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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Jefferson County Comprehensive Plan Update 

(with Economic Development Emphasis) 
 

Situation 
 
Jefferson County was the first county in Wisconsin to complete a comprehensive plan 
(Agricultural Preservation and Land Use Plan in 1999). It has been recognized that the 
Economic Development Element of the 1999 Comprehensive Plan needed to be strengthened 
with a strong ñVisionò for a future economy. An overall guide for community and County 
economic development for the Jefferson County Economic Development Consortium (JCEDC) 
has been called-for since 2003. Regional economic development plans for greater Milwaukee 
(Milwaukee 7) and greater Madison (Thrive) which affect Jefferson County and its communities 
have recently been developed. The Wisconsin Comprehensive Planning Act of 1999 (Smart Growth 
Law) requires that local comprehensive plans be revised every 10 years so it is now time for 
Jefferson County to prepare an updated comprehensive plan. 

The JCEDC serves as the lead economic development organization in Jefferson County. The 
Consortium was formed in June 2003 to develop and implement Jefferson Countyôs Overall 
Economic Development Program as well as to further and facilitate the economic development 
goals of the County and the member communities. Its overall goals are to foster and encourage 
responsible, sustainable economic development activities that result in job creation, job 
retention, increase the tax base and improve the quality of life for the citizens of Jefferson 
County. 

The JCEDC took the lead in looking into an approach that could provide both a strengthened 
economic vision and plan for Jefferson County and its communities, and provide a mechanism 
for also preparing the required update of the Countyôs comprehensive plan. Jefferson County 
Zoning Department staff and Zoning and Planning Committee members became involved in the 
exploration of optional ways of proceeding. The idea of preparing a two-phase approach to the 
Jefferson County plan update process was developed. This was called the Jefferson County 
Comprehensive Plan Update (with Economic Development Emphasis). Phase 1 would result in 
the development of an economic vision and catalytic strategies for Jefferson County and its 
communities. Phase 2 would be an assessment of and recommendations for the 1999 
Comprehensive Plan. The overall update would also include an integration of Phases 1 and 2. 

University of Wisconsin-Extension Specialist Brian Ohm was consulted on this 
approach. He has endorsed this approach as sound and one that could be a model for 
municipalities and counties throughout Wisconsin. This is especially true since he has 
analyzed the comprehensive plan being developed since the Smart Growth Law was 
enacted, and the consistently weak component of the plans is the economic 
development element.
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Purposes 
 
Given that the Jefferson County Comprehensive Plan Update (with Economic 
Development  Emphasis) has two Phases, the purposes for each Phase are identified 
below. 
 
Phase 1 Purposes: Jefferson County Economic Vision & Positioning Framework Initiative 
 

¶ Gain a comprehensive understanding of the Countyôs place-based assets and location 
advantages. 

¶ Identify emerging economic opportunities that are based on existing assets and global trends. 

¶ Develop an economic framework and detailed economic vision for key topic areas of most 
importance to the future of Jefferson County and its communities. 

¶ Identify catalytic strategies. 

¶ Integrate the economic development framework into the existing Jefferson County 
Comprehensive Plan 

 
Phase 2 Purposes: Assessment and Integration of the Existing Jefferson County 
Comprehensive Plan (Agricultural Preservation and Land Use Plan, 1999) 
 

¶ Provide a technical assessment of the 1999 Comprehensive Plan to determine the 
effectiveness of the plan. 

¶ Provide an assessment by the County Planning and Zoning Committee to determine 
how the plan has served as a policy guide. 

¶ Provide an assessment by the Towns and other jurisdictions in Jefferson County to 
determine how the plan has met the needs of jurisdictions that partner with Jefferson 
County. 

¶ Integrate the Economic Vision (Phase 1) with the assessments associated with the 
existing 1999 Comprehensive Plan (Phase 2)  

 
Expected Outcomes from Phase 1 and Phase 2 
 
Phase 1 Economic Vision Outcomes: 
 

¶ Identifies and provides awareness of Jefferson Countyôs key economic assets and 
emerging economic opportunities. 

¶ Creates a consensus Economic Vision development and  broad awareness. 

¶ Identifies catalytic strategies that respond to the agreed-up vision elements and generates 
momentum for emerging economic opportunities. 

¶ Creates a ñTraction or Implementation Planò for action on the vision and strategies. 

¶ Provide the framework for development of the Jefferson County Comprehensive Plan 
Economic Development element.  

¶ Develop a document entitled ñThe Jefferson County Economic Vision and Positioning 
Framework Initiativeò document (Storybook): 

o Provides updated assets, opportunities, consensus vision statements by eight (8) 
focus areas/functional components and catalytic strategies or actions to move 
towards the agreed-upon vision.  

o Provides the overall roadmap for realizing the vision: Jefferson County, its 
communities, nonprofit organizations, businesses, many other entities and the 
general citizenry all play a role in developing and acting on strategies and actions 
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for which any or combinations of these community structures, organizations or 
individuals may take leadership.   

 
Phase 2 Assessment and Integration Outcomes: 
 

¶ The analysis of the strengths, weaknesses, challenges and opportunities associated with 
the 1999 Comprehensive Plan will be performed and shared. 

¶ The assessment context, processes and results will be clearly documented. (A narrative 
below will summarize this.) 

 
The Jefferson County Comprehensive Plan (entitled Jefferson County Agricultural 
Preservation and Land Use Plan) was approved in October 1999. The Jefferson County 
Comprehensive Plan document was comprised of three volumes: 
 

o Agricultural Preservation and Land Use Plan 
o Background Report 
o Public Involvement Process 

 
These three reports are available online at: 
http://www.co.jefferson.wi.us/jc/public/jchome.php?page_id=935 

 
The Background Report documented this plan as compliant with Wisconsinôs 
Comprehensive Planning Act of 1999 (also known as the Smart Growth Law). Chapter 10 of 
the Background Report is entitled ñComprehensive Plan Definition and Wisconsin Smart 
Growth Compliance Documentationò (pp. 220-244). Jefferson County became the first 
county in Wisconsin to be compliant with the Smart Growth Law.  
 
