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Project Overview

Problem Statement

Project Description

The goal of protecting water quality in our lakes, 
rivers, and streams drives significant investment of 
time, money, and other resources in rural Wiscon-
sin.  The challenge of carrying out this work in an 
agriculturally dominated landscape, like the Green 
Lake watershed, requires an understanding that 
this is a multi-functional place that means different 
things to different groups of people.  Those work-
ing to protect lakes and streams must also con-
sider the goals of those earning a living from the 
land, because these are critical partners necessary 
for the success of their efforts.  This relationship 
is critical and often the needs of the agricultural 
community are not well understood.  This report 
is designed to answer some of these questions and 
support relationship building between stakeholders 
in the Green Lake watershed by sharing the results 
of a confidential survey of agricultural landowners 
designed to support the development of strategies 
to improve participation in conservation agricul-
ture initiatives. 

This research has been led by Dr. Aaron Thompson to support efforts cited in the Green Lake 
Management Plan to improve agricultural operations performance with NR151 by focusing on 
understanding the needs and priorities of this community.  Using data collected from an attempted 
census of agricultural landowners, a stakeholder profile has been developed to provide a better 
understanding of their current behaviors (i.e. adoption of conservation practices), attitudinal 
factors motivating support or opposition to watershed management, and informs discussion of 
governance alternatives (i.e. support for farmer-led initiatives) for decision-making about conser-
vation efforts on agricultural lands. This report begins by examining who responded to the survey 
and comparing this with information about agricultural landowners and producers in the region to 
evaluate the potential for bias in the survey results.  Once this basic level of demographic analysis 
is completed, the process uses attitude information measured by the survey questionnaire to dif-
ferentiate amongst producers based on their goals and priorities.  These groups are then analyzed 
to determine their preference for different application variables, such as experience and interest 
in conservation practices, perceived barriers to participation, and trusted partners working within 
the watershed.  Finally, the report summarized what is known about landowners in 7 unique areas 
within the watershed to support the development of landscape strategies that are responsive to the 
needs of those who live and work the land in these areas.  
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Project Timeline

A goal of this work is to provide community-driven research that will enhance the ability of local 
partners to work together on complex challenges, such as meeting water quality goals in the 
Green Lake watershed.  Beginning in early 2015 conservations with Green Lake Association staff 
generated the idea of conducting this survey of agricultural producers to address specific outreach 
needs.  Since approval of the WDNR grant in early 2016 the key steps in the survey research 
process are provided below:    

•	 April 2016:  Coordination meeting with local agricultural specialists, including representa-
tives from local, state and federal agencies. 
•	 Fall 2017:  National political campaign closed window for survey data collection.
•	 March - April 2017:  Development of final survey instrument and Human Subject Protection 
(IRB) approval (UWSP Protocol #16-17.051). 
•	 April - June 2017: Data collection phase of the project.   
•	 July-September 2017: Initial review of survey results with GLA board and survey analysis. 
•	 October 2017: Development of survey report. 

Conservation Agriculture

The sub-title for this report addresses the 
need to identify factors motivating “con-
servation agriculture”.  This terminology 
was selected as it is broadly frames the 
challenge while suggesting the desire to 
support a multi-functional landscape. The 
intent is simply that both conservation 
initiatives (especially those designed to 
support the protection of water quality) 
and agriculture can both thrive when a 
community works together toward a com-
mon strategy for their landscape (Cornell 
University, 2017).  
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Green Lake Watershed
Green Lake & 
Fond du Lac Counties

Fox River System
Upper Fox River

Fox River System
Lower Fox River

Lake Michigan
Green Bay

Project Location

The Social Science Assessment project is focused on the Big Green Lake (‘Green Lake’) wa-
tershed located in portions of Fond du Lac and Green Lake Counties. Green Lake is a large 
drainage lake (7,346 acres) and is the deepest natural inland lake in Wisconsin, reaching a max-
imum depth of 236 feet and an average depth of 100 feet. Green Lake stratifies and maintains a 
two-story fishery (Sesing, 2013). 
	

