

Again, data is presented for “non-
metro” designated counties and does 
not include rural parts of “metro” 
counties. 

 

 

Source: American Fact Finder 
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Tourism 
According to Wisconsin Department of Tourism research, visitor spending reached $11.4 billion in 

direct sales from travelers in 2014. Direct and indirect visitor activity reached $18.5 billion and 

sustained 187,650 jobs in 2014.  

Economic Impact of Tourism in Wisconsin 
 Rural  2014 Urban 2014 Total  2014 

Direct Visitor Spending $4,271 M $7,148 M $11,419 M 

% 37.4% 62.6% 100% 

Source:  Wisconsin Department of Tourism.  http://industry.travelwisconsin.com/research/economic-impact 

Rural Wisconsin captured 37.4 percent of this direct spending representing mostly leisure travel.  
The remainder is urban travel including a significant amount of business travelers. 

Spending by County 
 
The accompanying map illustrates 2014 
direct spending by visitors to rural counties. 
Sauk County with significant portions of the 
Wisconsin Dells area has the highest 
spending among rural counties ($929M) 
followed by Walworth County including Lake 
Geneva ($494M) and Door County ($313M).  
Vilas and Oneida each captured $208M in 
visitor spending. Not illustrated on the map 
are Urban counties.  Milwaukee and Dane 
Counties have the largest direct visitor 
spending of $1,794M and $1,108M 
respectively. 
  

 

Rural Counties with the Highest 
Tourism Spending Per Capita 

County Name  2014 SpendingPer Capita 

 Sauk County  $ 14,655 

 Door County   11,287  

 Adams County   10,018  

 Vilas County   9,699  

 Oneida County   5,836  

 Sawyer County   5,087  

 Walworth County   4,769  

 Marinette County   3,493  

 Iron County   3,210  

 Waushara County   2,855  

Wisconsin  $1,983 
 

 
The accompanying table presents 2014 direct 
spending by visitors on a per capita basis (direct 
visitor spending divided by resident population).  
This is one measure of how dependent various 
rural counties are on tourism.  Again, Sauk County 
with portions of the Wisconsin Dells area tops the 
list with the highest per capita spending.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  Wisconsin Department of Tourism and the U.S. Census 
Bureau. 
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WEDC-Committed to Developing the Rural Economy  
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

The Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation (WEDC) understands the importance of vibrant 

rural economies. When we speak of economic development, we want to be clear that we don’t just 

mean in urban areas. Our rural communities are vitally important to the state, and WEDC is 

committed to distributing its economic development efforts across the entire state. In fact, these 

projects can often have a more pronounced impact in rural areas, which may not otherwise have as 

many economic development initiatives and resources as more densely populated areas. 

We wish to highlight a number of projects that have taken and are taking place in Wisconsin’s rural 

areas. Although WEDC provides funding and staff support, the work is largely done by our partners 

from the private, public and nonprofit sectors—those who live and work in these communities and 

know them best.  

Grant support for investment in rural communities 

WEDC’s grant programs are open to communities across the state, and many are utilized in rural 

areas. The funds contributed by WEDC are matched several times over by other public and private 

investment. 

● Brownfield Site Assessment Grants, 

which fund initial environmental 

assessment and demolition activities on 

an eligible abandoned, idle or 

underutilized industrial or commercial 

site; 

● Brownfield Grants, which fund the 

remediation of contaminated industrial 

or commercial facilities and sites that 

are abandoned, idle or underused; 

● Idle Industrial Site Redevelopment 

Grants, which fund the implementation 

of redevelopment plans for large 

commercial or industrial sites that have 

been idle, abandoned or underutilized 

for at least 5 years; 

● Historic Preservation Tax Credits, 

which fund the rehabilitation of 

certified historic buildings; and 
● Community Development Investment 

Grants, which fund redevelopment 

planning and implementation with an 

emphasis on downtown community-

driven efforts. 
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Program support for community redevelopment 

The Wisconsin Main Street Program 

brings targeted redevelopment 

assistance to historic downtown areas. 

Through technical assistance and 

training for staff, the program focuses 

on developing expertise within each 
participating community, with an 

emphasis on historic preservation and 

creating conditions for small businesses 

to thrive. Each community receives 

guidance in developing and 

implementing a strategic plan for its 

downtown area, as well as cultivating 

the staff and volunteer capacity needed 

to implement the plan. 

In addition, WEDC created the Connect 

Communities Program in 2013 to 

provide communities with some of the 

same networking, education and 

technical assistance benefits as the Main 

Street Program, without the same 

reporting and staffing requirements. 

Wisconsin currently has 35 designated 

Main Street communities and 52 

participating Connect Communities, and 

seeks to add more Connect Communities.  