The Zoning Ordinance which further implemented the Jefferson County Comprehensive Plan 
was approved in March, 2000. The Director of Planning and Zoning has annually reported to 
the County Board of Supervisors on the effectiveness and impacts of the Comprehensive 
Plan in moving Jefferson County toward the vision and goals contained in the plan. 
 
In December, 2008, the Director of Planning and Zoning completed a comprehensive technical 
assessment of the impact of this plan on the landscape of Jefferson County. In addition, two major 
assessment workshops were convened to further assess the impacts of the Comprehensive Plan. 
The first assessment workshop included the Zoning and Planning Committee which is the policy 
committee of the County Board which oversees the administration of the Comprehensive Plan. The 
second assessment workshop included Town Board Supervisors, Town Plan Commissioners, other 

Town Officials and residents involved with the County/Town partnership. 
 

¶ The recommendations associated with integrating the Economic Vision and the 
Assessment (Phases 1 and 2) will be documented. 

http://www.co.jefferson.wi.us/jc/public/jchome.php?page_id=935
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CHAPTER 2 
PHASE I  ECONOMIC VISION AND POSITIONING FRAMEWORK 

 

This chapter of the Jefferson County Comprehensive Plan (with Economic Development 
Emphasis) represents Phase I of the plan, and develops an economic vision and catalytic 
strategies for Jefferson County and its communities. A stand-alone document (the Storybook) 
entitled: ñThe Jefferson County Economic Vision and Framework Initiativeò has been widely 
disseminated, and has been approved in principle by the Jefferson County Economic 
Development Consortium (JCEDC) Board. This chapter provides a substantial excerpt from the 
ñStorybookò. 
 
This chapter provides background and context about Jefferson County, and then describes key 
economic assets in the County, identifies emerging economic opportunities, develops 
consensus vision statements for eight (8) focus areas or functional components and offers 
promising ñcatalytic strategiesò or actions to move toward the agreed-upon consensus vision 
statements. 
 
As will be continuously emphasized, this chapter provides the overall road map for realizing the 
vision. It will be the shared responsibility of Jefferson County, its communities, nonprofit 
organizations, businesses and many other entities, as well as the general citizenry, to act on the 
vision ideas and strategies contained in this chapter. 
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Section 1 
BACKGROUND ON JEFFERSON COUNTY 

 
This section describes the existing condition and setting of Jefferson County. 
 
Population 
 

¶ County Population 80,734 (2007 estimate) 

¶ The population is projected to increase to 94,259 by 2030, a change of 20.3% 2000-2030 
 
Workforce 
 

¶ Workforce estimated at 41,000 

¶ Manufacturing sector averaged 10,414 jobs and $407 billion in payroll annually (2005). 
However between 2000 and 2005 manufacturing employment declined by 1,858 jobs or 
15.1% (Department of Workforce Development (DWD) 2006) 

¶ Manufacturing and agriculture are the Countyôs key economic drivers. 

¶ Retail and health care are the leading service industries. 

¶ Between 2001 and 2006 Jefferson County lost over 250 jobs while Dane and Waukesha 
Counties added a total of 30,000 jobs. 

¶ Jefferson County has a unique mix of niche economic sectors. The County is heavy in 
manufacturing but it is diverse. 

¶ Jefferson County industries include bikes, small engines, metal manufacturing and 
machines, plastics and furniture. Food production includes eggs, milk and meats. Jefferson 
County is the egg capital of the State. 
 

Regional Setting 
 
Jefferson County is located in the heart of the Upper Midwest, a region rich with resources with 
proximity to the Great Lakes Basin, Northwoods Biomass, and the agricultural production ñBread 
Basketò of the US. 
 
Within this region, Jefferson County is on the edge of the Chicago/Milwaukee megacityïwith a 
population of 11 million people which makes the megacity the third largest regional population 
center in the U.S. behind New York and Los Angeles. 
 
Changing Demographics 
 
The 2000 Census found that 39.5% of Jefferson Countyôs working residents had jobs in other 
counties (Jefferson County Population Demographics 2005, Department of Administration, 
2004). So itôs no surprise that the fastest growing communities in the County are located along I-
94. From 1990-2004 the fastest growing communities were the City of Lake Mills and the Village 
of Johnson Creek. The fastest growing townships were Ixonia, Oakland and Lake Mills. 
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Metro Connections 
 
Jefferson County sits between the Madison Metro Area, home to one of the worldôs leading 
research institutions and an emerging biotech commercialization center; and the Milwaukee 
Metro Area, Wisconsinôs financial, manufacturing, and corporate center. Jefferson County is well 
connected to Chicago, Milwaukee and Madison via a strong transportation network. Here, 
Interstate 94 bisects County Highway 26, the Countyôs north-south backbone and connector to 
Interstate 90. This easy access allows Jefferson County businesses and residents to enjoy a 
small-town living environment with a strong agriculture, food processing and manufacturing 
economy, while being in close proximity to major urban centers. 
 
Quality of Life 
 
The quality of life in Jefferson County is enhanced by the vibrant economy and strong tradition 
in land preservation. Guided by careful planning, the County strives for balanced growth while 
maintaining community livability. The Countyôs park system, cultural sites, scenic roadways and 
quaint authentic downtowns, among other attractions, add to the quality of life while contributing 
to the economy. Jefferson Countyôs location, economic diversity, and quality of life combine to 
create a dynamic area within which to live, work, visit and do business. 
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Section 2 
KEY ECONOMIC ASSETS 

 
This section first introduces the rationale for identifying assets in economic development 
planning. The concepts of place-based assets, driver industries and assets associated with 
innovation are generalized. Then this section describes the seven (7) key assets in Jefferson 
County. 
 
