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In the late twentieth century, agricultural operations on the rural-urban fringe in 

Wisconsin were affected by exurbanization.  A comparative study of the towns of 

Greenville and Bellevue from 1950 to 1990 showed that town governments 

planned for an urban infrastructure.  By 1990, few parts of Greenville or 

Bellevue were more than a mile from urban residential, commercial, or industrial 

uses.  Changes in farm operations included shifts in farm type and an increase in 

farm renting.  Landowner responses to exurbanization included doubling as 

“farmer-urbanizers” or increasing landholdings.  A case study of sampled farm 

properties through time showed that a threshold of 50% nonrural bordering uses 

was associated with subsequent conversion of land from agriculture.  As demand 

for urbanized uses failed to keep pace with plans, agriculture persisted.   

 

Introduction 

 

Observations of patterns of land use change in the United States suggest that the 

major landscape project of the late twentieth century was the conversion of  agricultural, 

forested, and other open lands on the rural-urban fringe to urban residential, commercial 

or industrial use.  The use of “housing starts”, most occurring in fringe zones, as an 

economic indicator, reinforced this notion (Kunstler, 1993).  This land conversion has 

been the predominant geographical expression of the growth of the population and 

economies of urbanized areas.  Furthermore, the previously discrete boundary between 

city and countryside has blurred; thanks to expanded road networks and automobile use, 

any given human land use can feasibly be located almost anywhere (Lewis, 1983).  The 

resulting decentralized settlement pattern is recognizably different from that of the 

traditional suburb (Davis et al., 1994).  The dispersion of urban facilities and lifestyles 

into the countryside—a process of “exurbanization”—has altered the physical and 

economic environment in which agriculture takes place near cities.  As urbanization is no 

longer confined to lands adjacent to the urban area, the zone of agricultural lands 

susceptible to urban conversion has greatly expanded.  

During the same period, agriculture was undergoing significant restructuring.  

Spurred by government policies, agricultural colleges, and implement manufacturers, a 

move to “big farming” stressed not only increased mechanization but also increased farm 

size, specialization, reliance on expensive purchased inputs, and a consequent reduction 

in the number of farm operators (Berry, 1977).  Eventually, production gains obtained 

from zealous use of fertilizers and pesticides leveled off (Furuseth and Phillips, 1982), 

generating further instability and renewed interest in organic methods.  Smaller farms in 

the fringe zone were squeezed not only by higher thresholds for profitability but also by 

“impermanence syndrome”, a widespread belief that urbanization was inevitable 

(Lockeretz, 1989).  Many farm landowners, as an economic strategy, ceased on-site 



investment in agriculture and promoted urban construction, or sold to speculators; land 

sales sometimes enabled farm reinvestment or relocation (Audirac, 1999).  Rural 

government promoted “growth” as an economic boon (Herbers, 1986), with local 

officials often having personal financial interests at stake (Daniels, 1999).       

Today the rural-urban fringe can be a broad area of transition zones grading from 

relatively urban to predominantly rural.  Walker and Solecki (2004) have theorized that 

when agriculture is closely integrated or “coupled” with local urban economies, urban 

encroachment on agriculture generates agricultural encroachment on natural areas, but 

that a “decoupled” economy will generate urban conversion at the expense of both 

agricultural and natural areas.  As farmland in the path of exurbanization becomes valued 

more for its urbanized potential, it is subjected to taxing that supports urban services.  In 

response, many states and communities have adopted policies and programs that 

ostensibly aim to preserve farmland by mitigating these financial burdens.    

The following is based on a comparative case study of two townships in east central 

Wisconsin’s Fox Valley—Greenville and Bellevue—during the period from 1950 to 

1990.  These townships exemplified areas undergoing exurbanization in the proximity of 

medium-sized cities in the humid eastern United States, where the urban-agricultural 

matrix is dense and continuous.  Greenville is west of the City of Appleton in Outagamie 

County; Bellevue lies just southeast of the City of Green Bay in Brown County.  

During the study period, significant changes took place in agricultural practices 

throughout the Fox Valley and all of Wisconsin.  But how did changes on the rural-urban 

fringe affect farm operations based in fringe locations?  How did individual farm 

landowners act in this changing environment?  After describing general late-twentieth 

century agricultural trends and reviewing land use changes in the two townships, I will 

give consideration to the impacts of exurbanization on landownership patterns, farm 

types, individual farmers, and individual properties.    

