
In the previous issues of the Monitoring Wisconsin, researchers 
at UWM have examined Growth Potential of Wisconsin’s Econ-
omy, Municipal Living Wage Laws, Labor Markets-Cycle or 
Trend, etc.  To continue the discussions on the Wisconsin Econ-
omy, in this issue, Arora, Akubeze and Whitten studied the Im-
pact of Wisconsin’s Smart Growth Law on local economy.  Their 
paper, “Growth Strategies for Small Cities: Impact of Incentives 
to Attract Investment,” was presented at the 15th Conference on 
Small City and Regional Community, UW-Stevens Point, Sep-
tember 30 and October 1, 2004.  The paper is also available for 
your perusal on our website at www.uwm.edu/Dept/ISPR. 

Growth Strategies for Small Cities:  
Can Wisconsin’s Smart Growth Law Help? 

 

Swarnjit S. Arora, Okey P. Akubeze and Gregory Whitten 

Monitoring Wisconsin 

 
Introduction 
 

The Economy of Wisconsin, which traditionally has recorded un-
employment rates lower than the national average, continues to 
show considerable strength as the recovery progresses.  The un-
employment rate in November, 2004 was 4.8 percent compared 
to 5.4 for the nation, and 5.3 percent for the Midwest region.  
However, recovery within Wisconsin has not been uniform.  Cit-
ies like Beloit and Racine continue to have high unemployment 
rates of 10.45 and 11.4%, respectively.  Kenosha and Janesville 
also show above average unemployment rates, while cities like 
Waukesha, La Crosse and Madison show unemployment rate 
close to 3%.   
 

The population of the State of Wisconsin increased by 13.98% 
between 1980 and 2000.  During the same period, the population 
of the U.S. increased by 24.23%.  The projected trends further 
indicate a widening gap between the U.S. and Wisconsin popula-
tion growth rates.  At the city level, cities like Sun Prairie, De 
Pere, West Bend and Waukesha saw an increase of 59.61%, 
38.05%, 31.04% and 28.71%, respectively.  However, Racine, 
and Glendale had an actual decline of 4.5% and 3.1%, respec-
tively. The population of a number of other cities like Beloit, 
Kenosha, Manitowoc, and Sheboygan was almost stagnant. 
 

The age composition of Wisconsin’s population is another factor 
of concern. In the U.S., percentage of the population, in 2000, for 
the age category 25 to 34 years was 14.2. During the same period, 
the percentage for this category in Wisconsin was 13.2. If Wis-
consin’s 25-34 years category had grown at the national rate, the 
State’s number for this group would have been 761,642 in 2000 
instead of 706,168 – a net deficit of 55,474. With a median age of 
36 years, the population of Wisconsin was also older than the na-
tion’s median of 35.3 years. 

At $30,898 in 2003 Wisconsin’s per-capita income  was below 
the national average of $31,632.  Wisconsin’s income has con-
sistently lagged behind the national level since 1980 and the gap 
has increased since 1986-87.  In 1982, the percentage of the 
State’s labor force that was employed in the service sector sur-
passed the percentage employed in the manufacturing sector.  
Average earning per worker in the service sector tends to be 
about 65% of the average earning per worker in the manufactur-
ing sector.   

To explore the relationship between per capita income and the 
availability of labor force, and the population in the 25-34 year 
category, we ranked all the counties in Wisconsin by per capita 
income level, with a rank of one assigned to the county with the 
highest and a rank of 72 assigned to the county with the lowest 
per capita income . There is a clear one to one relationship.  The 
counties with a low  per capita income have a smaller labor 
force and substantial out-migration reflected by a smaller per-
centage of population in age group 25-34.  The reverse is true 
for the counties with higher per-capita income (See Table 1).  
Regression analysis also establishes a very strong relationship.  
Exceptions are Waukesha and Ozaukee counties which are part 
of the Milwaukee MSA.  

(continued on page 2). 
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Table 1  
Counties Ranked by Per Capita Income and Relevant Demographic Factors 

Counties 
Per Capita 

Income Rank 
Population Distribution (%)  