 
Identifying Place Based Assets: 
 
Place-based assets are the significant resources essential to supporting both the existing and 
future economic activities of the region. Jefferson Countyôs Key Economic Assets are unique to 
the community and have the power to serve as catalysts for economic activity. Much of our 
focus will be growing and ensuring the export driver industries remain globally competitive here 
in Jefferson County. 
 
 
Driver Industries: 
 
Export drivers are the industries that export goods and services outside the County and are the 
foundation that the economy is built upon. Additionally, Jefferson County recognizes that 
contemporary economic development instructs us to focus on retention, expansion, and small 
business development and innovation which include embracing such development policies as 
public-private partnerships, regionalism and clusters. 
 
 
The Innovative Economy: 
 
These factors become essential in determining how a community can, as a whole, adapt to the 
new Innovation Economy. Simply defined, the Innovation Economy is a future based on selling 
knowledge and high-value services. 
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ASSET  -  PROXIMITY TO REGIONAL MARKETS AND RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT 
HUBS 
 
Jefferson County is physically connected to, and ideally located in, the center of the most 
diverse and dynamic economic region in Wisconsin. The County and its communities are 
positioned to build upon existing strengths and to leverage their strong linkage to the Madison 
and Milwaukee Metro Areas. The influence of these unique metro areas is significant; being 
located between the discovery and basic research center of Madison, and the applied 
technology and financial center of Milwaukee, Jefferson County has many opportunities to be a 
physical and economic link between the two. 
 
Key benefits of Jefferson Countyôs regional location: 

¶ Within proximity of two multi-county regional economic initiatives, as part of the Madison 
region 8-county THRIVE initiative, and adjacent to the Milwaukee 7 initiative. This proximity 
allows Jefferson County to become involved in both regional efforts while also developing its 
own unique economic vision. 

¶ Preserved ñnaturalò county in the middle of a growing region ï this creates the ideal location 
for regional recreation ï biking, paddling, camping, fishing, among other activities. 

¶ Transportation network and connections which, depending on the location in the County, 
allow people to be just 30 minutes from Madison Metro Area, 45 minutes from Milwaukee 
Metro Area, and 1 hour from the Greater Chicago Area. 

 
 
ASSET  -  AGRICULTURAL PRODUCTION AND EXPERTISE, AND FOOD PROCESSING  
 
Jefferson County has prominent economic clusters in food processing, advanced manufacturing 
and biofuels. Agriculture dominates the physical landscape of the County and contributes $1.5 
billion to the economy and nearly 11,000 jobs. The Countyôs farmers own and manage the 
resources of over 240,000 acres of land, ranking it among Wisconsinôs top counties in the 
production of poultry, eggs, aquaculture, forages, nursery stock and sod, soybeans and 
agricultural crops in general. However dairy remains the largest part of agriculture in the County, 
explained mostly by the sale of milk. The County is the proud home to Hoardôs Dairyman. 
Jefferson County has a number of supply and processing companies that support and add value 
to the agricultural products. The County is also rich in state and national agricultural thought 
leaders and has a strong agricultural preservation culture ï most notably through the Countyôs 
Comprehensive Plan, zoning, and local community plans. Jefferson Countyôs communities and 
workforce are part of a strong manufacturing sector that is skilled in food processing. There are 
five dairy processing plants, large meat processing operations and regional canning and bottling 
companies. 
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ASSET  -  CORPORATE PRESENCE & MANUFACTURING DIVERSITY 
 
Jefferson County has a well-established corporate presence with significant and diverse goods 
and service producing companies. Manufacturing is the single largest source of employment in 
the County with almost 25 percent of all jobs. The County is home to major corporations with 
household names like Briggs & Stratton, Trek, Tyson, Generac and Spacesaver. The service 
industry, led by high quality and growing health care operations, represents another significant 
employment sector. 
 
The following are the leading employment industries in Jefferson County: 

¶ Metal Manufacturing and Machines 

¶ Bicycles 

¶ Electrical Equipment 

¶ Printing 

¶ Plastics 

¶ Furniture 

¶ Food & Beverage ï Eggs, Poultry, Meats, Dairy, Vegetables 
 
 
ASSET  -  EMERGING BIOENERGY 
 
Another key asset is the emerging bioenergy strength in the County and region, including fuels 
infrastructure, talent and focus. Jefferson County is central to the rapidly growing investment in 
biofuel infrastructure and the emerging bioenergy economy in Wisconsin. 
 
Evidence of the growing investment includes: 

¶ Valero Renewables (formerly Renew Energy), north of the City of Jefferson, began operation 
in 2007, and is one of the largest dry milling ethanol plants in the world. The companyôs 
operations are primarily ethanol productions and ethanol byproducts. 
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¶ UW-Madison is developing the Great Lakes Bioenergy Research Center. The early focus of 
this center will be conducting basic research toward a suite of new technologies to help 
convert cellulosic plant biomass  -  cornstalks, wood chips and native grasses  -  to sources 
of energy for everything from cars to electrical power plants. 

¶ Deer Track Park Landfill, located east of Johnson Creek, has a growing gas-to-energy plant 
which powers nearly 5,000 homes. As technology develops, landfills will continue to be a 
focus for energy and also material recovery. 
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ASSET - WATER AND NATURAL RESOURCES  
 
Jefferson Countyôs high-quality natural resource base is an asset that greatly contributes to the 
quality of life in the County and region. It is a rich agricultural landscape, and has an abundance 
of environmental corridors, rivers and lakes, restored wetlands and extensive public lands, and 
organizations committed to natural resources, positioning the County to capitalize on the 
growing recreation and tourism economies. 
 
Jefferson County has a rich supply of freshwater with numerous lakes, wetlands and rivers, 
including two major rivers, the Rock and Crawfish, which traverse the historic downtown 
communities of Watertown, Jefferson and Fort Atkinson. This freshwater asset plays a role in 
the Countyôs groundwater recharge ability for the Rock River basin. Jefferson County is within a 
region that has been designated by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources as the 
highest priority location to further develop a natural resource-oriented trails, parks and 
recreation system called the Glacial Heritage Area. This designated area of linked parks and 
trails are projected to generate over $50 million in economic value per year in tourism and 
recreation-related expenditures. 
 
