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Purpose of the Comprehensive  
Economic Development Strategy (CEDS) 
 
What is Economic Development?  
Economic Development creates the conditions for economic growth 
and improved quality of life by expanding the capacity of individuals, 
firms, and communities to maximize the use of their talents and skills to 
support innovation, lower transaction costs, and responsibly produce 
and trade valuable goods and services. Economic Development re-
quires effective, collaborative institutions focused on advancing mutual 
gain for the public and the private sector.  

 

About the Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy - 
CEDS. Since 1976 the County Board of Supervisors of Buffalo, Craw-
ford, Jackson, La Crosse, Monroe, Pepin, Pierce, Trempealeau and 
Vernon have cooperated annually to develop the CEDS through the 
Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission (MRRPC) for the 
purpose of fostering regional economic development. The CEDS Com-
prehensive Economic Development Strategy for the Mississippi River 
Region documents the Regionôs conditions, economic challenges and 
strategies to improve our Regionôs environment, economy, and quality 
of life. By preparing and member counties participating in the develop-
ment of this report, the nine county Mississippi River Region maintains 
its Economic Development District designation conferred upon it by the 
U.S. Department of Commerce-Economic Development Administration 
(EDA). This district designation qualifies the Regionôs counties, commu-
nities, institutions and businesses to be eligible for EDA assistance 
under its public works and economic development facilities program, 
technical (research) assistance programs, loan programs, and planning 
programs.  Throughout the years, millions of dollars in Federal EDA 
grants have funded industrial parks, economic research studies, public 
facility projects and business loans through this partnership. This docu-
ment is the 2022-2027 Comprehensive Economic Development Strate-
gy (CEDS) and provides a more in-depth physical, economic, and so-
cial analysis of the Region.  The CEDS can be downloaded from the 
MRRPC website. Copies of the report are available at: Mississippi Riv-
er Regional Planning Commission, 1707 Main Street, Suite 435, La 
Crosse, WI 54601, Phone: 608-785-9396, Fax: 608-785-9394, Email: 
plan@mrrpc.com, Web Site ï www.mrrpc.com 

 
 
About the Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission 

The Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission is a multi-county 
planning agency serving county and local governments in the Western 
Wisconsin counties of Buffalo, Crawford, Jackson, La Crosse, Monroe, 
Pepin, Pierce, Trempealeau and Vernon.  The Commission provides 
regional planning and economic development services. The Commis-
sion was created in 1964 and derives its authority from Wisconsin Stat-
ute 66.0309.  The Commissionôs government body consists of three 

representatives from each county: one representative is appointed by 
the County; one representative is appointed by the Governor of Wis-
consin, and one representative is a joint County Board/Governor ap-
pointee.  The joint appointment is made by the Governor from a list of 
two or more persons nominated by the County Board. The Mississippi 
River Regional Planning Commission serves as the governing board 
and planning organization for the nine-county Economic Development 
District.  The Commission Members, as shown in Table 1 on the fol-
lowing page, represent a broad variety of economic interests, including 
farmers and business owners, labor and education, and public offi-
cials.  The Commission meets the second Wednesday of February, 
April, June, August, October and December.  The meetings are open 

to the public. 

 

Purpose of the  CEDS 

The Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission is located in 
Western Wisconsin along the Mississippi River. In the nine counties 
there are twenty-two cities, fifty villages and one-hundred forty-six 
towns. 
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County Representing and  

Commissioner Name  

County Board, County Board & Governor or 
Governor Appointment Category  

Six Year Term Expiration Date  

Buffalo County   

Mary Anne McMillan Urell County Board 07/15/2026 

Del Twidt County Board and Governor 07/15/2022 

John Schlesselman Governor 07/15/2024 

Crawford County   

Dennis Pelock County Board 07/15/2022 

Gerald Krachey Governor 07/15/2014 

Micheal Higgins County Board and Governor 07/15/2027 

Jackson County   

Ron Carney County Board 07/15/2022 

A. Brad Chown County Board and Governor 07/15/2023 

  Vacant Governor  

La Crosse County   

Vicki Burke County Board 07/15/2022 

Sharon Hampson County Board and Governor 07/15/2026 

Robin Schmidt Governor 07/15/2026 

 Monroe County   

James Kuhn County Board  07/15/2022 

Toni Wissestad County Board and Governor 07/15/2027 

Cedric Schnitzler Governor 07/15/2026 

Pepin County   

John Andrews County Board  07/15/2024 

Chris Kees Winkler County Board and Governor 07/15/2026 

James Kraft Governor 07/15/2022 

Pierce County   

William Schroeder County Board 07/15/2026 

Neil Grubranson County Board and Governor 07/15/2025 

Richard Purdy Governor  07/15/2022 

Trempealeau County   

Ernest H. Vold County Board  07/15/2024 

Margaret M. Baecker County Board and Governor 07/15/2022 

Phillip Borreson Governor 07/15/2026 

Vernon County   

Jo Ann Nickelatti County Board 07/15/2021 

Nancy Jaekel County Board and Governor 07/15/2025 

Herb Cornell Governor 07/15/2023 

Table 1: Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission Commissioner Roster 

Purpose of the  CEDS 
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The Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission  CEDS Committee members 

Name Organization Economic Interests 

Mary Anne McMillan Urell 

Buffalo County Representative 
Buffalo County Board of Supervisors Public Official 

Gerald Krachey 

Crawford County Representative 

Crawford County Board of Supervisors and 

Gerald Krachey Inc. 
Business Services 

Brad Chown 

Jackson County Representative 
City of Black River Falls Government 

Robin Schmidt 

La Crosse County Representative 
Private Individual Environmental Protection 

James Kuhn 

Monroe County Representative 
Farmer Agriculture 

James Kraft 

Pepin County Representative 
Private Individual Utilities 

William Schroeder 

Pierce County Representative 

Pierce County Board of Supervisors and  

Hagar City Trucking 
Transportation 

Phillip Borreson 

Trempealeau County Representative 
Private Individual Health Care 

Nancy Jaekel 

Vernon County Representative 
Anything Doughs Inc. Manufacturing 

Dave Bonifas 

Regional Representative 
Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission 

Western Wisconsin Workforce  

Development, Board Member 

Purpose of the  CEDS 
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Resiliency 

 
Hazard Mitigation Planning 

The MRRPC has prepared Multi-Hazard Mitigation Plans for eight of 
our nine counties.  Pierce County prepared their own plan.  These 
plans cover 19 different natural hazards along with train derailment and 
river barge traffic (seven of our nine counties border the Mississippi 
River). The MRRPC has continued to update these plans every 5 years 
and works closely with Wisconsin Emergency Management during the 
updating process.  These plans discuss the history of each hazard, 
identify the areas of most concern in each county, give probability of 
the hazard occurring each year, the amount of damage past occurrenc-
es have caused and identify projects that would reduce or eliminate 
damages due to these hazards.  Included within these plans are a sec-
tion on pandemics. A strategy identified for the 2022-2027 CEDS is 
ñMitigate losses from natural and manmade disasters by preparing 
hazard mitigation plans and implementing projects to reduce damages 
and economic losses from future disastersò.  Additionally, MRRPC has 
conducted outreach and assistance to communities following flooding 
events. 
 