 

Methodology 

 

A variety of strategies was used in order to obtain as complete a record as possible of 

the land use history of Greenville and Bellevue from 1950 to 1990.  To this end, I 

consulted aerial photographs, planning maps, county property records, and the 

proceedings of town government, examining plat books to corroborate.   I conducted over 

eighty interviews with sources such as farm landowners, farm and planning agency 

personnel, town officials, and longtime residents.  Empirical information on land use was 

sought in order to document change and to understand its origins.  The record is 

understandably incomplete; there is some interpolation of parcels as “indeterminate 

agriculture” where information was lacking. 

 

The Setting:  U.S. Agricultural Settlement in the Fox Valley 

 

In the lower Fox Valley, rural land use in the U.S. period has been synonymous with 

agriculture; forestry, fishing, and mining are insignificant here.  The landscape of the Fox 

Valley was transformed during the period of United States settlement, starting around 

1850, from a mixed forest enduring shifting-field agriculture, to a checkerboard of  

rectangular farm fields, incorporating stream corridors, woodlots, villages, and cities.  



The agricultural economy underwent changes over the next century, but this landscape 

pattern was maintained. 

Farm properties were commonly sorted into 40-, 80-, or 160-acre parcels.  Fencerows 

marked borders between farm fields.  Farmers maintained woodlots, typically on land 

problematic for cultivation, such as hilly or rocky ground, or land adjacent to stream 

corridors or in swampy areas (Kaczmarek, personal communication, September 1994).  

Woodlots and other uncropped lands were typically reserved for pasture.  Farm access 

was provided by town roads plotted along section lines; these roads supplemented the 

network of railroads, and later highways, that connected farms to markets. 

Rural nuclei emerged, particularly around crossroads; a township might have one or 

two such nodes.  It was here that the most basic services would be provided for the 

surrounding rural community—a general store, feed mill, or farmers’ cooperative.  With 

mechanization, specialized farm implement dealers located in rural communities to sell 

and service the larger machines.  

The farm economy, first concentrating on wheat, soon shifted to an emphasis on 

dairying and mixed farming.  The Fox Valley became one of the principal dairy regions 

in this, “America’s Dairyland” state.  Milk accounted for half the farm income of 

Outagamie County in 1944 (Magnus, 1949).  The rural landscape of 1950 included a 

network of food processors and farm suppliers, as well as the farm cooperatives based in 

Greenville and, for Bellevue, the Town of Denmark.  Cheese factories dotted the area, 

particularly near Green Bay, which became the world’s largest cheese distribution center 

(City of Green Bay Intensive Research Survey, 1990).  There was a pea vinery near 

Bellevue, and there were canneries in Hortonville (northwest of Greenville) and in Green 

Bay processing the valley’s vegetable crops.  Farmers used feed mills for grinding grain 

to make it suitable for animal feed.  In Bellevue, there was a “mobile feed grinder” 

making “house calls” (Vandenheuvel, personal communication, March 1996).   

At mid-twentieth century, a trend to increasing farm size was being noted, along with 

a decline in farm labor needs due to mechanization, foreshadowing further change 

(Magnus, 1949).  The move to mechanized milking was underway on dairies in the 

1950s, but livestock were commonly pastured in summer, and many tasks were done 

manually.   

 

Greenville in 1950 

 

The Town of Greenville is located due west of the City of Appleton, its eastern limits 

bordering the Town of Grand Chute standing three miles from the city limits.  Greenville 

in 1950 presented a uniform rural character, divided into a patchwork of family-owned 

farm properties, most ranging in size from 60 to 200 acres  (Fig. 1).  Dairying was the 

dominant farm type, in the context of a heritage of mixed farming that included some 

cash cropping.  The topography included some land unsuited to agriculture, most notably 

two major wetland areas, the Bear Creek headlands in the northeast and the “Greenville 

Swamp” in the southwest; here the land was broken up into very small parcels and 

utilized by area farmers for harvesting marsh grass (Julius, personal communication, 

September 1994).   

Three major highways coursed through the township; the intersection of U.S. 

Highway 45 and State Highway 76, located near the town’s rural nucleus and the route of 



the Chicago and Northwestern Railway, became Greenville’s focal point.  Greenville had 

a strong farmer’s cooperative which had long been its social hub; another social center 

was the Grange Hall near the south town border, a remnant of the rural political 

movements begun in the nineteenth century.  Town government was an informal affair 

involving long-acquainted farm families, with citizens electing a three-person Board.  