 
ASSET - SMALL-TOWN LIVING  
 
Small-town living is a notable strength in Jefferson County, with a prevalence of small 
communities surrounded by productive farmland. Ten of these communities are incorporated, 
and are dedicated to retaining their identities in the future. These unique communities maintain 
a small-town sense of place, with vital town centers that provide community residents and 
visitors a focal point and pleasant public domain for everyday social life, while also being in 
close proximity to the urban amenities of Madison, Milwaukee and Chicago. Important aspects 
of the small-town quality lifestyle include close-knit community bonds, reduced stress in day-to-
day living and affordable housing. 
 
As the metro regions on either side of Jefferson County continue to grow, the County may grow 
more and more attractive to a portion of the regional workforce looking for the lifestyle benefits 
of small-town living. 
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ASSET - CULTURAL HERITAGE 
 
Jefferson Countyôs cultural heritage is evidenced throughout its traditional downtowns, which 
have maintained their historic fabric and authentic character over many generations. Three 
communities in the County have received the Main Street Program designation through the 
Wisconsin Department of Commerce. 
 
Jefferson County has over seventy sites officially classified through the National Register of 
Historic Places and Historical Society of Wisconsin Register. The recognition and rehabilitation 
of historic properties creates an atmosphere that honors an important cultural and ethnic past. 
 
Jefferson County has a wealth of archaeological treasures both in site and museum exhibits. 
The native archeological sites include earthen effigy mounds and celestial stone monuments, 
particularly in the areas of Lake Mills and Aztalan, which are rich in ancient history and legend. 
Thought to be built by the Early-Mound Building or Middle Mississippian culture, Aztalan is 
considered by many to be one of the most important archeological sites in Wisconsin. The site 
features two truncated, earthen pyramids, partially surrounded by a tall stockade. 
 
In more recent history, the ethnic heritage of Jefferson County was led by early German settlers 
who shaped the Countyôs cultural heritage. The area is home to the first kindergarten, numerous 
clubs, events and community organizations including Concordia Music Society - a German 
singing group, Watertownôs Turner Hall and Plattdeutscher, and the annual Gemuetlichkeit Days 
in the City of Jefferson. 
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Section 3 
CONTEXT FOR EMERGING ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITIES AND VISION 

 
This section introduces the context for using the asset analysis in Section 2 as the foundation 
for thinking about the future of Jefferson County and its communities. 
 
From Assets Come Opportunities: 
 
Emerging Economic Opportunities are derived from Jefferson Countyôs place-based Key 
Economic Assets. Emerging Economic Opportunities consider the growing needs of a post-
industrial society and economy. The rapidly changing nature of the world economy, technologies 
and the needs of our communities require a forward-thinking, innovative Economic Vision. 
 
These Emerging Economic Opportunities have been identified through community meetings as 
those that hold significant promise to be catalytic in growing new businesses, and in keeping 
existing companies competitive. The identified opportunities are provided to inspire 
stakeholders, to provide evidence and background context, and to focus the conversation. 
 
Vision Building: 
 
These Opportunities have been tested through a community ñStrengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Challenges (SWOC) Analysisò process, focus-group style Opportunity Topic 
Meetings, and via outreach with state, regional and local leaders. Consensus Vision Statements 
have also emerged through this process. 
 
The Vision Statements comprise a description of a ñdesired end-stateò. The Vision Statements 
provide the communities agreed-upon ideas of what should be in place at a future point in time. 
These ideas reflect the ñvaluesò of county residents and provide the overall target for economic 
development initial strategies. 
 
Format: 
 
Section 4 is a key section of this chapter. The eight (8) most important ñfunctionsò or ñtopic 
areasò, developed through this planning process, each have one to two-page planning 
narratives. Each topic will include a question or issue which frames the fundamental challenge 
facing this topic. Then, the opportunities for addressing this issue are detailed. The opportunities 
were derived from careful analysis and suggestions by economic development professionals, 
community leaders, focus group participants, economic development forum participants, 
thought-leaders from various sectors of the community, Steering Committee members and the 
general citizenry. The consensus vision statements comprise the ñagreed-uponò description of 
what the desired economic and community future should look like in Jefferson County and its 
communities. These vision statements provide rich detail and deep insights about what is valued 
in Jefferson County. 
 
Many of the same stakeholders who contributed to the analysis of opportunities helped develop 
the consensus vision statements. The Economic Development Core Group and 
Steering Committee (which also includes the Board members of the JCEDC) refined the 
wording of the consensus vision statements to clearly describe the elements of a desirable 
economic future. 
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Section 4 
ISSUES, OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSENSUS VISION STATEMENTS: 

EIGHT (8) TOPIC AREAS 
 
This section frames the issues, identifies opportunities and then provides consensus vision 
statements which describe what Jefferson County and its communities would have in place in a 
future, successful economy. The planning process determined these eight topics as the most 
important areas to target economic development planning efforts. 
 
Topic - Innovation Connections 
 
Issue: How do we leverage proximity and connect business and ideas to 

research and development, higher education institutions and economic 
initiatives? 
 

Opportunities: Jefferson County has the opportunity to align itself with regional 
economic initiatives (Milwaukee 7 and Capital Regionôs THRIVE), 
connect with industry trends, and develop its capacity as an innovation 
center, fueled by the research, commercialization, and capital 
investment occurring within and around the County. 
 
Jefferson County holds an enviable position within the emerging 
innovation economy in Southeastern Wisconsin. The County itself is 
home to innovative industry leaders in agriculture, business, 
information technology, engineering and other fields. Institutional ties 
help fuel and facilitate this growth, including the UW-Whitewater, with 
its acclaimed programs in information technology and business as well 
as its local business development initiatives; and Madison College 
(formerly MATC), which continues to expand its presence and ability to 
transfer skills and expertise to the workforce of Jefferson County. 
Furthermore, the County is situated between Wisconsinôs core of 
academia, research and commercialization in Madison and of applied 
research and industry in Milwaukee. Regional initiatives extending 
from these core assets aim to grow our stateôs economy through 
support and investment for innovation, commercialization, and new 
and advancing businesses. 