Support for rural infrastructure and industry development 

WEDC recognizes that infrastructure is key to rural development—and that the availability of 

accurate information about infrastructure is just as important as the infrastructure itself. Therefore, 

WEDC has taken a leadership role in the Wisconsin Commercial Ports Development Initiative, 

commissioning a study to inventory the port system’s baseline capacity, identify market gaps and 

recommend action steps to increase the ports’ capacity in support of economic growth. Working 

with the Wisconsin State Telecommunications Association and the Public Service Commission, 

WEDC was involved in the development of an interactive map of the state’s business parks that 

offer high-speed broadband Internet connections. In addition, WEDC is a partner in the 

Northwoods Rail Transit Commission project, which is surveying freight rail service and developing 

an action plan to improve the efficiency of that service. 

WEDC also provides support for specific industries to the benefit of rural economies. We have 

worked with partners on a strategy for access to hardwood harvesting through funding and 

strategic development, culminating in the Chequamegon National Forest Stewardship Agreement.  

Currently underway is the development of a Maritime Center of Excellence to support the supply 

chain of maritime manufacturing.   
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With funding from WEDC, the Wisconsin Manufacturing Extension Partnership (WMEP) and UW-

Stout Manufacturing Outreach Center (MOC) provide direct employer assistance for small and 

midsize manufacturers in all 72 counties of Wisconsin. Recently WEDC has worked with the UW 

System on the development of the Regional Manufacturing Materials Network and a Web portal 

that is still being developed to connect business needs with academic talent. In addition, WEDC 

recently created a grant funding program for fabrication laboratories in public school districts 

across the state; this program, established with crucial support from our partner Grow North, will 

enable students to put into practice the concepts they are learning in their science, technology, 

engineering, art and mathematics (STEAM) courses and prepare them for the advanced 

manufacturing jobs of the future. 

Support for tribal and minority business development.  

WEDC is dedicated to strengthening the government-to-government relationship with the 

sovereign tribes of Wisconsin, with the mutual goal of fostering job creation and economic growth 

in tribal communities.  

• MARKETPLACE, the largest annual conference of its kind for minority, women and military 

veteran business owners; held in Milwaukee, the event offers networking, education, and buyer 

meetings. 

• The Minority Business Development Revolving Loan Fund, which since 2011 has provided 

$500,000 in funding to minority chambers of commerce; these chambers, in turn, provide loans 

to small businesses. 
• WEDC has worked with partners including the Wisconsin Indian Business Alliance and the 

American Indian Chamber of Commerce of Wisconsin to help Wisconsin organizations secure 

federal funding to make additional loans to Native American-owned businesses. 

 

Through its field staff and partners, WEDC covers the entire state. All 72 counties in Wisconsin are 

covered by one of Wisconsin’s nine regional economic development entities (EDOs). Through 

annual funding, WEDC helps the regional EDOs assist their communities in business retention and 

expansion efforts, as well as marketing, responding to requests for information and making 

connections and referrals for local businesses. WEDC funds partners that, in turn, provide direct 

assistance to businesses throughout the state. 

With statewide staff coverage by our regional account managers and community account managers, 

WEDC ensures that when a rural community or a business from a rural area is interested in 

working with WEDC, it will be clear whom to contact, and the staff contact person will be familiar 

with the community in question. We are often involved with organizing economic development 

education events in rural areas. 

For more details on the projects listed here, as well as contact information, we encourage you to 

visit us at InWisconsin.com. We would be honored to have your community get involved in any of 

these projects, or work with us to develop new ones for the benefit of rural Wisconsin. 

Source: Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation 
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                            Rural Downtowns and Business Districts  
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

Small rural downtowns have unique issues that are often very different from those of larger 
communities.  The following perspective was based on discussions with Wisconsin Small Town 
Downtown Forum participants as well as experts in downtown revitalization affiliated with the 
Wisconsin Downtown Action Council, the Wisconsin Economic Development Corporation, and the 
University of Wisconsin-Extension. 

Selected Issues Facing Rural 
Downtowns 
● Often highway bypasses have 

rerouted traffic off of Main St. 
● Walmart and other large 

stores have extensive coverage 
of the state.  Most rural 
communities are within a 15-
30-minute drive of a Walmart. 

● The most common businesses 
remaining in rural downtowns 
are restaurants, taverns, 
salons, and gas stations.   

● Many have lost their grocery, 
pharmacy and hardware 
stores. 

● Many business operators have no transition plan. 
● Vacant real estate owned by absentee landlords tarnish the image of downtowns. Empty 

buildings contribute to a ghost town look. 
● Need to work together: business to business, business to government, and government to 

government. 
● Business operators face challenges including keeping up with consumers and the online market. 
● Consumers continue to change and the spending power of many households has decreased. 
● In some communities, population is declining.  
● There are a lack of employment opportunities and amenities to retain or attract young 

professional millennials to many rural downtowns.  