 

Bellevue in 1950 

 

In 1950, the Town of Bellevue was thoroughly rural in character, though its town 

border was less than a half-mile from the built-up area of the City of Green Bay (Fig. 2).   

The town bridged the exceptional “private claims” survey (the “long lots” legacy from 

French settlers) with the conventional U.S. rectangular survey to the east.  This 

dichotomy was reflected in the town’s road system, with county roads in the west adapted 

to the long lots but following regular section lines in the east.  Farm properties ranged in 

size from 40 to over 200 acres.  Dairy farming predominated, but there was also a mix of 

cash crops, particularly vegetables grown for processing at nearby canneries.  Most of the 

uncropped land in Bellevue was found along the many stream corridors traversing the 

township, which cut ravines in their descent from the east; these wooded strips were 

typically used for pasture.  The west was characterized by low ground in the East River 

floodplain. 

Running through the center of Bellevue were its major transportation arteries, U.S. 

Highway 141 and the nearly parallel Chicago and Northwestern Railway.  Both nearly 

converged with the similarly diagonal Manitowoc Road at the south town border, where 

lay the hamlet called “Bellevue.”  This was a small rural nucleus, with a general store and 

feed mill but lacking a farmer’s cooperative or farm implement dealers.  As in Greenville, 

town government was an informal matter taken up by generous citizens; a three-person 

Board met and grappled with fire protection and solid waste disposal issues. 

Changing Agricultural Practices 

 

Between 1950 and 1990, the agricultural economy in Wisconsin underwent change in 

scale.  Farm fields were consolidated to accommodate larger machinery.  Many farm 

landowners increased their holdings by acquiring parcels adjacent or in the vicinity.  Such 

changes similarly affected lands close to and distant from metropolitan settings.   

While Wisconsin farms steadily increased in average size, they overwhelmingly 

retained the status of family operations.  Of 2,505 farms in Brown and Outagamie 

counties in 1992, all but nine were characterized as being owned by individuals, partners, 

or families (State of Wisconsin Blue Book, 1995).   

Fox Valley farm trends are highlighted by data from Brown County.  While the 

number of farms was nearly halved from 1954 to 1983, total farm acreage in the county 

declined more moderately as the average acreage of individual farms increased (Brown 

County Farmland Preservation Program, 1985).  The continued predominance of 

dairying is evident in 1989 data showing 235,000 acres, or 65% of the county’s land area, 

remaining in agriculture; of that total, over half (121,800 acres) were devoted to crops 



meant to feed animals (Brown County Farmland Preservation Program, 1992).  Unlike 

the diversity found earlier in the century, most of these animals were now cattle.  

Average dairy herd size exceeded 50 cows by 1990 (Plog, personal communication, 

October 14, 1993).   

Interviews in 1995-96 with 21 longtime farm owners in Greenville and Bellevue 

revealed consensus about the changing situation of agriculture in their localities.  

Unsurprisingly, almost all of those interviewed were either formerly or currently active as 

dairy farmers.  Dairying became economically precarious during the study period.  While 

farmers participating in U.S. government programs received incentive payments, many 

cited the unprofitability of dairying.  Wisconsin dairy farmers were particularly penalized 

by the federal government’s milk pricing structure (Julius, personal communication, 

September 1994).  They were also negatively affected by the cost of investments felt 

necessary for continuation in dairying.    

Surviving farmers clearly acknowledged consolidation and the fact that their numbers 

were dwindling locally.  What had been considered a sizable farm in 1950—80 acres—

was now considered quite small.  Most farmers in Greenville remarked on a shift in 

farming type from dairying to cash cropping.  Farm landowners in Bellevue failed to 

identify a similar shift but did describe a general disappearance of farming.  Farmers in 

both townships noted the paucity of dairy farms remaining, often underestimating their 

actual numbers.  

Evolving mechanization had reduced the need for farm labor, reducing rural 

employment and, with it, the economic coherence of rural communities.  The trend to 

“big farming” was especially evident midway through the study period, with heavy 

investment in purchased fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides.  Field enlargement, in 

response to requirements of large machinery, led to a disappearance of the fencerows 

between fields.  The shift to high-moisture corn for silage resulted in a major 

transformation of land use on dairies in Greenville and Bellevue:  the pasturing of cattle 

virtually disappeared from both townships well before 1990.  Like Bellevue farmer 

Darrell Umentum, who gave up pasturing in 1959 (personal communication, March 

1995), dairy farmers saw an advantage to growing feed crops instead of relying on 

purchased feed or pasture, as increasing herd size pressed the limits of pastures.  