 
 
Consensus Vision Statements for Innovation Connections 
 
Jefferson County Will Have: 
 
Applied Higher Education, Research and Technology 

¶ University of Wisconsin-Whitewater (UW-W) using applied higher education in individual 
companiesô project management, stage development, international marketing and training 
company leaders. 

¶ Research institutes that use UW-W technology and business capacity for new leading-edge 
business such as search engine optimization/multi-lingual web sites; Green 
Chemistry/energy-oriented business development; international healthcare and other spin-
offs of world renowned experience in business management expertise. 
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Innovative Forces and New Markets/International 

¶ A network of higher education/JCEDC/Jefferson County communities with a focus on 
innovation forces. 

¶ A network of five or six leading companies to collaborate and focus on innovation and new 
directions for business growth. 
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Topic - Agricultural Enterprises 
 
Issue: How do we respond to commercial agriculture markets and grow local food 

production and processing, targeting a regional market of 11 million 
people? 
 

Opportunities: Jefferson County has the opportunity to leverage its proximity to major 
markets and meet the growing market demand for locally produced foods. 
Agriculture and food processing are core economic drivers in Jefferson 
County. These industries celebrate and build off a rich history of leadership 
in production, quality and innovationïyet also propel the local economy 
forward by creating and embracing industry advances and aligning with 
new markets and consumer demands. Today, agriculture employs over 23 
percent of Jefferson Countyôs workforce and generates 33 percent of the 
Countyôs total economic activity. This core of food producers, processors 
and related industries sits at the heart of a rapidly-growing region of 11 
million people at a time of increasing demand for fresh, locally-produced 
foods. The Countyôs location advantages further enable it to turn modern 
challenges pertaining to food quality, security and increased transport costs 
into opportunities for economic growth. By remaining at the forefront of 
technological advances and embracing new market opportunities, Jefferson 
County will continue to be a regional leader in agricultural production and 
industry advancement. Jefferson County can preserve one of Wisconsinôs 
leading commercial agricultural regions and continue its leadership in 
preserving a solid mix of production agriculture through strong land use 
planning and land protection. 
 
Niche Agriculture and Organics 
Local is the new organic. Consumers are rapidly shifting their food-buying 
habits, desiring to know more about food sources. Nearly a quarter of 
American shoppers now buy organic products once a week, up from 17% 
in 2000. In the greater Chicago-Milwaukee-Madison area, a major effort is 
underway to increase locally produced food consumption from 2% to 10%. 
Food security, fuel costs, consumer demand for ñknownò sources and 
fresher foods, are all driving factors. Jefferson County, at the center of 11 
million people, has a great opportunity to serve a growing market. 
 
Food Processing 
Jefferson County lies at the center of a food processing hub. Just as 
agricultural production is diverse, so is food processing. Economic clusters 
in surrounding areas include food processing and manufacturing in the 
Janesville, Beloit and Rockford corridor to the south. The central location of 
Jefferson County provides the prime farmland needed for large- and small -
scale agricultural production, as well as the strong transportation network 
connecting the County to surrounding metro areas. 
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Consensus Vision Statements for Agricultural Enterprises and Regional Foods/Organics 
 
Jefferson County Will Have: 
 
Agriculture Mix and Size 

¶ An enterprise mix in the future as it currently exists consisting of commercial agriculture 
complemented by niche agriculture. 

¶ Stronger partnering for different commercial agriculture segments (i.e. dairy/crop/grain) 
and energy production/manure processing technology. 

 
Land Use, Conservation and Education 

¶ A protected agricultural land base with viable large agricultural districts where modern 
agricultural technology and practices can occur. 

¶ A sustainable rural economy with affordable land for farming, a new generation of 
farmers and strong markets for commercial agriculture and complementary niche 
agriculture. 

¶ An understanding of urban and rural life with compatibility between agricultural 
communities and urban/residential communities. 

¶ Clear differentiation between rural areas and urban communities. 

¶ Comprehensive and integrated education that reinforces the value, complexity and 
market responsiveness of agriculture to Jefferson County, the region and the world. 

 
Regional Foods and Organic Business 

¶ A foundation of local organic food businesses responsive to local, regional and 
national/international market demands (such as Standard Process, Kincaid, Oskri, etc.) 

¶ Local institutions (schools, health care facilities, universities, etc.) giving preference to 
locally produced foods. 

 
Regional Food Distribution 

¶ Established and new food distribution systems (Roundyôs, Woodmanôs, Sentry, Organic 
Valley-like) to access markets (including nearby urban areas ï Chicago; Milwaukee). 

 
Regional Food Networks 

¶ Local leadership in identifying and establishing local food markets, local business 
collaborations and a local Jefferson County brand/identity. 
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Topic - Tourism 
 
Issue: How do we make Jefferson County the close-to-home tourism destination? 

 
Opportunities Jefferson County is rich in rural landscapes and natural beauty, with 

opportunities to fish, bike, hike and paddle. With its prevalence of unique 
natural and cultural resources, locally-grown food, historic river towns; local 
culture and the arts, the County has a magnetic appeal for Wisconsinites. 
Jefferson Countyôs central location in a growing region of 11 million people 
and prevalence of unique natural and cultural resources presents the 
optimal opportunity to become a close-to-home tourism destination for the 
region. The Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources is addressing this 
growing recreation and tourism demand by creating the Glacial Heritage 
Area, and has identified the County as a prototype ñNature is Our 
Businessò initiative. 
 