 
Flooding Resiliency Planning 
In 2019 the MRRPC was awarded a $740,000 grant from EDA to pre-
pare Economic Disaster Resiliency Plans for the Villages of La Farge, 
Ontario, Readstown and Viola.  These plans identified areas within 
each village that 
are not in a flood-
plain and could be 
used to create 
commercial dis-
tricts.  These com-
mercial districts 
could be used to 
relocate existing 
businesses to 
remove them from 
the threat of flood-
ing or bring in new 
businesses to 
increase the eco-
nomic develop-
ment of the village.  
In addition, the 
plans identified 
potential sources 
of funding needed 
to create these 
commercial dis-
tricts.  These plans were needed due to repeated flooding of the Kicka-
poo River which runs through each of these communities. 
 

In addition to the Economic Disaster Resiliency Plans, the MRRPC 
assisted the City of Westby in Vernon County in obtaining an EDA 
award for an expansion of their industrial park.  In Vernon County the 
majority of incorporated communities are located along waterways. 
Due to this they are prone to flooding, as a result Vernon County is in 
need of commercial and industrial lands not located in floodplains.  
This EDA award will allow the City of Westby and Vernon County be 
become more resilient against future flooding within the county. 
 
Rapid Response Micro Loans to Businesses Affected by flooding 
In 2019, the MRRPC working with the Wisconsin Economic Develop-
ment Corporation provided Disaster Recovery Micro Loans to areas 
affected by severe flooding.  These funds provided short-term assis-
tance to businesses affected by the flooding.  
 
 
Coronavirus Pandemic 

In 2020, MRRPC was awarded $400,000 in EDA CARES Act Recov-
ery Assistance to respond to the coronavirus pandemic by enhancing 
resiliency planning; providing technical support to government, local 
businesses, the public health community, and other regional stake-
holders that have been impacted by coronavirus.  In addition, the 
MRRPC also received a $1.05 million EDA CARES Act Recovery As-
sistance grant to capitalize a Revolving Loan Fund to provide low-cost 
financing to small businesses impacted by COVID-19. 

Resiliency 
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Regional Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) Analysis 
As part of the CEDS outreach, MRRPC conducted a SWOT Analysis to obtain knowledge from regional stakeholders about the strengths, weak-
nesses, opportunities and threats of our western Wisconsin region. The following is a list of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
identified through this analysis. Strengths and weaknesses are usually defined more internal to the Region and are things we may have more 
control over.  Opportunities and threats are generally those things that have external influences on the Region and as such we may typically have 
less control over.  The purpose of the SWOT exercises conducted on June 2, 2021 was to highlight those areas in the Region that are positive, as 
well as the negatives.  

Regional Strengths  Regional Weaknesses  

This element addresses things that the MRRPC or the region does 
well or assets that the region has access to.   
 

¶ Access to high quality healthcare. 

¶ Strong K-12 educational system. 

¶ Several institutions of higher education; universities and tech-

nical colleges. 

¶ Natural resources with many tourism and outdoor recreational 

opportunities including many hiking, ATV/UTV, snowmobile, 
and bike trails. 

¶ Many local community events throughout the region 

¶ Quality of life ï Cost of living (depending on comparison), low 

taxes, access to family-owned restaurants and local/small busi-
nesses, rural character, thriving local arts scene 

¶ Driftless area with unique geographical features 

¶ Many transportation access points with available airport and rail 

hubs, barge/port access, and access to two major interstate 
highways, I-90 and I-94.  

¶ Unique Mississippi River attractions including Mississippi River 

Flyway ï bird migration route (1 of 4 in the country) and Great 
River Road/Scenic Byways 

¶ Strong farming and agricultural industry.  

¶ Large organic farming hub(s). 

¶ Forestry and associated opportunities. 

¶ Strong manufacturing base. 

¶ Fort McCoy is a strong economic driver in the region. 

¶ Strong incorporated water and sewer systems. 

¶ Strong power cooperative grid and capacity. 

¶  Developed and ready industrial parks throughout the region.  

¶ Revolving Loan Funds with low-interest loans to help business-

es grow. 

¶ Safe place to raise a family and build a business.  

¶ Strong supply chains between existing industries and business-

es. 
 

This element addresses things that are holding back or constraining 
development or economic growth in the MRRPC region. 
 

¶ Rural townships lack of water and sewer capacity along with exces-
sive nitrates in rural areas. 

¶ Lack of enforcement from state for CAFO developments and animal 
waste 

¶ Rural broadband speed and coverage an issue with telecommuni-
cation companies publicly stating they will not service an area due 
to lack of customers. 

¶ Shortage of single-family housing 

¶ Lack of childcare facilities. 

¶ Aging population. 

¶ Loss of smaller industries (i.e. logging). 

¶ Effects of climate change, unique impacts on regionôs topography 
(runoff and flooding). 

¶ Topography constraints limit broadband expansion and transporta-
tion connectivity. 

¶ Lack of transportation alternatives. 

¶ Lack of natural gas. 

¶ Labor force shortage, low and/or living wages. 

¶ Declining school enrollment, particularly in rural districts. 

¶ Stagnant population growth. 

¶ Competition with locally owned business, new business concern 
(change). 

¶ Brain drain. 

¶ Lack of ethnic diversity. 

¶ Nonresident landowners/vacation properties taking producing land 
out of productivity to create a tax loss or vacation retreat. 

¶ State limiting change through increasing property taxes, implement-
ing fees for stormwater, sanitation, etc. 

¶ Large amounts of floodplains limiting developability. 

¶ Poor farming/plowing practices resulting in topsoil loss, excessive 
tilling, runoff, impacts of sediment to water bodies. 

¶ Changing farm economy, shift to large commercial farms impacts 
the rural economy also reduces rural population. 

¶ State and local regulations are often more of a challenge for small 
businesses than federal regulations. 

¶ Loss of dairy farms, creating different crop rotations or lack thereof. 

¶ Poor state support for economic developmentðas appears to be 
focused on southern and eastern Wisconsin. 

¶ Lack of mental health facilities and in-home healthcare providers. 

¶ Workforce pool being reduced. 

¶ Volunteerism and local government engagement are decreasing. 

¶ Some communities have heavy development policies and lengthy 
processes. 

¶ Complete streets program not implemented in all communities. 

Economic Development Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, and Threats 
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Regional Opportunities Regional Threats 

This element addresses things that underutilized, could be expanded 
or increased or features that could attract businesses which would 
increase economic development in the MRRPC region. 
 

¶ Industry clusters. 

¶ Floodplainsðdifferent kinds of development (access to open 

space and recreational purposes). 

¶ Apply one-time infusion of Federal dollars for long-term perma-

nent impacts to address ñlarger problemsò. 