Study Area
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Agricultural Land Cover

Green Lake Watershed Land Cover

Study notes:
The map above highlights the areas of agricultural land cover in green, which have been 
overlaid on top of the topographic information to highlight elevation changes.  Of particular 
interest is the limited area of agricultural land cover directly north of Green Lake that 
is within the watershed.  However, the overall trend is that agricultural land use clearly 
dominates the landscape.  

The Green Lake watershed (68,676 acres) is dominated by agriculture with only 3% developed 
land use.  In 2014, Green Lake was listed as impaired for low DO caused by TP loading (Sesing, 
2013). In response, the Lake Management Planning team for Green Lake has been aggressively 
implementing agricultural BMPs in the watershed. The social science assessment is intended 
to support these efforts and enhance approaches to build lasting relationships with agricultural 
producers in the region.    
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Survey  Sample

Survey Process

Data was collected using an 8-page mail ques-
tionnaire that was administered using a 5-contact 
process, adapted from Dillman’s Tailored Design 
Method (2000).  Agricultural landowners were 
recruited to participate in the voluntary survey 
using the following contacts: 

•	 Introductory Letter
•	 Survey Packet #1
•	 Reminder Postcard #1
•	 Survey Packet #2
•	 Reminder Postcard #2

The multiple contact approach is intended pri-
marily to raise awareness and recruit participa-
tion with prompts and reminders; as the quality 
of the final dataset is dependent upon participa-
tion from a large enough group of agricultural 
landowners to represent the diversity of views 
held by this community.

Study notes:
All agricultural landowners within 1 mile of the HUC 10 watershed boundary were included 
in the survey.  The purpose of extending this boundary was to ensure that those individuals 
who live outside the watershed and either own or rent land inside the boundary were eligible 
to participate.  

Sample Development

The survey “sample” is the list of individuals re-
cruited to participate in the study.  The intent was to 
collect data from all households owning more than 
40 acres of agricultural land within the watershed, 
or in close proximity to its boundary.  Additionally, 
the list was screened to remove any non-agricultur-
al landowners (such as forest landowners with less 
than 50 percent agricultural landcover).  As shown 
in the Table on the next page a total of 459 valid 
addresses were identified along with their ownership 
type -- individual, business, or trusts.  



– 9 –

Farmer Survey Report

Non-Response Check

Response Rate

Following the survey collection phase all 
non-participating households were mailed a 
1-page questionnaire asking why they didn’t 
participate.  The demographics of this group 
are similar to those of that completed the 
survey, except that a higher rate of females 
(39 percent) completed the non-response 
form.  Additionally, as the chart shows 
primary reason is that they aren’t actively 
involved in farm management decisions.  

•	 As shown in the table below out of more than 450 agricultural landowners slightly more than 
40 percent of those invited to participate completed survey.  
•	 Based on comparing reports of land ownership from survey participants with total available 
agricultural lands approximately 50 to 60 percent of all agricultural land in the study area is 
represented by survey responses.
•	 There is strong representation from different ownership types (individual, business, or 
trusts); however, the higher participation of trusts is likely responsible for the slightly elevated 
participation in the survey by non-farming households (landlords).    
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Sample Analysis

While the non-response check didn’t reveal any significant issues with the survey data, it is 
always important to determine the similarities and differences between those that responded and 
the rest of the community the results are intended to represent.  Using U.S. Census of Agriculture 
(2012) data the table above compares the demographic characteristics of survey participants to 
state and county trends.  These results demonstrate that the survey performed extremely well in 
terms of capturing a representative group of agricultural landowners.  However, as noted previ-
ously the slightly elevated participation of non-farming households (landlords) is also evident 
here by a smaller percentage who reported pursuing farming as their primary occupation.    
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Survey  Results

Analysis Plan

A social science assessment is simply another tool that can be used to understand how best to 
work with the community in a given context.  For the purposes of the Green Lake Farmer sur-
vey this analysis begins with understanding the demographic characteristics (a) of agricultural 
landowners .  Next, by developing a stakeholder profile (b) to identify different groups based on 
attitudes toward key ‘distinguishing’ variables it becomes possible to better understand where 
agricultural landowners agree and where they don’t. In order to support this type of differentia-
tion, social science has developed methods for combining survey responses to identify different 
‘groups’ of stakeholders who share a key attitude or belief relevant to conservation decision mak-
ing.  To better understand agricultural landowners in the Green Lake watershed this study uses a 
2-step typology approach using the following distinguishing variables: 