The vibrant communities of Jefferson County are part of the draw of this 
area for local residents and visitors. These communities are well connected 
to the natural areas, and one another, via trails and rural highways. These 
communities lie in close proximity to one another by car or bike, yet each is 
distinctly appealing in its own right. With such abundant natural and cultural 
assets, the County has significant appeal for visitors looking for quick and 
inexpensive opportunities to spend time outdoors or explore with their 
families. 
 
Opportunities for Close-to-Home Tourism: 

¶ Local food, entertainment, restaurants serving locally grown and 
produced food 

¶ Glacial Heritage Area system connecting parks, waterways, trails 
and towns 

¶ Bike-friendly country with on-road routes through rolling hills, Glacial 
Drumlin Trail access and bike-friendly communities 

¶ Hunting and fishing within the Countyôs many parks, lakes and rivers 

¶ Unique downtown and river towns for family-friendly events, 
shopping, dining and recreation 

¶ Niche tourism with heritage farming and business connections, and 
rural arts and crafts trails 
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Consensus Vision Statements for Tourism 
 
Jefferson County Will Have: 
 
Glacial Heritage Area 

¶ A Glacial Heritage Area system consisting of new, large natural resource-oriented parks 
(conservation parks or ñpearlsò) connected by a network of bike paths and trails (strings) to 
each park and the Jefferson County communities. 
 

Silent Sports and Biking 

¶ Recognizable and identifiable bike loops and connections customized for a variety of users 
(i.e. families, youth, and enthusiasts). 

¶ Facilities and activities for high participation ñSilent Sportsò that respond to emerging and 
changing demands (including hiking, wildlife viewing, fishing, biking and others). 
 

Packaging Key Tourism Features 

¶ Authentic and innovative tourism opportunities which is a package of key/authentic/unique 
Jefferson County themes/attractions including: Museum/Historical Connector (i.e. Hoard, 
Octagon House, Aztalan); Glacial Heritage/Bicycle Connection; Active Person Theme; Water 
Experience; Entertainment layer including downtown events. 
 

Wayfinding 

¶ A comprehensive wayfinding system (including gateway signs, direction signs, reassurance 
signs, kiosks, maps, web-based guidance, etc.) that markets and enables 
connectivity/movement in the Jefferson County region. 
 

Organizational Structure 

¶ Diversified leadership in tourism promotion/marketing such as currently led by Jefferson 
County Tourism Council. 

¶ Tourism integrated with businesses strongly linked to tourism. 
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Topic - Small-Town Living 
 
Issue: How can we celebrate and enhance small community living to attract talent, 

focus on downtowns, schools, sustainability and healthy living? 
 

Opportunities: Vibrant downtowns are the signature of community health. With a wealth of 
active, distinct downtowns, Jefferson County has the opportunity to 
celebrate and enhance its small-town environments. 
 
In recent public participation efforts for local comprehensive plans, 
participants chose ñsmall-town atmosphereò as one of the most important 
reasons for living in Jefferson County. As the metro regions on either side of 
Jefferson County continue to grow, this asset will only become more distinct. 
The Countyôs unique small towns and vibrant downtowns have the strength 
to retain existing residents and to draw new talent and baby-boomers to 
Jefferson County. 
 
The small-town lifestyle is an asset attractive to more and more people 
interested in active Main Streets, education/lifelong learning, downtown 
living, recreation and healthy living. In addition, retaining and attracting top 
talent, entrepreneurs and retirees who have experience, skills and capital 
can help sustain Jefferson County by creating new businesses and jobs. 

 
Consensus Vision Statements for Small-Town Living 
 
Jefferson County Will Have: 
 
Community Livability 

¶ All the good things of the city in a small-town atmosphere (strong health care, community-
vested business, culture/entertainment, invigorating downtowns, quality education, young 
family-friendly, etc.) and will build on the best parts of small-town living. 

 
Downtowns 

¶ Strong community centers or destination downtowns in each of the communities that 
comprise the heart and soul of the community that contribute to the economic health though 
destination retail, heritage and civic pride. 

¶ Community gathering places where social life comes together (cafes, taverns, fun eateries, 
greens, plazas, commons, riverwalks) for routine and special events. 

¶ Vital downtowns both for the business environment and the look. 
 
Community Pattern/Form 

¶ Development patterns that recognize the clear distinction between the city and the country. 
 
Sense of Place 

¶ Characteristics that instinctively draw people to this area including strong local character, 
community identity, authenticity and a special sense of place. 
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Topic - Bioenergy 
 
Issue: How can we advance bioenergy and waste-to-energy opportunities? 

 
Opportunities: Jefferson County has the opportunity to expand bioenergy and waste-to-

energy opportunities with market leaders, to facilitate the growth of these 
industries. 
 
For the present and future, rural Americaôs major growth sector will clearly 
be renewable energy technologies. (Rural Power Community Scaled 
Renewable Energy and Rural Economic Development, New Rules Project, 
August 2008). 
 
The Jefferson County area has seen significant investment in bioenergy 
facilities and waste-to-energy technology. Waste Managementôs 
Farmington Deer Track Park Landfill, Valero Renewablesô (formerly Renew 
Energy) ethanol plant, and the Crave Brothersô manure digester technology 
serve as examples of the areaôs growing bioenergy production and know-
how. 
 
Bioenergy research also continues to advance in and around the County in 
both the private and public sectors. Research through the University of 
Wisconsin, Madison Collegeôs (formerly MATC) Consortium for Education 
in Renewable Energy Technologies, and the grant for development of a 
low-carbon Advanced Bioenergy Campaign received by the Wisconsin 
Farmers Union all contribute to the advancement and spread of knowledge 
throughout the state and within Jefferson County. 
 
UW-Madison is home to the Great Lakes Bioenergy Research Center. The 
early focus of this center is to conduct basic research toward a suite of new 
technologies to help convert cellulosic plant biomass  -  cornstalks, wood 
chips and native grasses  -  to sources of energy. This fuel will power 
everything from cars to electrical power plants. Jefferson Countyôs biofuel 
players and small engine companies have an opportunity to get connected 
to these efforts. 
 
