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Wisconsin Joint Finance Committee Completes Budget Work; 
Adopts Working Lands Initiative 

The Wisconsin Joint Finance Committee completed work on the biennial 
budget on May 29, 2009.  Included in the Joint Finance Committee budget 
were provisions from Motion 273 and Motion 293, approving the Working 
Lands Initiative as proposed by the Governor, with some modifications.   

Key components of the Working Lands initiative include: 

 Expansion and modernization of the state’s Farmland Preservation 
Program, and provide enhanced tax credits to farmers. 

 Authorization of a matching grant program (PACE) to purchase 
agricultural conservation easements from willing landowners.   

 Establishment of Agricultural Enterprise Areas (AEAs). 

A select number of the Joint Finance Committee modifications and the 
expected impact are described below.  To see a full summary of the 
modifications and what they mean, visit: http://www.datcp.state.wi.us/
workinglands.   

Farmland Preservation Program 

Motion 273 modified provisions in the Governor’s proposal related to the 
schedule for updates to county farmland preservation plans and farmland 
preservation ordinances.  These amendments make minor technical 
corrections to specify that county farmland preservation plan updates 
must be adopted by January 1, 2016 instead of January 1, 2015.  The 
modification also ensures that the deadlines for re-certifying existing plans 
and zoning ordinances are based upon a change in population density 
between the 2000 U.S. Census and the 2007 county population estimates, 
rather than percentage change.   

An additional modification allows the department to approve a delay in the 
scheduled expiration date for the plan or the farmland preservation zoning 
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For a plain language summary of the Joint Finance Committee motions, visit: 
http://workinglands.wi.gov  

ordinances by up to two years to better ensure coordination between farmland planning and zoning 
efforts and comprehensive planning. 

Motion 273 adds the requirement that county farmland preservation plans describe existing policies, 
goals and strategies to increase housing density outside of identified farmland preservation areas.  
This modification encourages higher nonfarm housing density in areas most suitable for this type of 
development to preserve farmland for agricultural use.  Counties are also asked to describe the 
rationale for identifying and mapping agricultural preservation areas to ensure a rational planning 
process.   

Another modification clarifies that the requirements for zoning ordinances in the Governor’s proposal 
are minimum standards.  This provides clarification that county and local governments may adopt 
and enforce any ordinance they choose, but that this ordinance must meet or exceed minimum 
farmland preservation standards in order to be certified for farmland preservation tax credit 
purposes.    

Other key modifications made through Motion 273 affect the implementation and application of the 
conversion fee on land rezoned from a farmland preservation zoning district.  One modification 
delays the implementation of the conversion fee until on or after January 1, 2010, continuing current 
law through December 31, 2009.  Delaying the implementation of the new conversion fee allows 
local governments an opportunity to provide information to residents regarding current and future 
requests for rezoning and conditional use permits.  Additionally, the motion specifies that the 
payment of the conversion fee is the responsibility of the entity requesting the conversion out of 
farmland preservation.  This ensures that a landowner is not required to pay a conversion fee on his 
or her land if the rezoning request was made by another entity.     

PACE Matching Grant Program 

Motion 273 requires that any land identified for purchase of an agricultural conservation easement 
must be located entirely in a designated farmland preservation area.  This requirement ensures 
consistency between easement location and the county’s farmland preservation plan.  
 
The Governor’s proposal allows the state to pay reasonable transaction costs associated with the 
purchase of the agricultural conservation easement.  Motion 273 retains the allowance for the state 
to pay reasonable transaction costs, but requires promulgation of administrative rule to further 
specify allowable costs.  The motion also helps ensure accurate appraisals on agricultural 
conservation easement purchases by clarifying that appraisals must be commissioned by an entity 
other than the prospective seller, and requiring the department to commission a second professional 
appraisal for purchases that are equal to or greater than $350,000. 
 
The motion removes a provision from the Governor’s proposal authorizing a court to terminate an 
agricultural conservation easement and order the payment of compensation.  This change makes the 
bill consistent with Wisconsin’s Uniform Conservation Easement Act, s. 700.40, Stats., which already 
provides equivalent authority and ensures equivalent treatment of PACE and other conservation 
easements.   

Joint Finance Committee Action (continued from page 1) 
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Agricultural Enterprise Area 

Motion 273 adopted by the Joint Finance Committee made one significant modification to provisions 
associated with the establishment of Agricultural Enterprise Areas in the Governor’s proposal.  This 
modification allows the department to designate up to 15 AEAs prior to January 1, 2012; an increase 
from 10 AEAs specified in the original proposal. Allowing a higher number AEAs in the first 2 years of 
the program will increase the opportunity for landowners around the state to be eligible for 
increased tax credits regardless of zoning.   
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Do you have a unique experience or story to share?   
Email DATCPWorkingLands@Wisconsin.gov 

2009—2011 State Budget Process 

 

How does the state legislative budget process begin? 

The state budget process begins in the summer of even-numbered years.  For the development 
of the 2009—2011 state budget, agencies began developing budget requests in June of 2008.  
These requests were submitted to the Governor’s office in early fall for consideration in the 
Executive Budget bill.   

The Governor’s office spent the fall and early winter of 2008 developing the Executive Budget 
proposal. The Governor presented his budget bill to the state Legislature in February of this year.  
Following this presentation, the Joint Finance Committee held budget hearings and executive 
sessions on the Governor’s proposal.   

 

Where are we now? 

The Joint Finance Committee approved the budget bill, which includes the Working Lands 
Initiative on Friday, May 29, 2009.  

 

What is the next step? 

Now that the Joint Finance Committee has finished, the budget bill approved by the committee 
will be introduced to the floor where it is further approved or modified by the Assembly and the 
Senate.  If the Assembly and Senate approve different versions of the budget bill, a conference 
committee is convened to work out a compromise bill.  Once the compromise bill is developed, it 
is sent to the Governor for approval.   
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