•	 Typology 1:  Distinguishing Variable -- Farmers Views of the Environment
•	 Typology 2:  Distinguishing Variable -- Role of Government in Land Management   

The results of the measures of each of the distinguishing variables is then combined with a mea-
sure of farm operation type focusing the comparison on active farmers versus non-farming land-
lords and used to develop strategies to apply this information (c) to support implementation of the 
watershed plan.  The overarching goals is that by learning about agricultural landowners efforts 
can be better designed to meet landowners where they’re at by responding to them, which in-
cludes understanding influences on conservation practice adoption (goals), determining who they 
wish to work with and who they don’t (contact), and how they’d like to be included in decisions 
(approach).  

(a)

(b)

(c)
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To understand what we can learn from the survey of agricultural landowners we begin by discuss-
ing the characteristics of those who responded to the survey.  The following demographic infor-
mation does not in and of itself provide conclusions about how to engage agricultural landowners 
in watershed planning; rather it assists in understanding who voluntarily contributed to the water-
shed planning process by participating in the Green Lake Farmer Survey.  
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Farm Operation Type

Combining the responses to the 
bottom two demographic questions 
shown on the previous page (gross 
farm sales and farming operation) 
allowed for constructing an overall 
profile of our sample of agricultur-
al landowners.  The chart shows 
that respondents are about 40 
percent active farmers, 45 percent 
landlords, and 15 percent hobby 
farms.    

Gender

Education

Nearly 80 percent of all respon-
dents are male, which is consistent 
with other surveys conducted in 
Wisconsin of those who make 
farm management decisions.  It 
is important to note that between 
active farms and landlords there is 
a significant difference in gender 
distribution, with significantly 
more women reporting their in-
volvement as landlords (non-farm-
ing) than active farming situations.   

Overall education levels are very 
similar with the average respon-
dent having “some college” 
training.  
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Age

Land Own & Rent

Retirement Plans

The average age of all respondents 
is 64 years.  There is a small de-
gree of variation, which suggests 
paying attention to the trend of 
landlords being the oldest popu-
lation on average and the active 
farms with sales over $100,000 / 
year being somewhat younger.  

The takeaway on land ownership 
is that farm size is directly related 
to the type of farming operation.  
Active farms with sales over 
$100,000 / year are the largest and 
hobby farms are the smallest on 
average with other types falling 
in between. However, it should be 
noted that with an average farm 
size of nearly 130 acres landlords 
still control a sizable area of the 
agricultural land in the watershed. 

Another difference between active 
farms (of all sales levels) and land-
lords emerges related to retirement 
plans as 70 percent of landlords 
are looking to fully retire, while 
around 90 percent those manag-
ing active farms intend to stay 
engaged in farm management in 
some capacity for the rest of their 
lives. 
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Future Plans

Awareness of GLA

Continuing the trend active farms 
and landlords also have different 
plans for the future of their land.  
Around 70 percent of active farms 
intend to pass the land along with-
in their family, while that number 
is half that rate for landlords.  Also 
of note is that nearly 1 in 4 land-
lords don’t know what they will do 
with their land in the future.   

Familiarity with the work of the Green Lake Association is extremely 
limited, with more than half of all farmers (regardless of farm oper-
ation type) reporting that they don’t know much about the work or 
purpose of the organization.  
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Benefits of Green Lake

In general, the most likely time to find agricultural landowners benefiting directly from Green 
Lake is when they are spending time at family and social gatherings.  They also report not bene-
fiting directly from local tax dollars generated by shoreline development or access to customers.  
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Farmers Views of the Environment (fve)
To develop this measure the items below are grouped into 2 separate 
scales with one group of 4 items representing pro-business views of 
farming and the other set representing pro-stewardship.  These sets 
of items are analyzed to ensure compatibility and then combined into 
2 summated scales, each with a possible score range from -8 to +8 
(adapted from Thompson, 2015).