¶ Buffalo County has some reserved Federal Dollars for industry 

parks due to the closing of coal power plantðas I understand it, 
it is the only county outside of Pennsylvania. 

¶ Promote agrotourism to increase local food network, through 

farm to table, small farm markets, destination markets, people 
coming to rural areas for relaxation and shopping. 

¶ Expansion of existing industries ancillary businessesðor con-

tracting companies that supply the existing businesses. 

¶ Alternative energy expansion, solar, bio-mass energy, water 

power generation/hydroelectric. 

¶ Work from home opportunitiesðgrowing interest in rural area 

living. 

¶ Entrepreneurial opportunities throughout the region. 

¶ Reusing buildings rather than new construction with façade loan 

or grant program.  

¶ Alternative energy startup potential for new industry that recy-

cles used solar panels and windmill parts. 

¶ Use of digesters for supplementing energy for farm operations 

or other small communities and helps address the pollution 
runoff problems from CAFOs.  

¶ High-speed rail connectivity/TCMC second empire builder rail 

with improved freight rail for the region, reducing bottlenecks. 

¶ TIDs and housing is an opportunity for local units of government 

to more fully utilize their statutory power to foster housing and 
economic development rather that defaulting to the use of 
TIDSs to the exclusion of the other tools.. 

¶ Capitalizing on federal funding resources. 

¶ Complete streets not implemented in all communities. 

¶ Electric vehicles: business of installing charging stations 

throughout the region, charging network, expand on WisDOT 
efforts. 

 

This element addresses things that are holding back businesses from 
opening or expanding. 
 

¶ Climate change increasing heavy rain and heat waves. Resiliency 

of our infrastructure to withstand these events. 

¶ Taxes arenôt competitive throughout the region, pockets of high tax 
rates. 

¶ Impacts from changes in farming practices (plowing, scale). 

¶ Lack of rural broadband and telecommunication servicesð

telephone companies even publicly state they will not service and 
area due to lack of customers. 

¶ Proliferation of CAFOs, Iowa Hogs into southern Wisconsin and 

lack of state regulations to safeguard water quality, air quality, and 
land/soil. 

¶ Brain Drain ï Retaining younger populations and talent. 

¶ Declining rate of civic participation, recruiting for local boards and 

committees, volunteerism. 

¶ Invasive species, Asian carp, in the Mississippi River. 

¶ Increased sedimentation. Need to find opportunities for dredge 

material and sediment. 

¶ Vacant sand mines and leftover infrastructure. Make sure that recla-

mation plans happen. 

¶ Upper Mississippi River Lock and Dam condition and funding. 

¶ Lack of developable lots within city limits and the process of annex-

ation. 

¶ Some communitiesô heavy development policies and lengthy pro-
cesses. 

¶ Locally elected Officialsô length of term (2 years). 

¶ Political polarization, State and Federal: State would like Federal 

hands off, but do not treat local authority the same as they want 
from the Feds (this is the most restrictive state I have worked in (4) 
in public management) - Local Control. 

¶ Loss of farm families and its impacts on smaller communities. 

Economic Development Strengths, Weaknesses, 

Opportunities, and Threats 
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Regional History and  
Characteristics 
 
The Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission (MRRPC) 
serves nine counties in Western Wisconsin.  Seven of the counties 
border the Mississippi River (Buffalo, Crawford, La Crosse, Pepin, 
Pierce, Vernon, and Trempealeau), and two others are inland from it 
(Jackson and Monroe).  The MRRPC service area is within an area of 
Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Iowa known as the Driftless Area, so 
named because it was not covered by glaciers in the last Ice Age, 
and therefore lacks glacial drift (rocks and other debris left behind by 
retreating glaciers).  This unique experience left the area with a more 
rugged topography, characterized by warrens of deep river valleys, 
steep hillsides, and waterways prone to flooding.  Periodic flooding is 
the most common natural disaster in the Driftless Area, but blizzards, 
severe thunderstorms, and tornadoes are not uncommon.  All of 
these natural disasters have led to personal and economic losses to 
individuals and businesses in the Region. 
 
The first human settlement of the Region occurred about 11,000 
years ago, as the glaciers in surrounding regions retreated.  Different 
peoples migrated to and from this Region over the millennia, often 
trading with other cultures throughout North America (artifacts have 
been found in this Region that came from as far away as the Rocky 
Mountains).  By the time Native peoples made first contact with 
Europeans, they had developed agriculture, extensive trade 
networks, and burial earthworks.  The major tribes in this Region in 
the 17th and 18th centuries were the Iowa, Sauk, Fox, Illini, and 
Huron.  French explorers and fur traders established trading posts 
along the Mississippi River and its tributaries, leaving behind many 
French place-names today (e.g., Pepin and Trempealeau Counties, 
the City of Prairie du Chien, etc.).  Permanent white settlement in the 
Mississippi River Region began in the late -18th century, and 
centered first around fur trading.  By the middle of the 19th century, 
the area was being developed for its timber.  Railroad connections 
grew up in the last third of the 19th century to serve the timber 
industry and the growing agriculture in the Region.  By the 20th 
century, agriculture remained a major part of the economy, but timber 
was giving way as the forests diminished.  In the first half of the 20th 
century, manufacturing of many kinds developed, especially in the 
City of La Crosse, where several internationally known companies 
were headquartered.  In the last third of the 20th century, both 
agriculture and manufacturing suffered a decline, and this nation-wide 
trend affected those industries in the Mississippi River Region.  By 
the beginning of the 21st century, the Region was shifting to more 
service-oriented industries, just like much of the United States, while 
agriculture and manufacturing remained the major drivers of the 
Regional economy. 
 
In 2020, the Mississippi River Regionôs top ten employment 
classifications are government; health care and social assistance; 
manufacturing; retail trade; accommodation and food services; 
transportation and warehousing, construction; other services (except 
public administration; and agriculture, forestry, fishing and hunting.  
While these are the classifications with the most employees, they are 

not all the classifications with the highest earnings.  The top ten 
classifications grouped by earnings per employee are utilities; 
management of companies and enterprises; information; mining, 
quarrying, and oil and gas extraction; finance and insurance; 
professional, scientific, and technical services; transportation and 
warehousing; wholesale trade; government; and health care and 
social assistance.  The economic challenge for the Mississippi River 
Region in the coming generation is how to grow more businesses in 
those industry classifications that tend to pay higher, family-
supporting wages, through high-knowledge, value-added products 
and services.  The MRRPC has identified several economic driver 
industries that should be encouraged to expand in this Region: 
manufacturing; tourism; agribusiness and food processing; and wood 
and forest products.  These are industries that already exist at some 
level in the Region, but which could be expanded due to a 
competitive advantage that can help build high-knowledge, value-
added industries and jobs. 
 