Additional fields went into the typical corn-hay-oats rotation, with corn especially 

increasing.  The need to feed herds eventually took many farmers beyond their own 

lands. 



During the study period several of the smaller farm supply businesses in Greenville 

disappeared; they were replaced by two larger farm equipment dealers both locating on 

Highway 45.  The Greenville co-op closed its general store, opened a convenience “mini-

mart” instead (Town of Greenville, November 13, 1989), and shifted its orientation from 

producer tools to consumer goods.  The smaller Bellevue had never had many 

agricultural services within its borders, but its general store did close; Mills Fleet Farm 

became its only (and only partially) farm-related business.  With technological change, 

feed mills became nearly extinct, cheese factories dwindled, and canneries in Hortonville 

and Green Bay were on the verge of closing.  It is estimated these “spinoff” industries 

employed eight persons for every one employed directly in agriculture (Brown County 

Farmland Preservation Program, 1992).  The decline of farm-related industries signaled a 

weakening of agriculture in the Fox Valley. 

Besides economic difficulties, farmers began to encounter animosity toward practices 

which contributed to pollution, particularly to nonpoint pollution of waterways.  

Consequently, in the 1980s some Fox Valley farmers seriously reconsidered their modes 

of operation by reducing purchased inputs and adopting techniques of soil conservation 

which had been de-emphasized with the rise of “big farming.”  Farmers took initiatives 

with watershed projects, heeded conservation provisions in the 1985 federal Farm Bill, 

and paid more attention to crop rotation.  Greenville dairy farmer Randy Strey reported 

that he had given up chemical pesticides entirely in favor of biological methods (personal 

communication, February 1995).  The most pervasive change, more prevalent in 

Greenville due to unfavorable soil characteristics in Bellevue, was the adoption of 

minimum tillage or “no-till”, foregoing the plowing which upturned the soil.  Remaining 

wetlands were now considered off limits; the “drainage districts” of the early twentieth 

century were now inactive.  One aspect of the new conservation was a return to pasturing, 

but those interviewed were unaware of anyone doing so in Greenville or Bellevue. 

Changing Land Uses:  The Shifting Rural-Urban Spectrum 

 

Between 1950 and 1990, striking cumulative land use changes occurred in both 

Greenville and Bellevue, creating a much wider transition zone between city and 

countryside.  Changing individual land uses can be categorized by placing them on a 

rural-urban spectrum for the scheme used in Figures 3 through 6.  “Rural” use consists 

principally of owner-operated farms.  “Disinvested rural” includes rural land owned by 

nonfarming investors and farmland rented from nonfarming owners; the lack of owner 

investment in rural operations made this land more susceptible to urbanizing conversion.  

An intermediate category of “Flexible” describes land used in a manner accommodating 

the rural or urban, such as institutions, parks, section roads, and rural fringe-oriented 

businesses.   

As “country living” began to appeal to urbanites, and as rural landowners became 

willing to sell off parcels, “exurban” residences appeared as individual homesites along 

existing roads, often in rows, and later in clusters with an interior road.  These residential 

uses, and the Outagamie County Airport, are classed as “Exurban.”  The “Suburban” 

category includes full-fledged residential subdivisions within sewer and water service 



boundaries; urban-oriented commercial and industrial establishments; and urban freeway 

corridors.      

In Greenville, the relocation of Outagamie County Airport in 1965 was the greatest 

single change, transforming the town’s southeasternmost sections and acting as a magnet 

for the location of urban businesses.  The first residential subdivisions appeared in the 

1960s in the Greenville nucleus and near the airport (Fig. 3).  The earliest exurban 

residences, falling into strips and small clusters, appeared around the same time.  By 

1990, the rural matrix had been broken in Greenville’s eastern tier, as the two nuclei were 

linked by a strand of rural disinvestment, and exurban clusters had become prominent in 

the central tier of sections (Fig. 4).   Rural disinvestment tended to take hold adjacent to 

penetrating nonrural uses.     

Beginning in the 1960s, Bellevue saw the arrival of new commercial and industrial 

uses not tied to the rural economy.  As in Greenville, portions of farms were sold for 

individual exurban residences; several strips of exurban homes emerged along roads.  