Business

Business

Business

Business

Stewardship

Stewardship

Stewardship

Stewardship

The results, shown in the chart, reveal 
that there is a strong sense of stewardship 
that is part of the identity of agricultural 
landowners in the Green Lake watershed. 
Most responses to the Stewardship Scale 
(FVE_Stewardship) are above neutral 
(score of 0), while the Business Scale 
(FVE_Busines) is more diverse as some 
land owners are strongly agree with these 
views and others do not.   
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Cluster Analysis

Once the responses to the FVE (farmers views of the environment) scales are calculated a statis-
tical procedure called cluster analysis is used to separate respondents into groups based on the 
pattern of responses in the data.  Agricultural landowners in the Green Lake watershed separated 
into three distinct groups reflecting different perspectives on the role of business and stewardship.  
The mean scores of the three groups are shown in the graph and can be characterized as: 

(G1) Positive Stewardship, Negative Business
•	 These individuals view conservation as a 
primary goal for their land, while holding nega-
tive views of actions that maximize production 
at the expense of the land.  

(G2) Positive Stewardship, Positive Business
•	 These individuals hold views that balance 
both conservation and business goals. This 
reflects a set of dual-interests that can influence 
conservation decisions depending on specific 
circumstances.  

(G3) Negative Stewardship, Positive Business
•	 These individuals view farming as a busi-
ness, while being neutral (or more negative than 
other members of their community) toward 
conservation goals.  

(G1) Positive Stewardship, Negative Business
•	 43 percent of survey responses
•	 Higher % female owned, smaller farms
(G2) Positive Stewardship, Positive Business
•	 37 percent of survey responses
•	 Mid-size farms, more rental acres
(G3)Negative Stewardship, Positive Business
•	 20 percent of survey responses 
•	 Largest farms (average acres owned)
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Typology 1: fve x farm type

To develop the final groups for Typology 1 the results of the FVE cluster analysis (3 attitude 
groups) are then separated based on farm operation type.  The the graph below shows the re-
lationship between the attitude groups and farm operation type.  With the exception of Hobby 
Farms (~70% hold Positive Stewards, Negative Business attitudes) both active farm types and 
landlords (non-farming households) are evenly distributed across the 3 attitude groups.  The final 
step was to produce the summary of key groups, so high and low sales active farms have been 
grouped together and separated from landlords, resulting in a total of 6 groups for Typology 1.   

The graph (and list) shown here demonstrate the diversity 
of attitude perspective held by both active farm and land-
lord households.  The emphasis of the application variables 
described on the following pages is to learn how to respond 
to this diversity in order to improve participation in conser-
vation agriculture efforts within the watershed.  

ACTIVE FARMS
Positive Stewardship, Negative Business
•	 13 percent of survey responses
Positive Stewardship, Positive Business
•	 18 percent of survey responses
Negative Stewardship, Positive Business
•	 14 percent of survey responses 

LANDLORDS
Positive Stewardship, Negative Business
•	 24 percent of survey responses
Positive Stewardship, Positive Business
•	 21 percent of survey responses
Negative Stewardship, Positive Business
•	 10 percent of survey responses 
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Application:  Using the Typologies

The following sections focus on using Typology 1: FVE x Farm Operation Type to determine 
how these groups respond to important application variables.  Specifically the analysis begins by 
exploring barriers to conservation followed by an analysis of conservation practice experience, 
interest, and perceived benefit to the watershed.  Then, after introducing Typology 2, the report 
will further explore governance options and trust implications of the landowner groups.  
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Application:  Barriers to Conservation

Exploring factors that influence whether an agricultural landowner chooses to 
participate in conservation is an important starting point in assessing current out-
reach and developing new programming.  The graph below shows overall respons-
es indicating that practice effectiveness ($=improvement), concern about reduced 
yields, and lack of funding are important concerns for all respondents.  Additionally, 
attitude specific concerns also emerge such as those with positive business (FVE) 
views being significantly more concerned about yield loss.    