POLITICAL GEOGRAPHY 
In Wisconsin, there are three types of sub-county full service local 
government units: towns, which are unincorporated; and villages and 
cities, which are incorporated. Within the nine counties of the 
Mississippi River Region, there are 146 towns, 50 villages, and 22 
cities. By population, the smallest town in the Region is Scott, in 
Monroe County, with 119 people, and the largest is the Town of 
Onalaska, in La Crosse County, with 5,736 people, according to the 
2015-2019 American Community Survey 5 year estimates.  Of the 50 
villages, Stockholm, in Pepin County is the smallest, with a population 
of 79.  The Village of Holmen, in La Crosse County, is the largest 
village with a population of 9,854.  The cities range in size from La 
Crosse, in La Crosse County, with 51,666 people, to Alma, in Buffalo 
County, with 460 (see Map 1.1, page 13). 

Regional History and Characteristics 

The Regionôs rich natural resource base and recreation opportunities 
including trout streams are often cited as a reason for people deciding 
to visit and live here.  Photo: MRRPC 
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Map 1.1. Mississippi River Regional Planning Commission Local Governmental Units 

Regional History and Characteristics 
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GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE 
The nine-county Mississippi River Region covers most of Wiscon-
sin's Mississippi River shoreline, a linear highway distance of ap-
proximately 178 miles from Prairie du Chien to north of the City of 
Prescott on the St. Croix River, or 180 river miles from the conflu-
ence of the St. Croix and Mississippi Rivers to the confluence of the 
Wisconsin and Mississippi Rivers.  Jackson and Monroe County 
are inland, as far as 84 miles from the Mississippi River, into the 
Central Wisconsin Sand Plains and drainage system. It is not unu-
sual that the overall climate across this large a geographic region 
will vary somewhat. There are state maps which show "isobars" or 
lines which represent a line of similar temperature, rainfall, snowfall, 
or other meteorological occurrences. From these maps, we can see 
a climatic differentiation in the state and region which, not too sur-
prisingly, matches lines delineating major soil and vegetation 
changes. Remarkably, these climatic isobars also follow major 
geologic regions as well. Average January minimum temperatures 
range from between 6 to 8 degrees Fahrenheit in the southwestern 
part of Crawford County to 0 to 2 degrees in the extreme northern 
portion of Pierce County. Average maximum July temperatures are 
less varied, with the southern part of the region being between 84 
and 86 degrees, while the northern part is only slightly cooler, at 82 
to 84 degrees. Related to average annual temperature, but also 
dependent on the duration of daily highs is a measurement of 
"growing season", or the number of days available from last spring 
killing frost to first fall killing frost to raise a typical above-ground 
fruit or vegetable crop. The isobar maps show that the immediate 
Mississippi Valley is a "garden spot" of Wisconsin, with a typical 
growing season being between 161 to 180 days.  East of this rather 
narrow western portion of the River counties, the average growing 
season in most of the region is between 141 to 160 days. The east-
ern part of Jackson and northeastern third of Monroe counties lie in 
an even colder regime, with 121 to 140 day growing seasons. Thus, 
Prairie du Chien has as many as 40 more days of growing season 
than Black River Falls. Crawford County and the southern part of 
Vernon County are also different climatically from the rest of the 
Region, in that they lie in a more southerly belt that receives 32.1 to 
34.5 inches of precipitation annually; the rest of the region is slight-
ly drier with an annual average between 29.6 and 32.0 inches. This 
gradually decreases in a northerly direction. 

 
The Mississippi River Region lies within three ecological land-
scapes of Wisconsin: the Western Prairie, the Western Coulee and 
Ridges (or ñDriftless Areaò), and the Central Sand Plain. Most of the 
region is in the Driftless Area. The Driftless Area is characterized by 
highly erodible non-glaciated topography. Valley walls are heavily 
forested and often managed for hardwood production. Farming is 
typically confined to valley floors and ridge tops. Meandering rivers 
are also a characteristic of this landscape. Most of the Region was 
not covered by the continental glaciers that pushed through much 
of northern North America as recently as 11,000 years ago. The ice 
sheets never advanced in a broad front, but as lobes or tongues, 
flattening and gouging the land, and reaching thicknesses of two 
miles in some places.  These massive glaciers covered large 
swaths of the Great Plains and the Upper Midwest, even carving 
out and filling the Great Lakes, but they avoided the area that today 

extends for about 100 miles on either side of the Mississippi River, 
centered on the boundaries of Iowa, Minnesota, and Wisconsin.  
During the last Ice Age, this Region would have seemed like a huge 
island in a sea of ice.  As the glaciers melted, they deposited the 
crushed rocks known as ñglacial driftò.  Since this Region was not 
covered by the glaciers, no glacial drift was deposited here ï hence 
the name ñDriftless Area.ò 
 
The dominant natural feature of the Mississippi River Region is the 
Mississippi River, which forms the western boundary of the Region. 
Over the millennia, the River created a broad valley and steep 
bluffs of sandstone with dolomite raps. The elevations may rise 600 
hundred feet above the river. Its tributaries widen the river's chan-
nels and contribute to the sediment buildup within the main chan-
nel. The bluffs and the wide river valley is a majestic site that at-
tracts tourists from around the world. 

 

Mining - The Mississippi River Region mines and quarries cur-

rently yield various types of crushed rock, sand, and gravel. 
Crushed rock, gravel, and lower grade sands are mined throughout 
the Region and are used mostly for road fill and concrete mixing.  
Since the beginning of the 2010s, there has been great interest in 
exploring for and excavating frac sand from the farmlands in the 
MRRPC Region.  Wisconsin has some of the best frac sand in the 
country because several of our geologic formations meet these 
specifications and are found near the surface.  Frac sand is current-
ly being mined from sandstone formations in much of western and 
central Wisconsin. Sand from younger glacial deposits as well as 
most beach and riverbank sand is too impure and too angular to be 
used as frac sand. Frac sand is quartz sand of a specific grain size 
and shape that is suspended in fluid and injected into oil and gas 
wells under very high pressure. The fluid pressure opens and en-
larges fractures as well as creates new ones. Sand grains are car-
ried into these fractures and prop them open after the fluid is 
pumped out.  The MRRPC Region is home to some of the highest 
quality frac sand in the world, and landowners are understandably 
interested in the windfalls possible from mining companies wishing 
to excavate the sand from their lands.  Others in the Region, 
though, are concerned that large-scale, decades-long mining oper-
ations could damage the Regionôs tourist-attracting environment 
and the rural character of many of the areas in which the frac sand 
mining would take place. 