Selected Principles for Revitalizing Rural Downtowns 

1. Involve other community stakeholders, especially existing business operators.  
2. Build an effort that involves leadership, economic development, physical improvements and 

marketing. 
3. Use networking opportunities through WDAC, WEDC-Connect Communities, and the UW-

Extension. 
4. Expand your customer base to include commuters, tourists and second homeowners. 
5. Find a niche that builds on your community’s uniqueness such as natural resources or arts and 

culture. 
6. Be realistic about storefront uses today. Be open to creative ideas that may not include retail. 
7. Give consumers reason to purchase locally. 

Source: This perspective was written by Bill Ryan, University of Wisconsin-Extension, based on input from downtown development 
professionals. 

Sales Leakage to 
Urban Areas 
This map displays 
rural Wisconsin 
counties that have 
a county sales tax.  
Most are a shade of 
red which means 
they are not 
capturing their 
fair-share of retail 
sales.  Instead, 
dollars are flowing 
out to counties in 
green, and 
especially to urban 
counties in gray.   

 
Source: A Trade Area Analysis of Wisconsin’s Retail 
and Service Markets for 2014.  Steven Deller, PhD, UW-
Madison 
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                              DATCP Farm Center: Not Just Times of Crisis  
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

With farm sector profit levels for 2016 forecast to follow some of the same challenging trends 

established in 2015, the Wisconsin Department of Agriculture, Trade and Consumer Protection’s 

Farm Center expects to see an increase in the number of farmers contacting the center for 

information and support. 

“It’s the boom and bust nature of farming,” said Kathy Schmitt, Farm Center director. “When the 

situation gets tougher on the farm, our number of calls goes up. Through the end of October, call 

volume for 2015 was running nearly 10% higher than in 2014.” 

And, although well-prepared to help farmers in times of crisis, Schmitt emphasizes the center also is 

there to help farmers increase their profitability when times are good. “I cannot stress that enough,” 

said Schmitt, “We will continue to provide help for farmers in crisis, but we believe that with strong 

front-end planning we can help farmers prevent financial losses.” 

The Farm Center, part of DATCP’s Division of Agricultural Development, is dedicated to growing 

Wisconsin agriculture. Its mission, simply stated, is to help farmers.  The center’s agricultural 

economic development consultants help all types of Wisconsin farmers deal with the critical 

economic, business and social needs of farm families. Services provided include financial and 

business consultation, farm succession planning, conflict mediation, production challenges and 

other assistance. 

Many of the calls for advice or assistance come in to the center’s telephone Helpline and are 

directed to staff agricultural consultants with expertise in a wide variety of areas. “Our financial 

counselors are out in the field, sitting down with people at the kitchen table, and helping them plan 

for profit. We can also be a major tool in the toolbox of beginning farmers, as well as for farming 

families looking to transition from one generation to the next,” said Schmitt. 

In fact, said Schmitt, with the 2012 Census reporting that the average age of a Wisconsin farmer is 

57.1 years, the Farm Center expects to see an increase in its workload dedicated to succession 

planning. “We see an increasing trend of farmers seeking succession planning help and an increase 

in services through DATCP, UW-Extension, and private consultants and attorneys addressing this 
need,” said Schmitt. “This year, 55% of our cases were for succession planning assistance, up from 

50% just a few years ago.” 

According to Schmitt, the United States Department of Agriculture National Agricultural Statistics 

Services (USDA NASS) indicates from its 2012 census that there were 7,477 Wisconsin dairy farms 

with operators between the ages of 45 and 64 – a critical time for business succession planning.  “If 

we estimate that one-third of these dairy farms have business succession plans in place, that leaves 

approximately 5,000 farms needing some type of business succession or exit planning,” she said. 

“As far as future trends, that is one of the main areas we expect we’ll be dealing with.” 

Schmitt said the Farm Center provides needed information and support to farmers in order to help 

grow Wisconsin’s agricultural economy. The center does this by partnering with industry groups, 

the University of Wisconsin, and other stakeholders in the agriculture business.  
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Core programs are:   

● Agricultural Economic Development: Consultants help Wisconsin farmers deal with the critical 

economic, business and social needs of farm families. Some of the services the Farm Center 

provides are financial and business consultation, farm succession planning, conflict mediation, 

and production challenges. During the 2013-2015 biennium, 161 cases were for financial 

planning, 154 cases were for transition and estate planning, and six cases were for beginning 

farmers. An estimated 81% of clients followed or are following Farm Center recommendations.    