– 22 –

Green Lake Watershed

Application:  Conservation Practices

The following section focuses on understanding differences between the 6 
groups (Typology 1) based on their overall experience, interest, and perceived 
benefit with using 13 different conservation practices that were selected for their 
relevance to current efforts in the Green Lake Watershed.  The figure below 
provides the specific questions asked about each practice, along with a represen-
tative example of the 13 practices from each of the areas of the farm included in 
the questionnaire (Intensive Use, Production, and Riparian Areas).     
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Conservation Practices -- Overall Mean Scores

Conservation Practices -- Stakeholder Groups

The first graph shows overall experience, interest, and perceived benefit for each of the 13 prac-
tices based on all responses from the survey.  The results suggest: 
•	 Experience and interest is highest for Production Area practices. 
•	 Most practices were similarly rated “Some Benefit” for perceived impact in the watershed.
•	 There is a large gap between experience and perceived benefit for Intensive Use and Ripari-
an Area practices.  

Upon introducing Typology 1 the results begin to reveal differences not shown in the overall 
trends.  For this analysis an average score has been calculated from all 13 questions for the prac-
tices associated with each area of the farm.     
•	 Those who hold Positive Stewardship, Negative Business views are more interested in 
adopting conservation practices and hold a higher level of perceived benefit of installation.  
•	 Active farms have more experience with conservation practices than landlords, regardless of  
their underlying views. 
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Intensive Use Areas

Production Areas

Riparian Areas

These results reveal the following lessons for conservation practices within these areas: 
•	 There is little experience or interest in Intensive Use Area practices, except for Active Farms 
that hold Positive Stewardship, Negative Business views.  
•	 Experience with Production Area practices is strong; however, experience is higher than 
overall interest except for Landlords that hold Positive Stewardship, Negative Business views.  
•	 There is also little experience or interest in Riparian Area practices, but the perceived benefit 
is higher than experience for all groups.  

This analysis uses averaged responses from experience, interest, and benefit questions for the set 
of practices associated with each area of the farm (Intensive Use Areas, Production Areas, and 
Riparian Areas).  
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Conservation Practices -- Harvestable Buffers

The harvestable buffer is a conservation 
practice that is not currently available (for 
cost share) in Green Lake, although it is 
being considered as a possibility.  
•	 Interest in a harvestable buffer practice 
is not very strong (mean scores range from 
approximately .75 to 1.5).  
•	 Perceived benefit is stronger than 
current interest, suggesting that this may 
be an issue with a new program having 
unknown effectiveness (revealed as a pri-
mary barrier in previous section).  

Participants were also asked to evaluate 4 
possible scenarios for this program by indi-
cating if each option would make them more 
interested.  
•	 All costs paid seems most important to 
landlords who hold Positive Business (FVE) 
views. 
•	 County maintenance is appealing for 
many, but not for active farms who hold Posi-
tive Business (FVE) views. 
•	 Long term contracts are more appealing 
to landlords than active farms. 
•	 Short term contract were less well re-
ceived than long term contracts overall.  
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Role of Government

Similar to the FVE items these are grouped into 2 separate scales with 
one group of 4 items representing pro-government views and the oth-
er set of 4 items representing pro-individual views of farming.  These 
sets of items are analyzed to ensure compatibility and then combined 
into 2 summated scales, each with a possible score range from -8 to 
+8.

Government

Government

Government

Government

Individual

Individual

Individual

Individual

Unlike the results of the FVE scales the 
Role of Government scales revealed 
a normal distribution that suggests 
individuals generally hold Pro-Govern-
ment (+Gov) or Pro-Individual (-Gov) 
views regarding government’s role in 
land management decisions based on 
cluster analysis results.  
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Farm Type x Role of Government

Farmers Views of the Environment x Role of Government

No significant differences were identified 
for views of government involvement in 
land management between Active Farms 
(combining high and low sales) and 
Landlords.  While there is a slightly high-
er rate of Pro-Individual (-Gov) views 
among Active Farms with sales greater 
than $100,000 per year, the data reveals 
that both Pro-Government and Pro-In-
dividual views are distributed across all 
farm operation types.  