 
Agriculture - Statistics from the 2017 Census of Agriculture 

showed there were 9,944 farms on 2,204,086 acres in the MRRPC 
region in 2017, as agriculture continues to be a vital component to 
the regionôs economy.  One of the Mississippi River Region's great-
est resources is its agricultural products. Market value of products 
sold in the MRRPC region totaled $1,402,279,000.  Livestock, poul-
try and products was the leading share of sales in 8 of our 9 coun-
ties with Jackson County being the only county where crop produc-
tion was the leading share of sales. 
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Forests - The nine counties of the Mississippi River Region have 

10.7% of the total forestland in the state, and over 98% of the re-
gion's forestland is considered to be timberland (see ñDefinitions,ò 
below). The forest products industry in the Mississippi River Region is 
often overlooked as an economic asset because it doesn't have as 
high visibility as the forest products industry in the more northern part 
of the state.  But as an economic sector, it is growing in importance 
because of the forestsô potential as a sustainable source of alterna-
tive fuels, as well as wood for other value-added products. In the 
broadest sense, "forest products" can mean any benefit which hu-
mans derive from forested lands; including watershed protection, 
hunting, outdoor recreation, and natural scenic beauty. In the more 
commonly used definition, however, ñforest productsò means those 
products of the forest which can be gathered or taken from wood-
lands for economic benefit to the gatherer, and which are converted 
to some useful product. In addition to posts, poles, lumber, plywood, 
particle board, and wood for paper pulp, forest products also include 
products such as maple syrup, pine cones for decorative purposes, 
Christmas trees, and naturally gathered medicinal plants such as 
ginseng. The information in this CEDS is taken from Wisconsin For-
est Statistics, 1996, which is the most recent published data. 
 

Definitions: 
Forest Land: Land at least 16.7% stocked by forest trees of any size, 
or formerly having had such tree cover, and not currently developed 
for nonforest use.  

  

Timberland: Forest land that is producing, or is capable of producing, 
more than 20 cubic feet per acre, per year, of industrial wood crops 
under natural conditions, that is not withdrawn from timber utilization, 
and that is not associated with urban or rural development. Currently 
inaccessible and inoperable areas are included. (Timberland was 
formerly called commercial forest land.) 

  

Other Forest Land: Forest land not capable of producing 20 cubic 
feet per acre, per year, of industrial wood crops under natural condi-
tions and not associated with urban or rural development. Many of 
these sites contain tree species that are not currently utilized for in-
dustrial wood production or trees of poor form, small size, or inferior 
quality that are unfit for most industrial products. Unproductivity may 
be the result of adverse site conditions such as sterile soil, dry cli-
mate, poor drainage, high elevation, and rockiness. This land is not 
withdrawn from timber utilization. 

  

Jackson County has the most actual acreage of forestland of the nine 
MRRPC counties, and has the distinction of having the largest per-
centage of forest cover as well, with 58.2% of the land area meeting 
the definition of "Forested."  Jackson County's forestlands also give 
the county 21.5% of the regional forestland. Buffalo, Crawford, La 
Crosse, Monroe, Pepin and Vernon counties all have greater than 
40% forest cover, and the total region's 45% forest cover is only 
slightly below the State's 46% cover of forests.  

 

 

Land Legacy Places 
In Wisconsin, the demand for outdoor recreation continues to in-
crease.  As the population continues to urbanize, more and more 
people seek out public lands to provide a wide variety of recreation 
opportunities. This increasing pressure on public lands has led to a 
growing number of conflicts and overcrowding, as well as impacts to 
resources. The uneven distribution of lands available for public recre-
ation across the state is a long-standing concern.  The Wisconsin 
Department of Natural Resources recognized this concern and pro-
duced a report in 2006 titled ñWisconsin Land Legacy Reportò.  The 
purpose of the Land Legacy Report is to identify the places most 
important in meeting Wisconsinôs conservation and recreation needs 
over the next 50 years. 

 

To identify these places the DNR needed to answer the following: 
which lands and waters will be critical in conserving our native plants 
and animals and their habitats?  Which places will most effectively 
provide satisfying outdoor recreation? What do we want our land-
scape to look like in the year 2050, and what role should protected 
lands play in reaching this goal? Which special places will our chil-
dren and grandchildren wish we had protected? In answering these 
questions the DNR identified 229 Legacy Places within the State, 
these 229 named places cover a broad range of resource types and 
recreation needs. 

 

The Legacy Places are arranged in the report by Ecological Land-
scapes ïregions of the state that are ecologically distinct based on 
topography, soils, aquatic features, current and past vegetation, and 
other factors. The State is divided into 16 Ecological Landscapes. 
The Mississippi River Region is covered by three of these land-
scapes. The largest landscape is the Western Coulee and Ridges, 
which covers all of Crawford, Vernon, La Crosse, Trempealeau, Buf-
falo and Pepin Counties.  In addition, it also covers the eastern por-
tion of Jackson County and the eastern and southern portion of Mon-
roe and the southern half of Pierce County. The other two landscapes 
found in the MRRPC region are the Central Sand Plain, which covers 
the eastern half of Jackson County and the northeastern portion of 
Monroe County. The last landscape is the Western Prairie, which can 
be found in the northern half of Pierce County. 
 
The Land Legacy Report named 28 places in the MRRPC region (see 
Map 1.2, page 20). Sites have been identified in all nine of the Missis-
sippi River Region counties. These identified places range from rivers 
and forests, which can be found in more than one county to specific 
sites like the North Prairie du Chien Savanna which is only in Craw-
ford County. 
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Criteria used to identify Legacy Places: 

A) Protect and Maintain the Pearls 

1) Lands and their adjacent waters supporting high quality 
natural areas, important populations of rare species, or 
regionally significant biological or geological resources. 

2) Lands containing unique or exceptional natural scenic 
beauty or lands that provide outstanding scenic views. 

 
B) Maintain Functioning Ecosystems ð Keep Common Spe-
cies Common 

3) Lands in each ecologically distinct part of the state that 
support and sustain the areaôs representative species, 
habitats, and ecological systems. 

 
C) Maintain Accessibility and Usability of Public Lands and 

Waters 

4) Lands and adjacent waters near population centers that 
support, or could reasonably be restored to support, native 
plants and animals and their habitats. 

5) Lands that ensure that public lands and waters can sup-
port their desired recreational uses and biological compo-
nents over time. 

6) Lands that improve access to, or use of, existing public 
lands and waters where recreational demands warrant. 

 
D) Ensure Abundant Recreation Opportunities 

7) Lands that address high priority gaps or unfulfilled needs in 
outdoor recreation. 

8) Lands that provide significant opportunities for fishing, 
hunting and other outdoor activities. 

 
E) Think Big 

9) Lands that allow the protection of large, minimally-
fragmented, ecologically functional landscapes. 

 
F) Connect the Dots ð Create a Network of Corridors 

10) Lands that complete a statewide network of land and 
water-based recreational trails and provide linkages to 
population centers. 

11) Lands that establish an interconnected network of corri-
dors (incorporating existing conservation lands and a 
variety of landscape features) that maximize ecological 
benefits. 

 
G) Protect Water Resources 

12) Lands that most effectively contribute to the protection 
and improvement of the quality of water used by munici-
pal drinking water systems. 

13) Lands that most significantly contribute to the quality and 
quantity of surface waters. 

 

 

The Mississippi River Regionõs 28 land legacy places: 

1) Bear Bluff - BF 
Bear Bluff is an area that is made up of wetlands interspersed with 
low, sandy upland ridges supporting stands of pine, aspen, pine 
barrens, oak barrens, and dry oak forest. Due to its remoteness, 
size, variety of habitat types, and proximity to large blocks of public 
land, this area harbors a high concentration of rare species. The 
Bear Bluff area also contains the largest remaining wetlands in 
southern Wisconsin. 
 
