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Another look at
- saving our soil:

e 2
Omne of the low level cost items, but perhaps .,
among the most important, in Gov. Doyle’s bud;;
get 1s $12 million for farmland preservation.
That initiative, now in front of the Joint =~ 5
Finance Committee, takes an unused bonding;
authority and directs it to a new state el
Purchase of Agricultural Conservation - i
Easement (PACE) grant program. It includ
PDRs (purchase of development rights) in par
nership with local government or a local land
trust. | i
The state will share the costs of buyinga
farmland easement 50-50 with a local entity, =
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" much like the state Stewardship Fund works ;-

now for purchase of natural areas. ik
Back in 2005 and 20068, Washington County .
came within one vote on the County Board to
being the first in the state to adopt a program
to preserve its best growing soils. ; i

A later referendum drew 37 percent in favor

- gf the program and might have passed if the
initiative had been tied to the sales tax instead »
of the property tax. The property tax is the .,
most burdened and the most hated by the peu-;:i
ple of Wisconsin. It comes in one big lump suny
at the end of the year, increasing the level of ..

* pain compared to other taxes. = - L S

If there had been a supplementary state pro-
gram at the time, it also would have stood a bets,
ter chance of approval by the county board or
the voters of the county :

In the interim, there have been other, develop-
ments or non-developments: AN

W The county has adopted its Smart Growth |
plan, as have a majority of the towns, villages -
and cities in the county They are respectful in™
words about the need to protect the agricultur-*
al economy and rural character. But little
action has been taken to create agriculture
zones or improve farmland zoning. .~ 1

o The state Department of Natural Resources
has begun a guiet but effective program for = ™

"PDRs in the county as part of the preservation”
of the watershed of the North Branch of the ¢
Milwaukee River. Once skeptical farmers are '
lined up to take part in the program. e]
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~7 W Preservation of natural areas in the county
keeps moving forward, thanks to the DNR and
the two local land trusts in the county The lat-
est coup is the addition of the Zuern property
to what has become a fabulous preserve around
the Polk Kames, : 3
B Conversion of farms to subdivisions has
slowed down because of the major hits to the
housing and real estate markets. The develap- -
ers will be back when the economy comes back:
They prefer easy green field development to th
more difficult in-fill redevelopment. i
B Both West Bend and Hartford continue to =
do a good job with the rehabilitation of old it
industrial properties. This offsets the need for
sprawl into the countryside. e Tl b
The $12 million of redirected money is a pit-
tance in the 363 billion two-year state budget
now being reworked by the 16 members of the
Joint Finance Committee.
Theirs is not an easy task, because the state
is in major deficit. On purchase of conserva-
tion easements (PACE), though, Rod Nilsestuen,
seeretary of agriculture, did some intelligent
shifting of existing funding sources. It could be
a win all the way around: B
W Farmers sell the development rights, but
they and the good soils stay in farming and prot
duction. _ k-
B The economy wins because agricultural -
jobs remain and continue to pump tax revenue:
into county, state and federal coffers. i
W Taxpayers win because the farmland stays
an the tax rolls and taxes don't rise to subsidizg
rural subdivisions. ] :
H Citlzens win because the protected farm- :
lands help to filter freshwater supplies and pro:
vide for recreational opportunities. :
W Critters win because they have
tracts large enough to thrive. _
Let's hope Joint Finance sees it the same way
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(John Torinus is chairman of the board of
Serigraph, Inc. in West Bend and a past editor
of the Daily News.)
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