18-64 yrs 25-34 yrs 65 & over 
Menominee 15,264 72      52.7 11.1 8.4 
Vernon 18,253 71 55.7 10.1 16.7 
Adam 18,391 70 58.5 9.3 20.6 
Lafayette 18,624 69 57.1 10.5 15.6 
Forest 19,114 68 55.6 10.2 19.0 
Waushara 19,209 67 57.5 9.5 18.9 
Rusk 19,344 66 56.9 10.3 18.2 
Oconto 19,364 65 59.4 11.4 14.8 
Burnett 19,695 64 57.9 9.1 19.9 
….. ... ... ... ... ... 
….. ... ... ... ... ... 
Racine 28,762 9 61.0 13.0 12.0 
Milwaukee 29,135 8 60.8 15.1 12.7 
Outagamie 29,768 7 61.9 14.4 10.7 
Brown 30,052 6 63.5 14.8 10.4 
Washington 30,959 5 62.3 12.2 11.0 
St. Croix 31,378 4 62.5 14.0 9.6 
Dane 34,848 3 68.2 16.1 9.1 
Waukesha 40,344 2 61.9 11.8 11.7 
Ozaukee 45,839 1 61.0 10.3 12.3 

 
Wisconsin 28,573  61.4 13.2 13.1 
U.S. 29,847  61.9 14.2 12.4 
Source: US Census 2000 and BEA. The complete table for all 72 counties is           
available at the ISPR web site. 



Wisconsin’s Smart Growth Law 
 

In 1999, the Wisconsin Legislature, to achieve competitiveness 
with the rest of the country, enacted a new legislation that greatly 
expanded the scope and significance of comprehensive plans 
within the state.  The legislation often referred to as the State’s 
“Smart Growth” law, provided a new framework for the develop-
ment, adoption and implementation of comprehensive plans by 
regional planning commissions and by county, city, village, and 
town units of government.  The law is set forth in section 66.1001 
of the Wisconsin Statutes. 
 

The Southeastern Wisconsin Regional Panning Commission 
(SEWRPC) report dated April 14, 2003 states: 
 
        Technically, the law does not require the adoption 

of county and local comprehensive plans.  How-
ever, Section 66.1001(3) of the Statutes lists those 
actions and procedures that must be consistent 
with comprehensive plans beginning on January 
1, 2010.  There is an implication that if a county 
or local government does not prepare and adopt a 
comprehensive plan that meets the requirements 
of the law, the county or local government may 
not – after January 1, 2010 – take those actions 
or exercise those procedures related to land use 
regulation and development identified in the law. 

 
The law requires that the following nine elements be addressed in 
a comprehensive plan: 
i) issues and opportunities, ii) housing, iii) transportation, iv) utili-
ties and community facilities, v) agricultural, natural, and cultural 
resources;  vi) economic development, vii) intergovernmental co-
operation, viii) land use, and ix) implementation.  Our main focus 
in this paper is on economic development. 

 
To implement Wisconsin’s Smart Growth Law and to move com-
munities toward the new economy, it is crucial to take inventory 
and analyze basic planning data on population, households, em-
ployment levels, labor force characteristics, etc.  Forecasts of fu-
ture growth and a set of objectives, policies, and programs to guide 
future development and redevelopment are also required by state 
laws.  Under the housing plan, the main objective is to provide op-
portunities to minimize geographic imbalance between job and 
residence locations.  The economic development plan element ad-
dresses the stabilization or expansion of the economic base and 
structure of the community. Its objective is also to retain and cre-
ate job opportunities.  It should also coordinate the fragmented 
economic development activities and access the state resources to 
leverage private investment in economic development projects.  
Since manufacturing jobs are high paid and since manufacturing 
affects the entire region, one of the primary goal of the economic 
development commission is also to create and retain manufactur-
ing jobs. 
 
Strategies for Growth 
 

Following the lead of the Regional Planning Commissions, cities 
and counties have developed or are in the process of developing 
their own economic strategies.  Some of these plans are very de-
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tailed, e.g. city of Beloit: Inventory of Economic Develop-
ment Incentives (August, 2004); City of Racine: Updating the 
Plan: EDP 2004; Confluence; The La Crosse: Comprehensive 
Plan-Objectives and Actions (December, 2002); and others 
are brief, up to the point on general information and economic 
profile.  The major themes as outlined in the La Crosse and 
Racine Comprehensive Plans are: 
 

•      Technology Sector Development – Racine has 
started the Center for Advanced Technology and In-
novation (CATI) and La Crosse is a member of the 
recently created Technology Business Alliance. 

 
•      Restructuring Away from Manufacturing - Diversify 

the economy and focus on emerging job trends. 
 

•      Economic Development Strategy-At the first Wis-
consin Economic Summit-2000, the following seven 
points were explored: i) building quality jobs, ii) 
enlarging venture capital investments, iii) improving 
the regulatory climate, iv) educating the workforce, 
v) improving Wisconsin’s future and entrepreneurial 
climate, vi) enhancing key infrastructure; and vii) 
position Wisconsin as a technology and fast growing 
job leader. These will be guiding objectives for fu-
ture development. 