2) Baraboo River - BO 
Scenic sandstone cliffs occur along the upper reaches of the Bara-
boo River and support hemlock and pine relicts, forested seeps, 
and many rare plants and animals.  These stands of hemlock and 
pine are found in deep, moist ravines or on cool, north or east-
facing slopes.  Until recently, the lower stretch of the river had 
been impacted by a series of dams that warmed and slowed the 
flow.  The last of the dams was removed in 2001 and the aquatic 
diversity of the river system is expected to recover in the years to 
come. At almost 120 miles from its headwaters near Hillsboro in 
Vernon County to its confluence with the Wisconsin River, the 
Baraboo River is now considered the longest free-flowing river 
east of the Mississippi River. 
 
3) Black River - BR 
The Black River originates in the northern forests of central Taylor 
County and meanders south for more than 100 miles to its conflu-
ence with the Mississippi River. Biological diversity along the corri-
dor is high due to its north-south orientation, association with four 
ecological landscapes, and the presence of pronounced, intact, 
wet-to-dry environmental gradients along the length of the river.  
Due to its relatively undeveloped and outstanding scenic qualities, 
the lower stretch of the Black River was once considered for na-
tional Wild and Scenic River status. It presently offers ñwilderness-
likeò canoeing opportunities. The river corridor provides important 
nesting and migratory habitat for a variety of songbirds and water-
fowl, and serves as an important north-south dispersal corridor for 
bear, wolves and fishes. 
 
4) Battle Bluff Prairie - BT 
Battle Bluff Prairie is a south-facing dry prairie on a steep slope. 
The diverse prairie flora is interspersed with limestone boulders, 
sandstone outcrops, and a few stunted trees. More than 80 spe-
cies of native prairie plants have been identified at the state natu-
ral area here. The wind-eroded sandstone outcrops and limestone 
boulders contain a number of unusual plants. The bluff rises some 
480 feet, providing clear views to the south across the Mississippi 
River. 
 
5) Buffalo River - BU 
This corridor, running from Jackson County to the Mississippi Riv-
er, contains a diverse mixture of high quality habitats ranging from 
broad wetlands to large forest blocks to oak savanna. The lower 
end of the Buffalo River provides valuable nesting and migratory 
habitat for many species of birds in the Mississippi River Valley 
and serves as an important staging area for migrating tundra 
swans. The flat, meandering floodplain lies in stark contrast to the 
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adjacent steep bluffs. Narrow, sharp-crested ridges and broad val-
leys characterize the upper watershed. 
 
6) Bad Axe River - BX 
The upper tributaries of the two main forks harbor good trout popu-
lations, with a significant amount of the hillsides wooded with oak 
and other hardwoods. Downstream from the confluence of the north 
and south forks, the water temperature gradually rises to the point 
where the lower reach of the river supports a warm water fishery. 
The floodplain also widens in the lower reaches and harbors nu-
merous oxbow ponds and associated wetland communities that 
provide high quality wildlife habitat for waterfowl, cranes, songbirds 
and a variety of reptiles, amphibians and mammals. Almost 20% of 
the wetlands found in Vernon County are located within the Bad 
Axe River system. 
 
7) Coulee Experimental Forest - CE 
The DNRôs Coulee Experimental Forest contains approximately 
3,000 acres of upland oak forests, experimental tree plantings, 
ridgetop open fields, rock outcroppings and a few small "goat" prai-
ries on steep topography. It provides a unique opportunity to study 
the combination of wood production and an ecosystem approach to 
land management on private and public lands. Records on past 
land use and management practices are available to evaluate the 
current status of plant and animal communities on the property. 
 
8) Central Wisconsin Forests - CF 
The Black River State Forest and the Jackson, Wood, and Clark 
County Forests together provide a block of more than 330,000 
acres of publicly-owned land. Located in the central part of the 
state, these properties have a ñnorth woodsò feel to them and sup-
port numerous species more commonly found in northern environs, 
including timber wolf, black bear, and fisher. Diverse recreation 
opportunities are provided by these properties, including hunting, 
fishing, camping, hiking, cross-country skiing, and motorized recre-
ational vehicle use (snowmobile, ATV) on designated trails. 
 
9) Coulee Coldwater Riparian Resources - CO 
The Coulee Region of southwestern Wisconsin is renowned for its 
abundance of springs and the resulting high quality trout streams.  
These trout waters draw anglers from throughout the Midwest. 
Some of the most popular streams include Timber Coulee, Rullands 
Coulee, Coon Creek, upper reaches of the Bad Axe River, and the 
numerous creeks that feed the Kickapoo River. Substantial protec-
tion and restoration efforts in Monroe, La Crosse, Vernon and 
Crawford Counties have resulted in many miles of high quality 
coldwater streams and their associated trout fisheries. 
 
10) Cochrane City Bluffs - CY 
The Cochrane City Bluffs harbor good quality prairie and oak sa-
vanna complexes. A number of rare prairie species are present and 
the diversity of plant species here is high. 
 
11) Copper Creek to Lynxville Hollows - CZ 
This area encompasses a series of small hollows that extend up 
from the Mississippi River Valley only a short distance, but harbor a 
wide range of high quality forest to dry prairie habitats. In the bot-

tom of these narrow hollows are blocks of forest comprised of oak, 
maple, basswood, hickory, and black walnut. Moving upslope, more 
open oak woodlands dominate and near the tops of the ridges, they 
grade into oak savanna. Along the ridge tops some dry prairie rem-
nants occur. Several rare, threatened, and endangered species 
exist in this area. The bluffs provide spectacular views of the Mis-
sissippi River Valley below. 
 
12) Fort McCoy - FM 
This U.S. Army training and support installation encompasses ap-
proximately 60,000 acres in north central Monroe County. Numer-
ous coldwater streams, which form the headwaters of the La 
Crosse River, are found within the Fort. Vegetation within the Fort 
consists of oak woodland, oak savanna, pine-oak barrens, sand 
prairie, sedge meadow, shrub carr and scattered pockets of red 
maple swamp.  Grasslands, maintained primarily for training exer-
cises, support diverse, important populations of grassland birds. 
The mosaic of habitats also supports rich reptile and insect commu-
nities. Recreation activities such as hunting (by permit) and fishing 
are allowed in designated areas. 
 
13) Kinnickinnic River - KN 
The Kinnickinnic flows southwesterly through River Falls to the St. 
Croix River. The upper and middle reaches of the Kinnickinnic sup-
port a quality trout fishery. Below River Falls, the river valley deep-
ens and narrows and is heavily forested. The south-facing slopes 
harbor scattered dry prairies; the north-facing slopes are blanketed 
with sugar maple, basswood and white pine. The steep sides of the 
valley support numerous species of rare, cliff-dwelling plants. Near 
its confluence with the St. Croix River, the deeply incised channel 
gives rise to scenic bluffs surrounded by large tracts of deciduous 
forest. Recognized as one of the best trout fisheries in the Upper 
Midwest, the ñKinniò draws many anglers every year. 
 