Ongoing Opportunities: 

¶ Many groups and individuals working on multiple levels of renewable 
energy products; potential to create prototype/model ñbioenergyò 
county. 

¶ County has a wealth of small publicly-owned utilities. 

¶ Diverse multi-faceted system under development at Valero 
Renewables (formerly Renew Energy)  -  ethanol, algae, tilapia, 
hydroponic tomatoes. 

¶ Need for training/employee development in bioenergy related jobs; 
connect with Madison College (formerly MATC). 
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Consensus Vision Statements for Bioenergy 
 
Jefferson County Will Have: 
 

¶ Landfills and alternative technology for supplemental energy production. 
 

¶ An infrastructure and transportation system which supports movement of energy-
producing raw materials. 
 

¶ Clusters of business related to bioenergy and associated market and commodity 
exchange. 
 

¶ An integrated association between the UW research capacity and bioenergy business for 
applied research and planning in Jefferson County. 
 

¶ Specialized and skilled workforce in bioenergy. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Note that Renew Energy is now know as Valero Renewables  



23 

Topic  -  Health Care and Healthy Living 
 
Issue: How can we promote healthy communities based on proximity to existing 

local and regional health care systems and wellness initiatives? 
 

Opportunities: Jefferson County offers the best of both worlds, with proximity to dedicated 
and accessible local health care with hospitals in Fort Atkinson and 
Watertown; in addition to working relationships with specialty and tertiary 
care in the healthcare, biomedical, and research hubs of Madison and the 
Regional Medical Center in Milwaukee. 
 
Access to quality healthcare, much like education, is often an important 
element in location decision-making for businesses and individuals. The 
presence of major healthcare facilities in Jefferson County, as well as 
specialty care services, adds to the quality of life in individual communities. 
Part of what makes Jefferson Countyôs healthcare system viable is the 
strong presence of homegrown, locally run healthcare networks throughout 
the County, including Fort HealthCare and the Watertown Regional Medical 
Center (formerly Watertown Memorial Hospital). 
 
Beyond convenient access to formal healthcare, there is a growing need for 
workforce wellness. Due to the high costs of healthcare, many communities 
and companies are taking a more proactive approach with residents and 
employees providing programs and incentives to be healthier  -  eat healthy, 
exercise more and eliminate unhealthy habits to keep provider rates down. 
 
A healthy and active workforce ensures the reduction of lost time and makes 
employees more alert, efficient and productive. Jefferson County 
communities are already active players in community wellness, however 
there is a growing opportunity to create a wellness culture throughout the 
County through: 
 

¶ Business, school, as well as health care provider programs; 

¶ Integration of community initiatives with workforce wellness programs; 

¶ Connection of local food and recreation activities planning and 
promotion. 

 
 
Consensus Vision Statements for Health and Healthy Living 
 
Jefferson County Will Have: 
 
Integrated Healthcare 

¶ An integrated health care system for major hospital care needs, patient care (including 
mental health and special needs), and an information support system. 
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Healthy Living and Lifestyle 

¶ A culture that exhibits healthy living and healthy lifestyle choices related to healthy eating 
(including healthy fast foods), responsible alcohol consumption and smoke-free 
communities. 

¶ A healthy physical environment (including living space, public places/ restaurants/lodging 
and natural resources/water/air). 

¶ A citizenry that embraces wellness as a lifestyle (including healthy eating, regular exercise, 
disease prevention). 

 
Leadership in Community Health 

¶ Motivated leaders and established community structures (i.e. networks, workgroups, etc.) 
moving towards Jefferson Countyôs vision of health care and healthy living. 

 
Health Care Education 

¶ A supply of and access to health care professionals trained in best practices of preventative 
medical care and treatment methods supported by regional higher education (UW-Madison, 
Medical College of Wisconsin, etc.). 

¶ An informed and knowledgeable citizenry responsible for their own role in being healthy. 
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Topic  -  Advanced Manufacturing, Energy & Electrical Technology 
 
Issue: How do we build on our diverse mix of manufacturing industries while 

advancing energy efficiency and new product opportunities with electrical 
technology businesses, talent and entrepreneurs? 
 

Opportunities: Jefferson County has the opportunity to connect corporations and small and 
mid-sized businesses with regional institutions, initiatives, and innovators. A 
number of electrical and manufacturingïbusinesses, including large 
corporations and small start-up companiesïhave emerged or taken root in 
Jefferson County. The County now houses a cluster of talent in specialized 
electrical engineering, innovative energy management, and technical 
installation, including skill sets fostered at Generac Power Systems, Briggs & 
Stratton, Western Industries, Valero Renewables (formerly Renew Energy), 
and Eaton Electrical. 
 
The presence of a local talent cluster in Jefferson County provides 
opportunities to connect to the Clean & Green economy, and to advance the 
innovation economy in Jefferson County. The Clean & Green Economy cuts 
across nearly all economic sectors from building systems, to new bioplastics, 
energy-efficient machines, to renewable energy, and the tools and machines 
to build the new products of the future. Opportunities for other advanced 
manufacturing development based on place-based assets. 
 
Jefferson County is well positioned to play a role in many of these categories 
in coordination with regional industry leaders. Potential opportunities include 
connecting to small utilitiesô local renewable generation, and the 
development of wind energy facilities in coordination with existing 
businesses. 

 
Consensus Vision Statements for Economic Development Programming 
 
Jefferson County Will Have: 
 
Balance and Mix 

¶ A diverse mix of manufacturing industries recognizing our strength in food, food products 
and advanced manufacturing (i.e. metal manufacturing, electrical equipment, bicycles). 

¶ Balanced and expanding economic sectors beyond manufacturing including services (with 
prominence in health care) and retail (with vital downtowns and shopping centers). 
 

Established Corporate Personnel 

¶ A foundation of long-time, established businesses that value and are committed to their 
Jefferson County presence, as 76% of businesses have been in operation over 20 years. 