 
•      Brownfield Redevelopment and Redevelopment of 

other underutilized sites 
 
•      Brain Drain – Create types of jobs that attract and 

retain persons from the area as they enter the work-
force. 

 
To achieve these objectives, the State of Wisconsin provides: 

  i)      Community development block grants, 
  ii)      Economic diversification loan program 
 iii)     Technology development tax credit 
  iv)     Major economic development opportunity tax  

credit for job creation 
   v)    Industrial revenue bonds for new construction and 

equipment 
  vi)    SBA 504 financing  
 vii)    Customized labor training programs, and 
viii)   Job training grants. 

 
There are numerous other tax credits under consideration for 
venture capital and new investments. 
 
To access the effectiveness of the economic development or-
ganization and examine their primary goals, UW-Extension 
conducted a survey of local Economic Development Organi-
zation in spring of 2002.  This survey was in collaboration 
with Wisconsin Economic Development Association (WEDA) 
and Wisconsin Economic Development Institute. Their eco-
nomic development priorities are described in Table-2. 
 
As compared to the eighties and early nineties, when the re-
duction of poverty was the main focus of economic develop-
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Table 3.   Wisconsin Employment Data (in Thousands) 

ment organizations, new jobs and increased tax base dominated 
the organizations’ priorities. This could be an indication of the 
recent recession and decline in the manufacturing sector. 
 
Concluding Remarks 
 

Small and medium size cities (less than 100,000) are generally 
associated with high quality of life, low crime rate, low taxes, 
good schools and affordable housing.  Through improvements 

 1995 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004-Q1 2004-Q2 2004-Q3 
Labor Force 

2882.3 2968.1 3032.1 3024.8 3078.2 3113.5 3111.0 3100.9 
Total Employment 

2775.5 2862.7 2895.0 2858.2 2904.5 2953.7 2958.5 2938.9 
Total Nonfarm Employment 

2558.6 2833.8 2813.9 2782.4 2781.1 2794.5 2821.3 2799.0 
Natural Resources & Mining 

4.2 4.0 3.9 3.8 3.9 3.4 3.8 3.7 
Construction 101.7 124.8 125.4 124.1 123.4 128.6 125.9 126.0 
Manufacturing 566.6 594.1 560.3 528.3 506.9 503.7 511.4 507.3 
Trade, Transportation & 
Utilities 502.4 552.9 547.7 536.7 538.8 543.8 548.2 543.6 
Information 

45.2 53.6 53.3 51.2 49.7 49.5 48.7 49.3 
Financial Activities 134.3 149.1 151.8 153.8 157.7 160.1 159.7 159.2 
Professional & Business 
Services 206.9 247.0 238.5 239.8 244.6 249.1 259.0 250.9 
Educational & Health Ser-
vices 280.4 339.6 349.6 357.2 366.8 373.4 374.5 371.6 
Leisure & Hospitality 217.9 236.7 238.6 240.4 245.6 248.1 252.0 248.6 
Other Services 120.3 126.3 131.3 132.2 131.9 126.9 130.3 129.7 
Government 378.7 405.6 413.7 414.8 411.9 408.1 407.8 409.3 
Source: U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics  

in information systems, easy access to the Internet, and supply 
chain process of production for certain economic activities, geo-
graphical proximity to a big city may be desirable but is not nec-
essary.  It is true that some of our cities have an out of date in-
frastructure, depend heavily on traditional industries and have an 
obsolete human capital base with a major out migration of popu-
lation in the age group of 25-34 years.  But Wisconsin’s Smart 
Growth law is bringing life back to these cities.  Jobs and tax 
base creation continues to be a focal point of economic develop-
ment. 
 
First step in economic development is to require communities 
to collect and analyze basic planning data on population, 
households, employment levels, labor force characteristics, 
etc.  Then prepare a forecast of future growth and a set objec-
tives, policies, programs to guide future development and re-
development are also required by state laws.  Most of the 
communities are doing this and the regional planning com-
missions have taken an important lead.  Building quality 
jobs, enlarging venture capital investments, educating the 
workforce, improving Wisconsin’s entrepreneurial climate, 
enhancing key infrastructure and position Wisconsin as a 
technology and fast growing job leaders, are crucial strategies 
for growth and most of the cities are moving forward.  Wis-
consin’s advantage still lies in the manufacturing sector but 
introduction of high level technology is a must. ■ 

TABLE 2 
Economic Development Priorities 

Economic Development Objectives Priority  
 Ist 2nd 3rd 
Job Creation 48% 21% 8% 
Tax base Creation 30% 31% 15% 
Increase wage rates 7% 15% 20% 
Capital investment 2% 16% 38% 
Increased job security 2% 0% 5% 
Reduce Poverty 0% 3% 0% 
Neighborhood revitalization 0% 0% 2% 