14) Kickapoo River - KR 
The Kickapoo River originates in Monroe County, and flows south 
for about 60 miles to its confluence with the Wisconsin River near 
Wauzeka. The Kickapoo is the largest waterbody that originates in 
the Driftless Area and drains parts of four counties. The main stem 
of the Kickapoo is a low gradient, meandering, warmwater river with 
many associated wetlands, primarily old river oxbows and mean-
ders.  Wet meadow, marsh, and lowland hardwood forest occur in 
the Kickapoo River floodplain. The headwater streams are highly 
productive, cold, spring-fed waters that provide abundant fishing 
opportunities. The West Fork of the Kickapoo supports some of the 
stateôs best trout waters and draws anglers from throughout the 
Midwest. Stretches of the upper river and its tributaries pass 
through sandstone cliffs, which provide habitat for numerous rare 
plants and animals, including globally rare species. In addition to its 
ecological value, the valley is also extraordinarily scenic, harbors 
many very significant archaeological, cultural and historical sites, 
and provides a wide variety of recreation opportunities. Canoeing, 
birdwatching, hiking, biking, cross-country skiing, snowmobiling, 
camping, horseback riding, fishing, hunting, and sightseeing are 
popular and draw visitors from throughout Wisconsin and surround-
ing states. 
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15) Lower Chippewa River and Prairies - LC 
The area along the Chippewa River, downstream from Eau Claire, and 
along the Red Cedar River, downstream from Menomonie, contains 
one of the largest floodplain forests in the upper Midwest. It also har-
bors the largest and highest quality floodplain savanna in the state. 
Along with the rugged hills to the southeast, this area harbors more 
rare species (125) and more native prairie (25% of the state total) than 
any area of comparable size in Wisconsin. Seventy-five percent of 
Wisconsinôs nesting bird species occur in the area, as do 50% of Wis-
consinôs plant species. Exceptional occurrences of dry sand savanna 
occur on some of the river terraces. 
 
16) Lower St. Croix River - LT 
The Lower St. Croix National Scenic Riverway extends 52 miles along 
the border of Minnesota and Wisconsin, from the dam at St. Croix 
Falls to its confluence with the Mississippi River. The last 25 miles of 
river are wide, gently flowing, and bordered by heavily wooded bluffs. 
The Riverway is very popular with enthusiasts that enjoy boating, ca-
noeing, fishing, rock climbing and hiking along its scenic shoreline. 
Many rare species are associated with the St. Croix and the corridor is 
highly significant to migratory birds. 
 
17) Lower Wisconsin River - LW 
The lower Wisconsin River, from Sauk Prairie to the Mississippi River, 
retains much of its natural, wild character and in many ways, probably 
closely resembles the landscape seen hundreds of years ago. Very 
few roads, and only occasional houses and villages, can be seen from 
the river. The valley sides are dominated by mesic to dry forests of 
oak, maple, and red cedar. Bluff prairies are scattered along the south-
facing slopes and harbor many rare species. Although not visible from 
the river, many large sand prairies occur throughout the floodplain. 
The Lower Wisconsin State Riverway was established in 1989 to pro-
tect and preserve the scenic beauty and natural character of the val-
ley. The Riverway encompasses more than 79,000 acres of bluffs, 
bottomlands, islands and sandbars along the lower 92 miles of the 
Wisconsin River. With its scenic bluffs, islands, and sand bars, the 
river is an extremely popular canoeing destination. Public land within 
the Riverway supports a variety of recreation activities including, hunt-
ing, fishing, trapping, and hiking. 
 
18) La Crosse River - LX 
Running from Ft. McCoy west to the Mississippi River, the fertile flood-
plain of the La Crosse River contains several high quality wetland 
areas. The adjacent upland woods on the north and south slopes are 
predominantly wooded. The valley bottoms and ridgetops are often 
devoted to production agriculture. 
 
19) North Prairie du Chien Savanna - NP 
Running from the bluffs overlooking the Mississippi River back several 
miles, this area contains many high quality remnants of oak savanna 
and oak woodland within a working agricultural landscape. Some rare, 
threatened, and endangered species are present.  Given the quality of 
the existing remnants and the potential to restore some additional 
lands, this area represents one of the stateôs better opportunities to 
establish a large oak savanna and oak woodland complex. 
 

 
20) Robinson Creek Barrens - RN 
This area is predominantly sandy, nutrient-poor soil within the Robin-
son Creek watershed includes extensive pine barrens. Numerous 
pine plantations are also found throughout the area. 
 
21) Rush River - RR 
Located in the heavily wooded valleys of Pierce County, the Rush 
River system supports a regionally significant trout fishery that draws 
anglers from throughout the area. The riverôs delta, a combination of 
lowland hardwood forest and rich emergent wetland, spills out into 
the floodplain of the Mississippi River. The delta supports a myriad of 
wetland species and is heavily used by waterfowl and wading birds. 
Morgan Coulee State Natural Area, a complex of high quality oak 
woods and dry hillside prairies, is also located within the watershed. 
 
22) Rush Creek - RU 
Atop the southwestern facing bluffs of the Rush Creek State Natural 
Area is one of the stateôs most spectacular views of the Mississippi 
River valley. From the bluffs, visitors can get a glimpse of what the 
valley must have looked like centuries ago. The prairie complex at 
this location is the largest and most extensive series of goat prairies 
left in the state. In addition, the large blocks of forested land provide 
habitat for forest interior species as well as common game species 
such as wild turkey and deer. Many rare species are found through-
out the Rush Creek area. The existing State Natural Area is exten-
sively used for hunting (deer, turkey, and squirrel), fishing, and non-
intensive recreational activities such as bird watching and hiking. 
 
23) Sandhill-Meadow Valley-Wood County State Wildlife Areas - 
SM 
Covering more than 80,000 acres, these state-managed wildlife are-
as support diverse habitats, including oak forest, emergent marsh, 
sedge meadow, pine and oak barrens, and extensive flowages. Wild-
life is abundant. Notable species include sandhill crane, timber wolf, 
trumpeter swan, sharp-tailed grouse, woodcock, and the federally-
endangered Karner blue butterfly. These properties provide excellent 
opportunities for hunting, berry picking and wildlife observation. 
 
24) Trimbelle River - TB 
The Trimbelle River originates in the rolling, open landscape of 
northern Pierce County. As the river flows south, it enters the heavily 
forested, unglaciated area of western Wisconsin. Rich deciduous 
woodlands supporting numerous species, including a high diversity 
of songbirds, are found throughout the lower watershed. The Trim-
belle River supports one of the best trout fisheries in western Wis-
consin.  Due to its proximity to Minnesotaôs Twin Cities, the river 
corridor is heavily used by trout anglers. 
 