The relationship between Farmers Views 
of the Environment and the Role of Gov-
ernment is more complex.  It appears that 
those who hold Positive Stewardship, Neg-
ative Business views are more Pro-Gov-
ernment (+Gov) and that for those hold 
Negative Stewardship, Positive Business 
views they are more likely to hold Pro-In-
dividual (-Gov) views.  However, there are 
important differences in each group related 
to the Role of Government that may impact 
participation in conservation efforts.    

Typology 2: fve x farm type x gov
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Application:  Trust & Partners

The survey explored several key attributes necessary to building 
relationships with agricultural stakeholders.  Of particular important 
is determining who the farmers trust to work with (“contact”) to make 
decisions that may have an impact on water quality.  

The graphs on the following page show the results for each of the twelve Typology 2 groups (ac-
tive farm groups in the top graphic and landlord groups in the bottom graphic).  Based on these 
results it is important to understand that:   

•	 Individuals holding Pro-Government (+Gov) views are more likely to work with government 
agencies than those holding Pro-Individual (-Gov) views.  Willingness to work with specific 
partners does vary based on Typology 1 (stewardship and business attitudes), suggesting that 
determining a primary contact is more than just selecting between government and non-govern-
ment partners.  
•	 It will be a struggle, or not possible, to reach some groups and these results suggest that this 
problem is most acute for those who hold Negative Stewardship, Positive Business and Pro-In-
dividual views.  This result holds for both active farms and landlords that hold this combination 
of attitude views.  
•	 Due to the variability observed in these results it is appropriate to consider identifying pri-
mary contacts to take the lead with agricultural landowners in different parts of the watershed.   
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Active Farmers:  likelihood working with Organizations

Landlords:  likelihood working with Organizations



– 30 –

Green Lake Watershed

Application:  Support for Farmer-led Council

The survey asked respondents to rank their like-
ly of support on a scale from extremely unlikely 
(-4) to extremely likely (+4).  During the data 
cleaning stage these responses were recoded to 
reflect 3 categories: Unlikely (-4 to -2), Neutral 
(-1 to +1), and Likely (+2 to +4).  The results, 
shown in the graph here, indicate that slightly 
more than 1/3 of agricultural landowners indi-
cated a willingness to participate, while most 
other responses fell into the neutral category.  
This is likely the result of farmer-led councils 
still be a relatively new approach and aware-
ness levels in general are very low.  Overall, the 
result is positive that a farmer-led initiative is an 
option for engaging stakeholders in the Green 
Lake watershed. 

Another key attributes of relationship building with the agricultur-
al community is soliciting their input about how they would like to 
participate (“the approach”) in efforts to manage watershed issues.  
Farmer-led councils have emerged as one pathway that focuses on 
building this relationship by asking agricultural stakeholders to assist 
directly in identifying problems and developing practical, acceptable 
responses that are appropriate for the local context. 
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Active Farmers:  Support for Farmer-led Council

Landlords:  Support for Farmer-led Council

On this page these results for farmer-led councils are broken down for the twelve Typology 2 
groups (active farm groups in the top graphic and landlord groups in the bottom graphic). 
 
•	 Farmer-led councils appear to have broad appeal (or similar pattern of unlikely responses) 
from all active farm groups.  
•	 There is a slight trend of greater uncertainty (neutral responses) from landlord groups than 
active farms, regardless of Typology 2 views.  
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Conclusions / Landscape Strategy

Conclusion #1: Respond to Social Conditions on the Ground

In order to support the development of landscape strategies based on the social science assess-
ment, participants were asked to provide an approximation of their location.  These results were 
then summarized into 7 areas of the watershed to maintain confidentiality.  Roughly 60 percent 
of survey respondents (111 individuals) provided enough information to locate their approxi-
mate area of the watershed.  The result is 7 unique areas representing responses from landown-
ers controlling more than 25,000 acres of agricultural lands in the Green Lake watershed.  
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Area 1: North of Green Lake

Area 2: South of Green Lake
% of Total Acres Reported

% of Total Acres Reported

A landscape strategy for this area should recognize the following social characteristics for the 
dominant groups (Active / Landlord, share +Stew views, +/-Bus, +/-Gov):  
•	 Barriers to conservation: Does $ invested achieve desired result, lack of funding
•	 Practices: Gap between low current experience with practices and high desire for landlords.
•	 Trusted Partners: Green Lake County Land Conservation Department
•	 Approach (farmer-led): Yes -- for active farms, but landlords are unlikely to participate.   