Other 2% 2% 2% 
Source: UW Extension, 2002 Survey 
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  About ISPR: 
 

The Institute for Survey & Policy Research (ISPR), a premier institute dedicated to high quality surveys and policy research, was 
established in 1968.  It is a major resource for the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee (UWM), the greater Milwaukee area, and the 
State of Wisconsin.  Its services include the following: 
 

•     The Greater Milwaukee Survey – semiannual cost-shared survey of public opinion in the Milwaukee metropolitan area. 
•     The Wisconsin Poll – semiannual cost-shared survey of public opinion in the State of Wisconsin. 
•     Monitoring Wisconsin – quarterly review of the Wisconsin economy.  It includes an analysis of a prominent sector of the 

economy, forecasts by sector using the latest techniques, and reports by UWM faculty on their Wisconsin-based research. 
•     Survey Research – survey research, program evaluation, needs assessment, policy research. 
•     Econometric Research – economic impact studies, economic forecasting. 
•     Data Archive—US Census Data, ICPSR data, economic data, demographic data. 

 
In addition, the ISPR can help meet your organization’s survey needs by providing the following services: 
 

•     Proposal Assistance – The ISPR can aid in preparing survey cost estimates and the writing of research proposals. 
•     Sampling – The ISPR can help you to choose the proper sampling frames for surveys that your organization conducts. 
•     Questionnaire Design – The ISPR can work with you to create surveys with proper question wording, question order and 

layout to ensure accurate data collection. 
•     Survey Data Collection – The ISPR can conduct surveys by telephone, in person, by mail, and on the Internet.  All data 

collection is done by the ISPR’s professionally-trained and supervised interviewing staff.  Telephone surveys are conducted 
on the ISPR’s state-of-the-art Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) system. 

•     Statistical Analysis – If your organization has a survey that requires special statistical analysis, ISPR staff are trained in the 
latest computer software and statistical techniques. 

 
For more information, please contact Professor Swarnjit S. Arora, Director of ISPR, by email at ssa2@csd.uwm.edu or at 
1.414.229.5313.  Visit us on the web at http://www.uwm.edu/Dept/ISPR/. 
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Seasonally-Adjusted, Goods-   
Producing Employment  

(Thousands)  

Quarter WI US 

2004.1 614.3 21,868.0 

2004.2 641.6 21,689.0 

2004.3 663.2  21,676.0 
2004.4 

(estimate) 641.0 22,008.7 

Average       
(1977-present) 663.1 23,410.9 

Goods-producing includes mining, manufacturing and construction 

Seasonally-Adjusted, Services-
Providing Employment (Thousands)  

Quarter WI US 

2004.1 2,133.1 108,647.7 

2004.2 2,191.7 109,255.7 

2004.3 2,191.7  108,326.0 

2004.4 
(estimate) 2,238.8 109,616.7 

Average       
(1977-present) 1,939.0 84,881.7 

Services-providing employment is non-farm employment less 
goods-producing employment 

Quarter WI US 

2004.1 2,794.5  138,407.7 

2004.2 2,821.3  138,883.0 

2004.3    2,964.1  139,608.0 

2004.4 
(estimate)    2,971.0  139,608.0 

Average       
(1977-present) 2,303.6 108,292.4 

Seasonally-Adjusted, Non-farm  
Employment (Thousands)  

Nonfarm Employment
(Percent Change from Previous Quarter)
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Quarter WI US 

2004.1 5.1 5.6 

2004.2 4.9 5.6 

2004.3  4.8 5.5 

2004.4 
(Estimate) 

4.8 5.4 

Average       
(1977-present) 5.5 6.3 

Unemployment Rate  
Seasonally-Adjusted  

Quarter WI US 

2004.1 $31,385  $32,410  

2004.2  $31,805   $32,892  

2004.3 $32,111  $32,932  

2004.4 
(Estimate)  $  32,177   $  33,308  

Average       
(1977-present)  $  18,595   $  19,411  

Per Capita Personal Income  
Seasonally-Adjusted  

Housing Units Authorized,  
Seasonally-Adjusted   

(Thousands)  

Quarter WI US 

2004.1 3.3 1,933.7 

2004.2 3.3 2,016.0 

2004.3 3.4 2,011.0 

Average       
(1977-present) 2.9 1,587.1 

Personal Income per Capita
(Percent Change from previous quarter)
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Unemployment Rate (%)
(Seasonally-Adjusted)
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