25) Trempealeau River Delta - TD 
This area which is situated between the Trempealeau National Wild-
life Refuge and Perrot State Park and adjacent to the Trempealeau 
River provides an excellent opportunity to establish a conservation 
corridor linking both properties with the Great River State Recreation 
Trail. Habitat conservation benefits, including protection of sand 
dunes, pothole ponds, remnant prairie and wooded uplands on the 
sandy river terrace, would be substantial. This corridor could also 
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provide opportunities for expanded recreational use, as all three prop-
erties are heavily used for a variety of recreational purposes. 
 
26) Trempealeau River - TR 
The Trempealeau River arises from coldwater trout streams located in 
deeply incised valleys. As it flows southwest, the river gradually be-
comes larger and warmer and in its lower reach supports a good quali-
ty warm water fishery. Abundant nutrients and frequent flooding in the 
lower stretch nourish extensive high quality wetlands that provide sig-
nificant habitat for reptiles, amphibians, waterfowl, wading birds, and 
mammals. 
 
27) Thompson Valley Savanna - TV 
Due to its size, the structure and composition of the tree species pre-
sent, and the presence of savanna species in the understory, this area 
represents one of the best opportunities in the state to restore a large 
oak savanna. This largely rural area presently consists of a mosaic of 
farms and large wooded tracts. 
 
28) Upper Mississippi River National Fish and Wildlife Refuge - 
UM 
Extending 284 miles from Wabasha, Minnesota to Rock Island, Illinois, 
this 194,000-acre refuge encompasses most of the floodplain associat-
ed with the Mississippi River. Numerous side channels, backwater 
sloughs, marshes, and extensive tracts of floodplain forest, contribute 
to the outstanding fish and wildlife habitat provided by the refuge. The 
refuge also plays host to significant waterfowl migrations, including 
some of the continentôs largest concentrations of migrating tundra 
swans and canvasback ducks. Boating, fishing and waterfowl hunting 
are popular recreation pursuits. 
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The scenic Mississippi River Valley offers beauty and a productive fish 
and wildlife habitat unmatched in the heart of America. It is known for 
spectacular fall colors and migrating waterfowl. Tundra swans are 
spectacular in mid-November. Bald eagles have over 200 nests in the 
Upper Mississippi River Wildlife and Fish Refuge and number over 
3,000 during the spring migration in March. Camping, canoeing, hunt-
ing, fishing and wildlife observation are popular pursuits.  

The nine county Mississippi River Region is in the heart of the 24,000 
square mile Driftless Area that is home to the highest concentration of trout 
streams in the Midwest. A 2017 study commissioned by Trout Unlimited 
estimated that trout fishing generates $1.6 billion in economic activity an-
nually. Source: Wisconsin DNR and Trout Unlimited 

The Upper Mississippi River Wildlife and Fish Refuge comprises the Regionôs 
western border. The refuge covers just over 240,000 acres. 

More than $1 billion in annual spending is attributed to deer hunting in 
Wisconsin and many of the Mississippi River Regionôs counties are the 
most prized areas for hunting trophy bucks. 
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Map 1.2 Legacy Places and Ecological Landscapes in the Mississippi River Region 

Regional History and Characteristics 
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LAND USE 

The nine-county Mississippi River Region has a total of 3,856,209 
acres which is larger than the states of Rhode Island and 
Connecticut combined. The Regionôs 2021 Real Estate Equalized 
Value was $30,663,376,200 an increase of 28.81% from the 
Regionôs 2016 Real Estate Equalized Value of $20,603,596,200 
(see Table 1.01). This land use analysis of the Mississippi River 
Region uses Real Estate Equalized Values and acreage data from 
the Wisconsin Department of Revenue. The eight statutory 
classifications for real property are: (1) Residential, (2) Commercial, 
(3) Manufacturing, (4) Agriculture, (5) Undeveloped, (6) Agricultural 
Forest, (7) Forest, and (8) Other. Effective January 1, 2004, 
Wisconsin Act 33 renamed the Swamp and Waste class of property 
to undeveloped and created the Agricultural Forest class of 
property. The acreages and values presented in these categories 
include all land in the region which is on the property tax rolls. See 
Map 1.03 on page 22. 
 
The Real Property Equalized Value of Residential land in the 
Mississippi River Region totaled $17,067,950,900 in 2021 (see 
Table 1.02).  The total value of Commercial property was 
$5,416,789,100; Manufacturing land, $866,732,600; Agricultural 
land, $278,774,600; Undeveloped land $177,252,900; Agricultural 
Forest land, $805,072,900; Forest land, $761,233,900; and Other 
land, $1,732,301,700. 

Table 1.01: Mississippi River Region Counties  
Real Estate Equalized Values  

  2016 2021 

% 

Change 

2010-

2015 

Buffalo $1,117,734,600  $1,315,831,200  17.72 

Crawford $1,169,163,300  $1,407,875,700  20.42 

Jackson $1,616,527,600  $1,849,553,600  14.42 

La Crosse $9,044,241,400  $12,238,688,900  35.32 

Monroe $3,170,029,400  $3,934,664,700  24.12 

Pepin $569,779,500  $721,544,900  26.64 

Pierce $3,092,942,200  $4,148,445,100  34.13 

Trempealeau $2,118,843,100  $2,673,075,300  26.16 

Vernon $1,905,263,700  $2,373,696,800  24.59 

MRRPC Region $23,804,524,800  $30,663,376,200  28.81 

Wisconsin $505,124,328,250  $654,820,375,856  29.64 

Table 1.02: Mississippi River Region Equalized Value by Land Use, 2021 (in Millions of Dollars) 

  Residential Commercial Manufacturing Agriculture Undeveloped Ag Forest Forest Other  Total 

Buffalo 743.5 96.2 12.9 31.8 16.8 133.6 76.5 189.5 1,301.0 

Crawford 791.4 214.0 37.9 33.4 13.3 58.0 47.2 185.9 1,381.5 

Jackson 1,058.5 207.8 60.3 24.4 22.0 91.1 187.9 150.0 1,802.4 

La Crosse 8,046.6 3,245.7 280.7 16.3 13.0 88.6 87.5 135.3 11,914.1 

Monroe 2,405.6 711.5 193.5 33.3 24.4 101.5 124.9 241.4 3,836.5 

Pepin 497.2 57.7 101.3 12.9 4.9 38.2 23.1 68.4 804.0 

Pierce 333.2 371.5 42.8 40.1 16.0 79.0 62.4 175.9 1,121.4 

Trempealeau 1,710.6 272.8 111.3 36.0 28.0 126.2 80.1 232.6 2,597.9 

Vernon 1,480.8 239.2 25.4 50.1 38.5 88.4 71.2 352.9 2,347.0 

MRRPC Region 17,067.9 5,416.7 866.7 278.7 177.2 805.0 761.2 1,732.3 27,106.1 

Wisconsin 468,407.4 130,489.1 17,050.4 2,389.4 2,124.8 3,391.3 7,731.4 13,087.6 644,671.8 

Source: Wisconsin Department of Revenue 

Source: Wisconsin Department of Revenue 

Regional History and Characteristics 
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Map 1.3 Mississippi River Region Land Use 

Regional History and Characteristics 