● Organics, Livestock Grazing and Specialty Crops: This program provides information and 

technical assistance to organic growers and processors. In addition, the program works to 

strengthen farm support services and processing capacity, along with a host of other services. 

During the biennium, the program provided technical assistance to 115 clients, along with 

consultants of other services, and managed 31 Grazing Lands Conservation Initiative grants. 

Also, program staff participated in 13 events to connect with stakeholders and gather more 

information on the latest developments in technology that can impact organics, livestock 

grazing and specialty crops farmers.  

● Minority Farmers Outreach: This program provides outreach and risk management assistance 

to beginning and minority farmers to increase their sustainability and profitability. The 

program emphasizes working with Hmong fresh market producers and Hmong ginseng 

growers, but assists all minority farmers facing production or marketing challenges and 

opportunities. During the 2013-2015 biennium, the program worked with 51 Hmong ginseng 
farms, offered 14 Hmong farmers mini summits, organized nine workshops in risk management 

tools and nine workshops in safe food handling skills. In December, 2015 nearly 20 members of 

Wisconsin’s Hmong agricultural growing community participated in a two-day training 

program designed to help them understand the complexities of pesticide application including 

pesticide regulations, understanding labeling instructions, calibrating equipment, and keeping 

pesticides on target. Held at the Arlington Agriculture Research Station and organized by 

DATCP’s Division of Agricultural Development, the program featured instruction from 

educators and industry experts from UW-Extension, UW-Madison and DATCP, and language 

interpretation from Farm Center consultants. 

● Rural Electric Power Services: Through this program, administered in cooperation with the 

Wisconsin Public Service Commission, consultants address stray voltage problems that can 

adversely affect cattle and milk production on dairy farms. Under the program, a stray voltage 

analysis team evaluates individual stray voltage problems and recommends possible solutions. 

As part of a whole farm evaluation, the program offers related herd health diagnostic services. 

Veterinarians provide herd and livestock diagnostics, milking and dairy equipment diagnostics, 

and feed and nutritional value diagnostics, among other services. During the biennium, 

consultants provided 23 technical assistance services in power quality and other electrical 

related services. Also, 48 clients were assisted with consultations under our herd health 

services. During the herd based diagnostic services, issues the veterinarians commonly 

addresses on the farm were: 40% of low production, death losses, and higher than desired 

health problems, 40% of high somatic cell counts and high prevalence of clinical mastitis, and 

20% of lameness, infertility calf losses/disease and behavioral issues  

● Mediation and Arbitration: This program provides mediation services for farmer disputes 

ranging from credit issues to environmental concerns to farm family conflicts. Mediation 

involves a neutral individual who helps facilitate negotiation and understanding between 

conflicting parties. Confidentiality is upheld throughout the mediation process. During 2015, 35 

new cases were opened, 16 cases were carried forward from 2014, and 40 cases were closed. 
Source: datcp.wi.gov/Farms/Wisconsin_Farm_Center/index.as 
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        The New Rural – It’s all About the Arts and Creativity  
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

No one ever said that life is easy in a rural setting.  Rural Wisconsin faces dramatic challenges, lack 
of opportunities, and lack of resources.  Currently, faced with 21st century cultural and economic 
forces that make change a daily activity, the arts and creativity are leading the way in an important 
factor in economic, educational and civic growth for rural Wisconsin. 

Creativity, innovation, imagination and entrepreneurship have always been a way of life in 
Wisconsin.  In general, our local, state and federal funding, support systems and mindset, for 
economic and community development and engagement, are based on the pre-2008 economy. The 
new economy, based on creativity, small business, entrepreneurship, and innovation, demands that 
our systems and mindsets change. It’s a change driven in many ways by new residents in rural 
communities, those who want the benefits of rural living combined with the desire for the 
amenities of a more urban place. 

The future vitality of small-town Wisconsin rests with those who act on the knowledge that creating 
experience is the key to a vibrant future in an age when automation means fewer people will work 
in industry, where profound changes are happening in the rural landscape, and where digital 
communications allow knowledge industry workers to choose where they live. That’s where the 
creative economy comes in, with implications for economic vitality, education for the 21st century, 
healthy, vibrant communities, and civic engagement. 

That phrase, “creative economy,” is one that can raise eyebrows and questions.  It’s increasingly 
common to hear it in the arts and economic development worlds these days, but just what does it 
mean? A general definition of the creative economy is the intersection of the creative workforce, 
creative industries and creative communities.    

Here are statistics about arts in Wisconsin to illuminate the conversation of our state’s creative 
economy: 

● The state of 
Wisconsin is home 
to nearly 10,000 arts-
related businesses 
that employ over 
42,000 people, in all 
corners of the state, 
according to Dun and 
Bradstreet.   