After 1970, a series of residential subdivisions was inaugurated in central Bellevue.  By 

1975, rural disinvestment was widespread, as were traditional fringe land uses (classed as 

“Flexible”) (Fig. 5).  In conjunction with the routing and construction of Interstate 

Highway 43, and its corollary State Highway 172, through the heart of Bellevue, a mass 

of subdivisions and commercial uses had largely displaced the rural in central Bellevue 

by 1990 (Fig. 6).  Western Bellevue, closer to Green Bay and the suburb of Allouez, 

retained a modicum of rural uses, while the pattern of disinvested rural lands changed 

little between 1975 and 1990.   

These changes created a much wider transition zone between city and countryside 

than had previously existed.  At a regional scale, the landscape can be classed into four 

zones ranging from “urban” to “rural”, including two broad transition zones.  The “urban 

edge” borders the contiguous built-up urban area; here, urban uses predominate but are 

discontinuous.  In the “rural edge”, rural uses predominate but are broken by scattered 

clusters of nonrural uses.  A careful study of individual changes led to the generalized 

impressions of these zones in Figures 7 and 8.  Figure 7 shows how, by 1971, the rural 

edge had penetrated into most of Greenville, and that by 1990 the urban edge had 

expanded into the town’s southeast (airport) sector.  The Town of Bellevue was 

subsumed within the rural edge by 1975; by 1990, the urban edge had spread across 

central Bellevue (Fig. 8).   

Within each township, the “edge” may be conceived differently, as the zone where 

change was concentrated.  Edges were associated with major road corridors which served 

as points of entry for exurbanization.  The map in Figure 9 shows how, in Greenville, 

nonrural land uses in 1990 were concentrated within one-quarter-mile buffer zones 

around Highways 45 and 76 and a half-mile zone around the airport.  Figure 10 illustrates 

how the location of Bellevue’s residential subdivisions in 1990 fell approximately within 

a one-half mile radius of the new freeway loop.      

Agriculture in the Context of Exurbanization 

 

About 1960, in both Greenville and Bellevue, the approaching urban edge awakened 

citizens to impending change and the merits of planning.  Planning documents at the 

regional level predicted decentralization of urban populations, and exurban residences 



were appearing.  The specter of “impermanence syndrome”—the expectation of land use 

change—loomed for farm landowners within the urban shadow.   

It was in the early 1960s that town leadership began to change.  Those landowners 

most interested in urban residential and commercial construction gravitated to positions 

of leadership and promoted re-zoning of agricultural land for urban uses, platting of 

residential subdivisions, and provision of an urban infrastructure.  Often, particularly in 

Bellevue, these “farmer-urbanizers” continued to farm, their agricultural land uses 

surviving amid subdivisions on the 1990 map.  Revenue from land sales made possible 

further investment in farming operations.  In interviews, farmer-urbanizers and their 

associates in construction and real estate businesses expressed pride with the outcome, 

citing tremendous increases in land values, and accomplishments such as establishment 

of town parks and fire protection.  But other longtime community residents, including 

many remaining farm families, voiced regret for the loss of rural landscape, in tones 

ranging from resignation to dismay to anger.  They were pessimistic about the future of 

agriculture in their communities and said that town government was dominated by self-

interested builders and landowners. 

While some farm landowners saw exurban construction as a boon to farming, and 

others viewed it as a threat, others simply disappeared.  The spread of rural disinvestment 

was pronounced in both Greenville and Bellevue from the 1960s.  Typically, retiring 

farm families sold their lands to adjoining landowners or to nonfarming investors, or the 

land was inherited by nonfarming absentees who then rented the land back to area 

farmers.  Frequently, these renters were dairy farmers looking for additional land to grow 

feed for larger herds. 

During the study period, there were changes in the types of farming being practiced.  

Within Greenville, substantial tracts of former dairy farms were being used by 1990 for 

cash crops—wheat, soybeans, and especially corn.  Cash croppers had been purchasing 

dairy farms; one large family operation held several properties inside and outside the 

township.  Figures 11 and 12 illustrate shifts in farm type in Greenville, classifying only 

those farm properties for which reliable information was found.  (Historic information on 

farm type was not available in usable form from farm service agencies; the best source of 

information was the recollection of longtime residents.)   

The shift to cash cropping was less striking in Bellevue, which was marked more by 

an overall decline in farming and farm diversity, with mixed dairy/cash cropping fading 

(Figs. 13 and 14).  Curiously, truck cropping almost disappeared from Bellevue by the 

1990s, likely due to individual family circumstance.       