A landscape strategy for this area should recognize the following social characteristics for the 
dominant groups (Active, share -Stew, +Bus views, +/-Gov): 
•	 Barriers to conservation: Reduced yield is the primary concern
•	 Practices: Lowest level of interest or perceived benefit of the conservation practices.
•	 Trusted Partners: Pro-Government (+Gov) Green Lake County Land Conservation Depart-
ment, Pro-Individual (-Gov) unlikely to work with any of the active partners.
•	  Approach (farmer-led): Yes -- there is strong support, especially from those holding 
Pro-Individual (-Gov) views.  
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Area 4: Southeast of Green Lake
% of Total Acres Reported

Area 3: Northeast of Green Lake
% of Total Acres Reported

A landscape strategy for this area should recognize the following social characteristics for the 
dominant groups (Landlord, share +Stew / -Bus views, +/-Gov): 
•	 Barriers to conservation: Does $ invested achieve desired result, lack of funding
•	 Practices: For the dominant group (Landlords, +Stew / -Bus, +/-Gov) current experience 
with practices is low, but there is a high level of interest in practices for landlords.
•	 Trusted Partners: All partners, except WDNR.
•	 Approach (farmer-led): No -- this group is unlikely to participate.  
  

Note:  Secondary group -- active farm (24.8%)that shares characteristics with those in Area #2.  

A landscape strategy for this area should recognize the following social characteristics for the 
dominant groups (Active / Landlord, share +Stew, +Bus views, share +Gov views): 
•	 Barriers to conservation: Availability of 100 percent cost share (in addition)
•	 Practices: Limited room for improvement as current experience matches practice interest. 
•	 Trusted Partners: Most partners, except for WDNR, Fond du Lac County Land Conserva-
tion Department, and the Green Lake Association.
•	 Approach (farmer-led): No -- there is a high degree of uncertainty with mean neutral re-
sponses between 55-80 percent.
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Farmer Survey Report

Area 5: North of Ripon

Area 6: South of Ripon

% of Total Acres Reported

% of Total Acres Reported

A landscape strategy for this area should recognize the following social characteristics for the 
dominant groups (Active / Landlord, share +Stew views, +/-Bus, +/-Gov): 
•	 There is a lot of diversity in farmers views of the environment (Typology 1) resulting in a 
lot of distinct groups within this area; however, the Positive Stewardship views are a dominant 
feature even if there is disagreement about Business views.  
•	 The general trend is that active farms tend to hold Pro-Individual (-Gov) views and landlords 
in this area of the watershed generally hold Pro-Government (+Gov) views.  

A landscape strategy for this area should recognize the following social characteristics for the 
dominant groups (Active, +/-Stew, +/-Bus, +/-Gov): 
•	 There are few landlords in this area (at least that provided their location on the survey). 
•	 The active farms in this area represent nearly every possible Typology 2 group, suggesting a 
wide range of barriers, practices, and trusted partners must be considered for this area.   
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Green Lake Watershed

Area 7: Southeast of Ripon

Application of Spatial Data

% of Total Acres Reported

Conclusion #2: Integrate Social & Ecological Data

The survey data, and social breakdown of 
the watershed presented above, can provide 
insight into the practical realities of finding 
willing landowners to participate in con-
servation efforts.  This information needs 
to be integrated with biophysical science 
that identifies where landscape strategies 
can intervene effectively to resolve or miti-
gate conditions that are leading to impair-
ments in local waterways.  The Green Lake 
Association has already invested in this 
information and maintains partnerships 
promoting BMPs within the watershed, but 
what is missing is an intentional analysis of 
both social and ecological data to provide 
the foundation for conservation decision 
making.  As the maps on the next page 
show this is a complex analysis, but the 
data is available.    