● Wisconsin’s nonprofit 
arts sector alone 
provides an economic 
impact of $535 
million across the 
state, according to the 
2012 Wisconsin Arts 
and Economic 
Prosperity Study.   

● Info released in 
January 2015, by the 
U.S. Census Bureau, 
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shows that 4.32 percent, or $698 billion, of current-dollar GDP in 2012 was attributable to arts 
and culture.      

How does the creative economy happen, especially in a rural community?  Let’s state from the 
outset that changing an economic system is no small feat.  Exploring and advancing the creative 
economy, like any endeavor worth doing, means juggling a sense of common purpose and goals, 
changing systems and people that are used to doing things “their way,” persistence, planning 
combined with flexibility, big-picture thinking, and a can-do, inclusive attitude, consistently, over 
time. Just dealing with the personalities and politics in a rural community where everyone knows 
each other’s history is a daunting task. 

But that strong sense of community and connectedness in rural areas is an important resource, 
because moving forward is all about working together.  Building and sustaining creativity in a 
community is an ongoing process, one that keeps going over time, with consistent attention paid to 
big and small issues.    

Positive change and growth is happening in Wisconsin’s rural communities.  Right now there are 
numerous examples around rural Wisconsin of the arts and creative economy coming to the 
forefront, with opportunities galore.  Here are just a few:  

● Waunakee, a village of 13,000 people on the north shore of Lake Mendota in Dane County, has 
established the Creative Economy Initiative, a village-led, ongoing effort to identify existing 
sources of creativity and innovation throughout the village, and invest in and foster growth into 
a formidable sector of the local economy.    

● In the Lake Superior region, the arts, cultural tourism, and creative entrepreneurship have 
always been important.  The Lake Superior Big Top Chautauqua in Bayfield brings nationally-
known performers to the Big Top and celebrates local culture, history and heritage as a cultural 
tourism destination with major economic impact for the area.  The Red Cliff Band of Lake 
Superior Chippewa presents pow-wows and other cultural events attended by residents and 
visitors.  

● In Sauk County, the county’s public arts funding program (one of only three counties in the 
state, and the only rural county, with such a program) supports local arts businesses and 
projects.  Sauk County’s new creative placemaking initiative is focused on attraction and 
retention of young creative entrepreneurs.  Marty Krueger, chairman of the Sauk County Board 
of Supervisors, considers these programs investments in the county’s future.  

These are just some of the exciting arts developments happening right now in rural Wisconsin.  Arts 
Wisconsin works to help communities and the state develop strategies to assist the growth of these 
initiatives and overall arts development in Wisconsin.  A key question to ask is how to keep 
development moving forward, especially in a world where change comes slowly?   

Here are several commonly-held principles to build and sustain a foundation of rural 21st century 
economic strength, education focused on 21st century learning, a vibrant community life, and 
engaged residents: 

● Support an asset-based community development mindset and focus on a community’s human, 
financial, social, economic, educational resources when it comes to growth and opportunity.   

● Support a mindset and programs that welcome a multi-cultural, diverse mix of creative people. 
A rich and ever-evolving mix of income levels, backgrounds, and perspectives enlivens a 
community. 

● Prioritize access to the arts - and everything else - for all.   
● Arts integrated into education for all students in the public schools is key. All kids deserve and 

need the arts in the learning process, to help them express themselves and gain the skills they 
need to thrive in the 21st century world and workforce.    

● The arts are not separate from everything else going on in a community.  
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● Creative economy growth needs local elected officials and civic leaders who are visible, pro-
active, enthusiastic champions of the arts, providing leadership that encourages big picture 
thinking and is open to new ideas and ways of doing.   

● Support investment in arts infrastructure  
● A creative place is built and nurtured through a great quality of life. 

Wisconsin is full of creative people, beautiful landscapes, interesting culture and heritage, and 
historic buildings ripe for revitalization.  For small communities looking to the future, these are 
critical assets and opportunities in the “new rural.”   

Source: This perspective was written by Anne Katz, Executive Director – Arts Wisconsin – www.artswisconsin.org 
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EDUCATION 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

• While 77 percent of Wisconsin’s school districts are rural, only 42 

percent of Wisconsin’s students reside in rural districts.  

 

• Many rural schools are in areas with lower broadband speeds making it 

difficult to provide technology based learning opportunities. 

 

• 32 percent of the states’ school districts receive a sparsity aid payment 

to support programs.  