In both townships, farm landowners reported a decline in mixed farming in favor of 

specialization, and a higher proportion of farmland being devoted to raising corn, either 

for feed or for markets.  The prevalence of corn, a soil-exhausting crop, increased the 

need for conservation measures.  Corn was particularly associated with rented land and 

with land adjacent to urban uses.  This use for corn may be considered a form of “soil 

mining,” as landowners and farmers used up soil fertility with the expectation that the 

land would soon be surrendered to urban functions.   

The decline of dairying, an enterprise based on perishable commodities and linked to 

local processing, suggests a “de-coupling” of local agricultural and urban economies 

(Walker and Solecki, 2004) and a consequent net loss of agricultural land.  Indeed, other 



than field enlargement at the expense of fencerows, there was no evidence in Greenville 

or Bellevue of expansion of farmland.  

Agriculture also became, for many, a part-time occupation, as farmers with smaller 

acreages were attracted to urban employment; part-time farmers accounted for perhaps 

half of area farms (Plog, personal communication, October 14, 1993).  Part-time farmers 

often engaged in cash crops, which was less labor-intensive than dairying.  The few new 

entrants to farming were best described as operating “hobby farms”:  large, arguably 

exurban properties held by horse enthusiasts; a “farm park” in north central Greenville 

serving as a combination nursery and wildlife preserve; and a “recreational farm” in 

south central Greenville geared to tourists. 

Rural-Urban Tension:  Farming on the Fringe 

 

Farmers already faced a difficult economy, labor shortages, diminishing agricultural 

services, defection of the young, pressure for conservation.  Those on the rural-urban 

fringe faced the additional specter of conversion of lands in their vicinity to urbanized 

uses.  Their new neighbors in Greenville and Bellevue were not only exurban 

homeowners but also subdivision residents and commercial and industrial uses.  How 

were farmers’ operations influenced by the character of surrounding uses?  

In interviews with 21 farm landowners, eleven asserted their farming to be unaffected 

by surrounding land uses while only three affirmed a decisive impact, with the remainder 

taking an intermediate position.  This response is perhaps not surprising and is consistent 

with one survey (Phipps, 1981). Owners tend to have pride in their work and see their 

decisions about farming as their own directive; planning crops and investments has to be 

done in advance.  But officials at farm service agencies pointed out how the presence of 

urbanized neighbors generated conflicts and exerted pressure to urbanize further 

(McBurney, personal communication, June 27, 1994; Rait, personal communication, 

March 1, 1995).   

There was evidence that proximity to residential districts posed problems for farm 

landowners; among the factors was “impermanence syndrome.”  One Bellevue farmer, 

his property nearly surrounded in the 1990s by subdivisions, felt it unwise to make heavy 

investments on this property; he and another major Bellevue farm survivor were each 

eyeing property farther from the city.  Several mentioned that neighbors complained 

about the spraying of crops or the presence of odors; others noted they had been spared 

from such complaints.  Some exurban residents may have preferred being near the open 

landscape of farms, but at least one farm landowner stated a preference for other farmers 

as neighbors (Van Rite, personal communication, April 1996). 

Tension may exist between farmers and exurbanites when each perceive the other as a 

polluter of their own environment.  While residential homeowners complained about 

chemical spraying and polluted waterways in their residential haven, some farm 

landowners expressed a general displeasure with the impact of the residential influx—in 

increasing school and other taxes, in reducing the clout of the rural culture and economy, 

and in creating an expectation for urban services.  Some pointed the blame for pollution 

at residences, which may generate more polluted runoff than farms (Nikolai, personal 

communication, March 30, 1996).  But any antipathy expressed was resentment rather 

than outright hostility.  While one Bellevue farmer suggested that exurban homes may 



have led to the disappearance of stream species (Vanden Avond, personal 

communication, February 1995) and another found solace in the survival of people who 

remembered Greenville’s past (Schroeder, personal communication, February 1996), just 

as typical was the farmer-urbanizer who spoke proudly of peaceful coexistence between 

his dairy and surrounding residents (Froelich, personal communication, October 1994).   

Property Case Studies 

 

After assembling detailed information, at the parcel level, of land use change during 

the study period in Greenville and Bellevue, an analysis was made of the changes through 

time affecting ten selected farm properties.  The intent was to examine the changing 

environmental context of each property and to document changes of use on the property.  