 
JCEDC Operations 

¶ A comprehensive set of updated operational guidelines to position our communities for 
business retention and expansion. 
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Topic  -  Sustainable Systems 
 
Issue: How do we develop innovative county-wide energy, transportation, water 

resources and systems approaches to help businesses and communities 
become more energy efficient and sustainable? 
 

Opportunities: Jefferson County is in a strong position to be a leader in the fields of energy, 
transportation, water management and sustainable systems approaches 
given its wealth of resources, strength in local leadership and proximity to 
regional experts. 
 
Private individuals, businesses and industries in Jefferson County are taking 
steps to become more sustainable in their lives, routines and business 
operations. A number of companies and organizations now established in 
the County were founded on the very premise of sustainable or efficient use 
of resources. Diverse local sustainability movements rooted in Jefferson 
County include ñThe Atkinson Diet,ò Rock River Coalition, Town & Country 
Resource & Conservation Development, Inc. and Sustain Jefferson. Efforts 
to introduce a more sustainable framework within the County coincide with 
efforts played out elsewhere at the local, regional and even global level. No 
longer merely a trend, sustainability has become an integral term of 
business  -  and life  -  for economic, health and environmental reasons. 
 
Water is a key asset for Jefferson County, which has a rich network of 
rivers, lakes and wetlands. Water helps to sustain the Countyôs success in 
agriculture, facilitates the growth of water-dependent industries, provides 
diverse recreational opportunities, allows for population growth and serves 
as a focal point for the downtowns of several communities within the 
County. 
 
As demand for safe freshwater soars worldwide, in both agricultural and 
urban settings, the need for new best practices and technologies for rural 
and urban freshwater management and provision correspondingly 
escalates. Jefferson Countyôs wealth of water assets presents the 
opportunity to make the Rock River Basin a model for rural water quality and 
rivers. The County could foster collaboration with the UW-Madison 
Limnology Center, and the UW-Milwaukee Freshwater and Great Lakes 
Center. 

 
Other opportunities related to building from the Sustainable Systems 
opportunity include: 

¶ Provide renewable access to fresh air, fresh water, local food production 
and shelter. 

¶ Develop opportunities for ñgreenò businesses and foster partnerships and 
business development in cooperation with UW-Whitewater. 

¶ Achieve common objectives through evolving civic and business networks 
of interconnected actions; recognize that communities have interests, 
values and perspectives that impact the lives of their citizens. 
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¶ Maintain cyclical planning versus linear or crisis planning and management; 
via planning that takes advantage of Jefferson Countyôs community 
diversity by focusing on finding agreement, not resolving disagreements. 

¶ Provide public transportation connections for a cluster of rural cities and 
promote use of higher efficiency personal vehicles such as Neighborhood 
Electric Vehicles (NEV); use of which should be approved at the local level. 

¶ Promote the peaceful enjoyment of life and a connection to nature, 
enhancing physical, psychological and spiritual connections, providing a 
holistic approach to a citizenôs well-being and quality of life experience. 

 
 
Consensus Vision Statement for Sustainable Systems 
 
A consensus vision for the complex topic of sustainable systems has not yet been developed. 
However, additional context about this issue is provided below. 
 
Context of Community Sustainability: 
 
Sustainability can be viewed as a concept, a method and even a way of life. It allows 
communities to sort through development options and arrive at a strategy that takes into 
consideration the full range of economic, environmental and social characteristics of a 
community. (Gary Green and Anna Haines, Asset Building and Community Development, Sage 
Publications and University of Wisconsin-Extension, 2002) 
 
 
Issue for Jefferson County and its Communities: 
 
While a consensus vision for the topic of sustainability and sustainable systems has not been 
developed the issue for Jefferson County has been framed, and that is: How can we develop a 
set of ñconsensus vision statementsò around the challenging concept of sustainability? 
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Section 5 
ECONOMIC VISION SUMMARY 

 
This section takes the rich detail provided from the Consensus Vision Statements in the prior 
section, and then summarizes the vision ideas in two ways. First, a short summary vision 
statement has been developed to succinctly communicate the fundamental essence of the 
Countyôs vision. Second, the three key areas of focus from the summary vision statement are 
presented with an attempt to capture a short summary of those Consensus Vision Statements 
that should be emphasized in this plan. 
 
Summary Vision Statement: 
 
Jefferson County will be a leader in home-grown business development and innovation 
linkage, agricultural enterprises and healthy small-town living. 
 
 
Summary of Vision Emphasis (Three Key Areas of Focus) 
 
Home-Grown Business: 
 

¶ The County, UW-System and UW-Whitewater will have a network of higher education, 
government and business communities focused on innovative forces. 

¶ We will have new international markets based on opportunities in India, China and other 
countries. 

¶ We will have a diverse mix of manufacturing industries recognizing our prominence in 
advanced manufacturing, food products, the service and health care sectors, while taking 
advantage of our proximity to knowledge and innovation centers in Milwaukee and Madison. 

 
Enterprising Agriculture: 
 

¶ The County will have a continued foundation of commercial agriculture complemented by 
niche and value-added agribusiness, food processing, bioenergy and new food businesses 
to address the market responsiveness of Jefferson County agriculture to the region and the 
world. 

 
Small-Town Magnetism: 
 

¶ We will have a foundation of long-time established businesses that value and are committed 
to their Jefferson County and local community presence. 

¶ The County will have new large natural resource-oriented parks connected by a network of 
bike paths, trails and silent sport recreation destinations, and will have an authentic and 
innovative package of tourism attractions linked by a comprehensive county wayfinding 
system. 

¶ We will have strong community centers or ñdestination downtownsò in each of the 
communities that comprise the ñheart and soulò of the community and that contribute to the 
economic health through destination retail. 
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¶  We will have an integrated health care system for major hospital care and other patient 
needs. 

¶ We will have citizenry embracing a wellness/fitness lifestyle and a cultural and physical 
environment exhibiting healthy living. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 