 

• Participation in the USDA Free and Reduced Meal program, often used 

as a measure to assess student poverty, has doubled from 21 percent in 

2004 to 43 percent in 2014.  
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Rural School Districts 
 

The National Center for Education Statistics identifies schools in four categories: City, Suburban, 

Town and Rural.5 The first two and second two of these are often merged into the broader 

categories of Urban and Rural. This system is a modification of the RUCC system presented in the 

Defining Rural Wisconsin section, but without added commuting-related criteria. According to the 

Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, about 42 percent of the state's 860,000 PK-12 public 

school students attend schools in rural communities.   

 

Rural Schools face specific challenges: declining enrollment, growing poverty, staff shortages, 
insufficient broadband service, higher transportation costs and an increased number of English 
Language Learners (ELL). 

Small schools have less economy of scale, making technology and infrastructure investments more 
expensive (fewer people to absorb costs).  Rural districts generally have fewer support staff and 
administrators; the superintendent is often the principal and business manager, meaning there are 
fewer staff to implement state and federal initiatives.  Rural educators often receive lower 
compensation and wear many hats, requiring high levels of commitment, broader skills and even 
more occupational certifications (e.g., a math teacher who has to teach a science course requires a 
science license as well as a math license.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 National Center for Education Statistics, 2013  
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School Broadband Access 
 

The map below shows broadband access rates for Wisconsin paired with school point locations 

symbolized by their urbanicity (Urban is denoted by blue; rural by green.)   In many cases, rural 

schools need access to virtual technology to expand educational access and provide the same high-

quality learning opportunities as schools located in urban or suburban areas. Lower broadband 

speeds make access to virtual technology more challenging, and rural schools tend to be located in 

areas with the lowest broadband speeds.  The highest broadband speeds (1 gb. per second or more) 

are shown in the darkest red.  The lightest red denotes the slowest speeds, categorized as 768 kbs 

per second or slower. 

 

 

 

 

 

Additional Source: http://www.relmidwest.org/edmaps-

app/#states=%27IL%27%2C%27IN%27%2C%27IA%27%2C%27MI%27%2C%27MN%27%2C%27OH%27%2C%27WI%27%2C%271

7%27%2C%2718%27%2C%2719%27%2C%2726%27%2C%2727%27%2C%2739%27%2C%2755%27&view=broadband  
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School Sparsity and Student Poverty 
 

Sparsity aid, originally created as part of Wisconsin’s 2007-09 budget, was a recommendation of 

the State Superintendent’s Rural Schools Advisory Council.  Small rural school districts received a 

sparsity aid payment of $300 per student for the 2015‑16 school year that can be used to support 

school district programs.  The map below shows the 137 districts that are eligible for the program.  

These districts have an enrollment of no more than 750 students and fewer than 10 students per 

square mile. 

Poverty is growing in Wisconsin schools.  The Free and Reduced Meal rate, which is used to assess 

student poverty annually, has more than doubled from 21% in 2004 to 43% in 2014.   
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In many rural districts, more than half the students are eligible for the USDA Free or Reduced-price 
Meals program.  The two maps below illustrate the extent of the change, and the extent to which many 
rural districts have high concentrations of students from lower-income families. 
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Student Achievement 
 

Rural students do well academically both nationally and in Wisconsin.  The National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) is the largest continuing and nationally representative assessment of 

what American students know and can do in various subjects. 

In 2013, the latest year for which data are available, rural students nationally scored above average 

in reading and math in all but one grade (Grade 12 Math). Wisconsin’s rural students scored above 

the national average in Reading in Math for both rural areas and non-rural. 

U.S. NAEP Reading scores, 2013, percent at or above Proficient, 4th, 8th and 12th 

Grades 

 Grade 4 
All 

Students 

Grade 4 
Rural 

Students 

Grade 8 
All 
Students 

Grade 8 
Rural 
Students 

Grade 12 
All 
Students 

Grade 12 
Rural 
Students 

Percent 34.0 35.5 34.3 35.8 36.0 37.0 
 

 

U.S. NAEP Mathematics scores, 2013, percent at or above Proficient, 4th, 8th and 

12th Grades  

 Grade 4 
All 

Students 

Grade 4 
Rural 

Students 

Grade 8 
All 
Students 

Grade 8 
Rural 
Students 

Grade 12 
All 
Students 

Grade 12 
Rural 
Students 

Percent  41.3 43.7 34.4 35.6 24.6 23.3 
 

 

Wisconsin and United States NAEP Reading scores, 2013 

 Total 
National 

Total 
Wisconsin 

Rural 
National 

Rural 
Wisconsin 

Score  266 268 268 269 
 

 

Wisconsin and United States NAEP Mathematics scores, 2013 

 Total 
National 

Total 
Wisconsin 

Rural 
National 

Rural 
Wisconsin 

Score  284 289 286 289 
 

 

College Bound 
On a national level, fewer rural young people 
enroll in colleges and universities than do 
their urban counterparts. 
 
