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9.0 EXISTING LAND USE  
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To understand the character of the Town of Oconto Falls 
one only needs to look at the landscape. From the scenic 
farms, woodlands, Oconto River shoreline to the 
residential subdivisions, the Town of Oconto Falls is a 
rural community, with a rich farming tradition.  These 
attributes are echoed in the value statements presented in 
Chapter 1 and the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities 
and threats, listed in Chapter 2. 
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The Town of Oconto Falls Existing Land Use Map was created from information provided by 
Oconto County and the Bay-Lake Regional Planning Commission.  The Town of Oconto Falls 
Planning Commission provided additional updates in 2004.  
 
What follows is a description of the land use categories illustrated on the Town of Oconto Falls 
Existing Land Use Map. 
 
ROADS 
All town, county, and state roadways in the Town of Oconto Falls are shown in black on the 
Existing Land Use Map.  To learn more about transportation facilities serving the Town, refer to  
Chapter 5. 
 
ABANDONED RAILROAD GRADE 
The abandoned railroad grade is shown in yellow.  It runs from the City of Oconto Falls, across 
the Town parallel to STH 22. 
 
RIVERS/STREAMS/LAKES 
The Oconto River, Balcom Lake, Lily Lake, Kuplie Lake, Beaver Lake, Company Lake, Gray 
Lake and Dombroski Lake are illustrated on the map, as are several smaller creeks and drains.  
Additional information about the rivers, lakes and streams is provided in Chapter 7. 
 
AGRICULTURAL AREAS 
The vast majority of the Town is classified in this category.  Agricultural lands include family 
farms and rented cropland.  For additional information about the Town’s agricultural land uses, 
refer to Chapter 7.   
 
FORESTED 
Woodlands and wetlands are illustrated in dark green.   
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COMMERCIAL  
A few scattered commercial properties are found in the Town located primarily along STH 22 
and STH 32.  Chapter 8 profiles economic development opportunities in the Town of Oconto 
Falls. 
 
INDUSTRIAL  
Industrial land uses are found adjacent to the City of Oconto Falls along REA Lane.  
 
SINGLE FAMILY RESIDENTIAL  
Single-family residential development includes subdivisions and smaller lot developments 
located mainly along the Oconto River, Gray Lake Road, Meadowview Lane and CTH CC.  
Information about the characteristics and quality of the Town’s housing supply is available in 
Chapter 4. 
 
RURAL RESIDENTIAL  
This category includes homes on larger parcels (5-10 acres or more).  These homes are scattered 
around the township along Town and County Roads. 
 
QUARRY SITES 
There are several quarry pits identified on the map.  For more information about non-metallic 
mining operations, refer to the Agricultural, Natural and Cultural Resources Element, Chapter 7. 
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The table below is a required numerical breakdown of the existing land uses in the Town.  This 
table is required by 1999 WI Act 9, Wisconsin’s Smart Growth Law.  The net density (total 
number of dwelling units divided by all residential acres) in the Town of Oconto Falls is 0.29 
dwelling units/acre (488 housing units/1,698 acres). 
 

TABLE 19 
2004 EXISTING LAND USE AMOUNT &  INTENSIY  

 
Land Use Type 

Amount 
(in acres) 

% of 
Planning 

Area 
Transportation – Roads & Railroad Grades 165 0.8% 
Rivers, Streams, Lakes 50 0.2% 
Agriculture 14,935 70.5% 
Forested 4,281 20.3% 
Commercial 23 0.1% 
Industrial 18 0.1% 
Single Family Residential 260 1.2% 
Rural Residential 1,438 6.8% 

TOTALS 21,170 100% 
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The Town of Oconto Falls Zoning Map is very similar to the Existing Land Use Map.  Therefore, 
it seems that properties in the Town are zoned appropriately for their current use.  The vast 
majority of the Town is zoned as agricultural. The second most common zoning classification 
found in the Town is forested.  Neither Oconto County nor the Town of Oconto Falls regulates 
the unzoned properties shown on the map.  As a result, there are no enforceable zoning 
restrictions in place to regulate what may be developed on these parcels.  
 
The Town of Oconto Falls, which is currently under county zoning, may not adopt its own 
zoning ordinance.  Desired zoning ordinance changes will need to be coordinated with Oconto 
County.  The only opportunity to get out of county zoning is if the county makes a 
comprehensive update of the zoning ordinance. 
 

TABLE 13 
OCONTO COUNTY ZONING DISTRICTS1 

DISTRICT MINIMUM 
AREA 

MINIMUM 
FRONTAGE 

FRONT 
SETBACK 

SIDE 
SETBACK 

REAR SETBACK HIGH 
WATER 

SETBACK 
 
Agricultural 

 
10 Acres 

 
100 feet 

 
30 – 50 ft 

from ROW 

Principle 
Bldg. 10 ft 
Accessory 
Bldg. 5 ft 

 
20 feet 

 
75 feet 

 
Rural 
Residential 

 
2 Acres 

 
100 feet 

 
30 – 50 ft 

from ROW 

Principle 
Bldg. 10 ft 
Accessory 
Bldg. 5 ft 

 
20 feet 

 
75 feet 

 
Forest 

 
10 Acres 

 
100 feet 

 
30 –50 ft 

from ROW 

Principle 
Bldg. 10 ft 
Accessory 
Bldg. 5 ft 

 
20 feet 

 
75 feet 

 
 
General 
Commercial 

 
 

20,000 sq. ft 
Approx. ½ 

Acre 

 
 

100 feet 

 
 

30 – 50 ft 
from ROW 

 
 
None 

10 feet where 
property is adj. to 

commercial/industrial 
property.  50 feet 
from any other 

district. 