Six sections in Greenville, and four in the smaller Bellevue, were selected, spaced for 

geographical balance.  In Greenville, land use was documented for four time points:  

1956, 1971, 1979, and 1990.  For Bellevue, the faster pace of change warranted five time 

points:  1958, 1967, 1975, 1982, and 1990.  Within each section, the largest farm parcel 

at the 1950s time point was studied.  A total of 44 property time points was thus sampled.   

The proximity of “urban” (urban commercial or industrial uses, or residential 

subdivisions) and “exurban” (exurban residential) uses was monitored for each property 

time point.  The time points at which these uses appeared within one mile of the property, 

as measured along access roads, were referred to respectively as the “urban approach” 

and the “exurban approach.”  Land use of the property at following time points was then 

tracked, with time point intervals varying from seven to eleven years. 

Six of the properties experienced an “urban approach”.  At the time point 

contemporaneous with the urban approach, most use remained unchanged.  At the time 

point following the urban approach (Date 2), two of the properties underwent change in 

the form of partial division to accommodate exurban residences.  At the second time 

point following (Date 3), one of the properties had been converted to residential 

subdivisions and rented farmland, while another had lost some property to exurban and 

subdivision residences, and a third shifted to rented status with a partial loss to 

commercial use.  Only one of the six properties had undergone no change at 1990.   

All ten properties were subject to the “exurban approach”.  Three properties changed 

farm type from dairying contemporaneous with the approach, one to cash crops and two 

to partially or totally rented farmland.  At Date 2, three properties had undergone partial 

division for exurban residences, one of them largely converted into an exurban cluster 

with the remnant rented; the other six properties were unchanged at this time point.  At 

Date 3, two properties were converted from owner-operated to partially rented, one of 

them partially converted to exurban residences and the other largely subsumed into a 

residential subdivision; a third property also lost area to exurban homes.  Three of the ten 

properties had undergone no change at or following the exurban approach as of 1990. 

When the character of adjacent uses is considered, the results are more striking.  

Changes in use were monitored for instances in which the agricultural boundary was high 

(80% or greater) and low (50% or less).  At those time points at which the sampled 

properties were bordered by at least 80% agricultural uses, there were only three 

instances in which all the property did not remain in farming, and the loss in each case 



was less than ten acres.  Considering that 28 of the 44 time points met this criterion, the 

lack of change found with high agricultural adjacency is notable.   

Only three of the properties reached the point of having 50% or fewer agricultural 

borders during the study period.  All three underwent significant change:  one shifted 

contemporaneously to rented farmland and was converted to a residential subdivision two 

time points later.  Another was largely converted to an exurban cluster at the time point 

the 50% threshold was reached.  The third property underwent a shift from dairy farming 

and was partially converted to exurban homes.   

It is notable that subdivisions appeared on original parcels only when the agricultural 

adjacency had dropped below 50%.  The results suggest that farms in townships like 

Greenville and Bellevue become more susceptible to urbanizing conversion when a 50% 

threshold of nonrural borders is reached. 

The Farmland Preservation Program 

 

To counter the economic forces leading to conversion of farmland, the State of 

Wisconsin in 1979 initiated the Farmland Preservation Program.  The impetus for the 

program came statewide from a coalition of conservationists, planners, and farmers.  In 

urban counties, the program functioned through a partnership of counties, towns, and 

individual farm owners (Brown County Farmland Preservation Program, 1992).  Within 

this qualifying area, farm landowners chose whether to enroll land in the program, 

meeting modest minimum operational and conservation requirements.  In return, owners 

received the benefit of an income tax credit, $4200 maximum in 1993 (“Brown County 

Preservation Program Fact Sheet”).  Owners who later converted land to other uses were 

required to pay back the credits. 

Although Outagamie County was participating in the Farmland Preservation Program, 

in 1982 Greenville’s Town Board unanimously agreed not to adopt “exclusive 

agricultural zoning” (Town of Greenville, July 15, 1982).  In 1986, the Board held an 

open forum of farm landowners on whether to participate in the program.  With the Board 

chairman arguing against the idea, an informal vote of landowners was taken and the 

Board promptly dismissed the notion (Town of Greenville, September 23, 1986).   

Bellevue, though smaller and possessing fewer agricultural resources, did choose 

participation and mapped out areas for exclusive agriculture.  The program was 

eventually opened to enrollment by owners located in “agricultural transition” zones as 

well as “exclusive agricultural” zones.  Bellevue farm landowners interviewed on the 

matter, most of whom had participated in the program, generally agreed that it was 

effective, but they cited the tax advantages rather than land preservation. 