 
 
 
 
Source:  National Center for Education Statistics, 2013 
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                             Cooperative Extension-Transforming Lives & Communities  
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

University of Wisconsin-Extension programs improve the lives of Wisconsin families, businesses 
and communities by supporting Wisconsin’s $88.3 billion agricultural and horticulture industries; 
providing education on health and nutrition, parenting and financial security; helping youth 
develop the leadership, communications and critical thinking skills necessary for career success; 
and working with communities to enhance economic and business development, increase civic 
engagement and strategically plan for the future. UW-Extension integrates university research with 
community-based knowledge to explore new solutions and their practical application. Each year we 
make more than one million teaching contacts through meetings, workshops and personal 
consultations. Selected examples follow. 

Apps for Agriculture  

UW-Extension apps, videos and software bring campus-based 
research and expertise to farmers, consultants and 
agronomists on the farm and in the field to address time-
sensitive issues: 

● The Wisconsin Corn N Rate Calculator app  
● The Pricing High Moisture Shelled Corn app  
● Dairy herd management decision support tools  
● The Hay Pricing app  
● Nutrient Pest Management program videos  

During the growing season, scouting crops to identify issues 
that might impact crop growth or yield can be time-
consuming and costly. Research conducted by Brian Luck, 
UW-Extension precision agriculture specialist at UW-Madison, 
will help farmers use unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) 
effectively to gather the data they need to produce healthier 
crops.  

Optimizing Dairy Reproductive Performance 

Improving dairy reproductive performance and 
profitability requires farmers and their advisors who 
manage animal health, nutrition, housing and breeding 
to work as a team. Jennifer Blazek, UW-Extension Dane 
County dairy and livestock educator, works with 
campus-based researchers through the Repro Money 
program to help dairy farmers identify and remove 
barriers to reproductive success. Repro Money 
workshops reached more than 850 dairy farmers, 
agricultural service providers and educational 
partners. Of the first 13 farms that finished the 
program, 85% achieved their goals, including 
increasing 21-day pregnancy and conception rates, 
improving treatments and the timing of artificial 

insemination relative to ovulation—yielding an estimated $55 economic gain per cow per year with 
a total economic gain of $177,185 per year for the participating farms. 
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Restoring Lakeshores to Improve Water Quality 

People understand the importance of lakeshore 
habitat to lake health and water quality. In fact, loss 
of lakeshore habitat is the number one stressor of 
Wisconsin’s lakes. That’s why UW-Extension and the 
state Department of Natural Resources have piloted a 
new program to train public and private-sector 
professionals how to develop and install effective 
lakeshore habitat restoration projects.  

Creating a Robust Economy by Supporting Local Food Sources 

Nav Ghimire, UW-Extension Green Lake County 
agriculture agent, and other UW-Extension agents and 
specialists provide potato and vegetable production 
education and technical assistance to farmers, including 
Amish farm families, in Green Lake and surrounding 
counties. Some of these farmers sell their produce at the 
Tri-County Produce Auction, one of the largest fresh 
market vegetable sales outlets in Wisconsin. A recent 
study found that Amish families using Extension education 
to grow better crops produced 10% more vegetables per 
acre, leading to an average increase in grower’s annual net 
income of $468 per acre.  

Preparing Youth for the Future 

Many people have their first connection to UW-Extension as 
youth in 4-H clubs. These clubs can be found across 
Wisconsin in both rural and urban communities. In addition 
to helping youth develop their leadership, communications 
and critical thinking skills necessary for career success, 
Wisconsin 4-H Youth Development promotes agriculture 
literacy. Through National 4-H co-sponsored programs like 
the 4-H Ag Innovators Experience and the Commodity 
Carnival, youth prepare to solve the world’s emerging food 
security problems and learn hands-on about where food 
comes from. More than 18,000 Wisconsin 4-H youth 
participated in agriculture-related projects in 2014. Youth 
in agriculture and animal science projects learn the intricacies of bringing an animal to market, and 
they also learn how to teach others about food production and agriculture issues.  

Source: This perspective was originally printed in the Farm Bureau’s Rural Route Magazine 
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HEALTH CARE 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 Based off of County Health Rankings, rural counties have higher risk health 

profiles compared to urban counties.  

 

 Critical Care Hospitals, Rural Health Clinics, and Federally-Qualify Health 

Centers (also known as Community Health Centers) make up Wisconsin’s 

rural health care safety net. 