A landscape strategy for this area should recognize the following social characteristics for the 
dominant groups (Active, share -Stew, +Bus, -Gov views): 
•	 Barriers to conservation: Reduced yield is the primary concern
•	 Practices: Lowest level of interest or perceived benefit of the conservation practices.
•	 Trusted Partners: Pro-Government (+Gov) Green Lake County Land Conservation Depart-
ment, Pro-Individual (-Gov) unlikely to work with any of the active partners.
•	  Approach (farmer-led): Yes -- there is strong support, especially from those holding 
Pro-Individual (-Gov) views.  
  

Note:  Shares characteristics with those in Area #2, but more dominant here.    
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Farmer Survey Report

General trends: Ownership Assemblage

General trends: Crop Rotation
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Green Lake Watershed

Conclusion #3: Build Relationships & Awareness

Growing Awareness within the Agriculture Community

The survey results confirmed anecdotal evidence conveyed by partners through past experience 
that the efforts of the Green Lake Association to address water quality are not widely known or 
understood by the agricultural community.  In fact, only about 1 in 3 agricultural landowners 
are familiar with the Green Lake Association.  Efforts to address this challenge must continue to 
focus on building these relationships through: 
   

•	 Continuing to create outreach opportunities, such as the recent GLA conservation field day 
and the Green Lake producer video documentary.  
•	 Investing in expanding GLA efforts, or supporting other community (non-governmental) 
programming to coordinate conservation.  *Note:  Support for farmer-led councils should be 
carefully considered and depends on who GLA is attempting to establish a new relationship as it 
is not supported by all types of agricultural landowners.  
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Farmer Survey Report

Conclusion #4: Respond to Emerging Opportunities

While the average age of those surveyed is over 60 years, it is important to note that active farms 
(especially high sales) had a slightly lower average age and that 70 percent plan to have a fam-
ily member continue their operation in the future.  If GLA wants improved relationships with 
farmers in the future it is important to begin investing in relationship building with the next 
generation today.  This may include efforts through 4-H or FFA programming to youth, but 
perhaps most importantly is focusing on identifying ways to support producers who are actively 
transitioning into farm management roles. Farm transition is a significant challenge and there are 
many programs to support young farmers (USDA, 2017). However, there are also many aspects 
that impact local waterways, like land management decisions, that could be an opportunity for 
new local conservation programs and support.   

The prevalence of non-farming households 
(landlords), that is now an established 
trend across multiple studies of watersheds 
in Central Wisconsin conducted by Dr. 
Aaron Thompson, presents unique out-
reach challenges.  For Green Lake this type 
of landowner is also more likely to be older 
and has a higher percentage of females.  
This presents an excellent opportunity to 
include a new group in the conversation, 
while also addressing the challenge that 
only 1 in 4 landlords have clear plans for 
the future of their land.  Green Lake is not 
completely unique and existing “women in 
agriculture” programs could be contacted 
for support and resources (Iowa State Uni-
versity, 2017).  

Support for Women Who Own Farmland

Building Relationships with the Next Generation
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Green Lake Watershed

Conclusion #5: Define “Conservation Agriculture” for Green Lake

Presented here is an award winning project from New Zealand focused on allocating conserva-
tion agriculture practices at the landscape scale.  The purpose of this example is to suggest that 
a more detailed landscape plan for Green Lake, developed with input from agricultural stake-
holders, could provide a stronger plan for protection of Green Lake and some needed clarity 
for agricultural landowners regarding what is being asked of them to protect local waterways.  
Additionally, the survey revealed the following design challenges:  
   

•	 Unlike Production Area practices (high experience and interest), Riparian Area practices did 
not generate significant interest from landowners.  There is a belief that they are very beneficial 
to the watershed; however, how do we improve the design of these practices so that they are 
acceptable and generate interest from landowners?  
•	 Related to the landscape scale challenge questions above -- how can we show agricultural 
landowners the future we need in order to protect Green Lake?  Would partnering with a few 
landowners in the watershed to work through design challenges benefit all outreach efforts? 
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Factors Motivating Conservation Agriculture
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Appendix

Survey Questionnaire

•	 The survey questionnaire shared on these pages is the product of multiple years of research 
and the development has been funded by multiple agencies and organizations. As a result, this 
work product is intellectual property possessed solely by the author and elements contained 
within are not to be used or copied without written permission.  
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