The workings of the program in Bellevue suggest some shortcomings, particularly in 

the lack of congruence among the boundaries of preservation zones, the properties of 

program participants, and the extent of identified “prime farmland” soils.  Much prime 

farmland had already been converted to subdivisions by 1990, and only in the town’s 

eastern tier was there a congruence among enrolled land, zoning, and prime agricultural 

land.  Lack of proper enforcement of program provisions hindered greater effectiveness.  

The 1990 Brown County report accused some towns of violating the spirit and purpose of 

the program in re-zoning “exclusive agricultural” land for urbanized purposes.  Some 



farmers likely perceived the program merely as a tax break for biding time until the 

windfall of a prospective land sale. 

 

The Persistence of Agriculture 

 

Still, agricultural land uses persisted in both Greenville and Bellevue, in locations in 

close proximity to the foci of exurbanization, well into the 1990s.  Land was retained in 

agriculture not only from inertia, but because it remained the most practical and 

economical use of the land right up until the time of urban conversion.  Demand for 

agricultural land remained high, both among dairy farmers renting additional land to feed 

herds, and among cash croppers. 

Town leaders in both Greenville and Bellevue were ambitious in the 1960s and 1970s 

in re-zoning and in platting residential subdivisions.  But the time lag to fruition suggests 

that demand for this urbanization emerged more slowly.  After approving the platting of 

nine subdivisions between 1960 and 1964, the Town of Greenville oversaw only three 

new plattings between 1965 and 1981.  The North Greenville subdivision planned in the 

1960s was still being filled in during the 1990s.   

Several large blocks of farmland in southwest and central Bellevue, acquired by 

investors in the 1970s, were still being rented for farming at century’s end.  Long 

gestation times were required for subdivisions.  The future Park Estates was approved in 

1969 but not built until about 1980.  Merry Creek Estates, approved in 1972, underwent 

construction in the mid-1980s.  Zodiac Park was first presented in 1975 but did not 

materialize into homes until after 1990. 

Still, the trend in the years since 1990 has been unmistakable.  In Greenville, 

residential construction has taken place in several large-lot exurban subdivisions outside 

the sewered area, further fragmenting the agricultural matrix.  In Bellevue, owner-

operated farms dwindled further, as commercial uses appeared at the Highway 172 

interchange and a farm property nearly surrounded by urban uses was eyed for 

conversion.      

 

Conclusion:  The Devaluing of Urban Fringe Farming 

 

Despite differences due to varying distances from their respective cities, Greenville 

and Bellevue show similar patterns in the loss of farmland in the second half of the 

twentieth century.  Agriculture throughout the Fox Valley underwent changes affecting 

the scale of operations and the conditions for profitability; the result was a decline in 

close-knit rural communities providing rural-oriented services.  In locations on the rural-

urban fringe, agriculture suffered from the additional tension of “impermanence 

syndrome” and the presence of encroaching urban commercial and residential uses.  In 

the 1960s, the two town governments were actively planning the infrastructure for an 

urbanized future which was understood to be more valuable than agriculture.  By 1990, 



few parts of Greenville or Bellevue were more than a mile distant from urban or exurban 

uses.   

Notable changes in farm operations in Greenville and Bellevue included shifts in the 

type of farming, and an increase in the renting of land for farming.  Confronted with 

exurbanization, farm families individually made decisions to follow one or more of the 

strategies available to them:  some sold their land and departed; some continued to 

operate their own farms, often increasing landholdings by purchasing from neighbors; 

some rented to or from others; and some became builders of residences, frequently 

doubling as “farmer-urbanizers.”   

A threshold of 50% nonrural bordering uses was associated with subsequent 

conversion of land from agriculture.  The state Farmland Preservation Program, premised 

on saving contiguous blocks of land, had become popular for its tax credits but had not 

shown any critical effect in preventing urban conversion.  Agricultural uses persisted 

because such use was viable on the fringe, where the demand for urbanized land could 

barely keep pace with the plans of builders and town leaders.  The sequence of events in 

the late twentieth century in the Fox Valley suggests that, barring a change in political 

will, the future of agriculture on the rural-urban fringe is dependent upon the pace of 

exurbanization. 

 

 

 

 

 



 



 



 
       Fig. 6. Bellvue Land Use 1990 
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