 

 Only 13 percent of the state’s primary care physicians practice in rural 

Wisconsin. 
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Health Risk Profile 
 

University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute created County Health Rankings, which 

illustrate what we know about factors related to sickness: the higher the ranking, the higher the 

health risk profile of a county. The map below shows how counties in Wisconsin are ranked based 

on health behaviors, clinical care, social and economic factors and the physical environment. County 

Health Rankings rates health behaviors on different lifestyle categories (smoking habits, obesity, 

excessive drinking, etc.), clinical care considers the type of health coverage offered to the county 

(uninsured populations, physicians, etc.), social and economic factors looks at the standard of living 

(graduation rates, unemployment, poverty, etc.), and the physical environment rates are based on 

the built surroundings (pollution, housing, etc.). The lighter shades of blue indicate counties with 

have high performance levels in health factors. 

 
 

Source: http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/app/wisconsin/2016/overview 

 

Top 5 Ranked Counties Lowest 5 Counties Ranked 

County Rank County  Rank 

Ozaukee 1 Burnett 68 

Waukesha 2 Forest 69 

Dane 3 Adams 70 

Calumet 4 Milwaukee 71 

St. Croix 5 Menominee 72 

County Ranking by Health Factors The accompanying table provides the lowest 
and highest ranked counties in Wisconsin. 
Both the map and table shows urban 
counties are ranked higher in health factors. 
This could be due to the amount of health 
coverage readily available in urban areas. 
Milwaukee is the only urban county ranked 
in the lowest 5 counties.  
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                                              Wisconsin Office of Rural Health 
 

A Partner’s Perspective 

Rural Wisconsin residents face unique health care challenges. Higher rates of poverty and illness, 
yet lower rates of health insurance and fewer health care providers to meet those needs.  Greater 
travel distance to health care facilities, which add burdens onto patients and their families, 
compound with lower insurance rates to create real barriers to accessing care.  This moves the 
“intervention stage” from relatively inexpensive prevention and primary care interactions to 
emergency care and hospitalizations.  

Rural Health Care Safety Net 

 Critical Access Hospitals, Rural Health Clinics, and Federally-Qualified Health Centers (also 

known as Community Health Centers) make up Wisconsin’s rural health care safety net, 

providing emergency and primary care where options are few and far between and private 

insurance rates are low.  To explore an interactive map of these facilities, visit 

http://www.worh.org/rural-health-care-safety-net-wisconsin .   
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Health Professional Shortages 

 Only 13% of primary care physicians practice in rural Wisconsin, resulting in roughly one 
physician per 2,263 residents.  

 Health Professional Shortage Areas have been established by the federal government to 
highlight critically-low ratios of providers to population for primary care, dental care, and 
mental health care.  These shortages result in difficulty or delays in getting basic health 
care, and are disproportionately located in rural areas 
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/primarycare/index.htm.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 



49 
 

Wisconsin Rural Partners-  
Strengthening Quality of Life in Wisconsin 

 

Wisconsin Rural Partners is one of the only non-partisan, non-profit organizations in the state 

whose purpose is solely aimed at improving the quality of life in rural Wisconsin.  Since 1992, 

Wisconsin Rural Partners has planned and implemented more than 60 educational conferences, 

forums and summits on community development topics.  WRP has built public-private partnerships 

to creatively address the myriad issues that rural communities deal with on a day-to-day basis. 

WRP has continually engaged strategic alliances with other groups who support rural Wisconsin.  

In 2015 we collaborated with a number of organizations to provide an array of programming that 

includes: Rural Wisconsin Today, the annual Wisconsin Rural Summit, Wisconsin’s Top Rural 

Development Initiatives, and Small Town Downtown Forums.  We remain a repository of critical 

information available to all communities and publish rural best practices through our Online 

Resource Directory.  In 2016 we look forward to joining the Local Government Institute as a 

partner in their Future of Local Government initiative. 

Every activity undertaken by WRP supports the mission of building networks, promoting 

leadership and creating voice for rural Wisconsin.  We accomplish this mission by educating and 

empowering rural leaders, sharing learning experiences from other regions of the country to use in 

advancing rural Wisconsin, providing educational programming in the areas of community 

development and leadership training, developing and utilizing networks and collaborations 

between public and private sectors, and highlighting innovative strategies for rural communities to 

grow and make wise use of resources. 

Through an agreement between then Governor Tommy Thompson and the U.S. Secretary of 

Agriculture, WRP functions as Wisconsin’s federally recognized State Rural Development Council.  

SRDCs are recognized in the Farm Bill as having the task of 1) Facilitating collaboration among 

federal, state local and tribal governments, 2) Monitoring and reporting on programs and policies 

that address the needs of rural areas of the state,  and 3) Facilitating the development of strategies 

to reduce or eliminate duplicative administrative or regulatory requirements. 

Wisconsin Rural Partners is a membership organization; some would say a “network of networks.”  

We invite you and your group to join with us in strengthening the quality of life in rural Wisconsin. 

http://wirural.org/membership-info/  
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