 
 

75 feet 

 
 
Industrial 

 
 

20,000 sq. ft 
Appx. ½ 

Acre 

 
 

100 feet 

 
 

30 – 50 ft 
from ROW 

 
 
None 

10 feet where 
property is adj. to 

commercial/industrial 
property.  50 feet 
from any other 

district. 

 
 

75 feet 

 
Single 
Family 
Residential 
 

 
20,000 sq. ft 

 
 

 
100 feet 

 

 
30 -  50 ft 

from ROW 

Principle 
Bldg 10 ft  
Accessory 
Bldg. 5 ft. 

 
20 feet 

 
75 feet 

SOURCE:  Oconto County Land and Water Resources Department 
                                                           
1 Regulations are subject to change.  Current zoning requirements should be obtained and reviewed before 
proceeding with development. 
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The Town of Oconto Falls Zoning Map illustrates the existing zoning pattern established under 
the Oconto County Zoning Ordinance. What follows is a more detailed description of the 
primary zoning classifications found in the Town of Oconto Falls: 

 
AGRICULTURAL DISTRICT 
This district is designed to allow farming activities including traditional “ family farms,”  “hobby 
farms”, and scattered residential development.  The agricultural use is to be recognized as the 
dominant activity of the area.  The minimum parcel size in this district is 10 acres.   

 
Oconto County also has a “ large scale agricultural district”  which requires a minimum parcel 
area of 35 acres.  The intent of this district is to identify and establish those areas of the county 
suited to the economics of large-scale agricultural uses.  In turn, the value of this land is to be 
maintained by protecting these areas from the intrusion of urban uses.  There are no properties in 
the Town of Oconto Falls currently in this zoning classification. 

 
RURAL RESIDENTIAL DISTRICT (NON-SUBDIVIDED) 
This district provides for single-family home sites (including mobile homes) developed on a 
scattered basis.  The homes developed are not in close proximity to each other for the purpose of 
creating a neighborhood setting.  The minimum parcel size for a property zoned “ rural 
residential”  is two acres. 

 
FOREST 
This district includes undeveloped areas of woodlands or wetlands (wooded or non-wooded), 
prairie areas, and areas with thick ground cover.   

 
GENERAL COMMERCIAL  DISTRICT 
The primary intent of this district is to provide for the special development needs of those 
wholesale and retail stores, shops and services and those professional offices, which by their 
nature, are dependent upon a local trade area and/or employee base.  The secondary intent of this 
district is to provide for certain commercial activities, which are uniquely oriented toward the 
service of highway traffic.  The properties zoned ‘general commercial”  should be utilized to 
produce a safe and orderly placement of facilities and activities along and/or with access to 
major traffic routes. In unsewered areas a parcel must be 20,000 square feet in size in this 
district. 

  
INDUSTRIAL  
This district provides for the development of light and heavy industrial activities. Non-metallic 
mining is permitted in the industrial district. 

 
SINGLE FAMILY RESIDENTIAL DISTRICT 
Single-family residential development requires a 20,000 square foot (1/2 acre) lot with 100 feet 
of road frontage to meet the requirements of the zoning ordinance. 
 
UNZONED  
The Oconto County Zoning Ordinance does not currently regulate the unzoned properties in the 
Town.  According to county records these properties were never assigned a zoning designation.
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ZONING SETBACK REQUIREMENTS�
In addition to the various zoning districts, the zoning ordinance also includes provisions for 
signage and setbacks along highways.  The setback from state highways (like STH 22 and 32) is 
110 feet from the centerline of the highway of the closest lane or 50 feet from the right of way, 
whichever is greater.  Setbacks from county trunk highways (Class B Highways) are 75 feet from 
the centerline of the highway or 42 feet from the right of way, whichever is greater.�
�
CONSERVATION DESIGN RESIDENTIAL DISTRICT (CDR) 
As this plan was being developed, Oconto County was working to develop a zoning district that 
would be used in conjunction with conservation-based subdivision development.  The ordinance 
requires a minimum 20-acre parcel.  In the CDR, a minimum lot size of 1 acre is required.  A 
development in this zone must preserve at least 45% of a parcel, in addition to wetlands, 
floodplains, steep slopes, and existing right-of-way.  The use of this ordinance requires several 
approvals by the Town.  The development of conservation-based subdivisions is encouraged 
throughout this plan. 
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The Town of Oconto Falls does not have its own subdivision ordinance.  Oconto County 
enforces a Land Division/Subdivision Ordinance in all unincorporated areas of the county. 

 
The Town may develop and adopt its own subdivision/land division ordinance in the 
future.  The Town’s ordinance, to be enforced, must be more restrictive than the existing county 
requirements.  To support the goals and objectives of this plan, the Town’s subdivision ordinance 
should strongly encourage conservation subdivisions.  In fact, it is recommend that the ordinance 
require conservation-based subdivisions and allow traditional subdivisions under more limited 
criteria that would be defined in the ordinance.  The subdivision/land division ordinance can be 
used to establish minimum lot sizes that may be more restrictive (e.g. larger) than the County 
Zoning Requirements. 
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The Town of Oconto Falls has a strong desire to carefully regulate the location of new residential 
development in order to ensure that future growth will not have a negative impact on the Town’s 
rural character, natural resources, interfere with farming operations, or result in significant 
increases in service needs and costs.   
 
RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
Historically, farmsteads were the focus of residential development.  However, in recent decades 
people have been moving to the Town, not to farm, but to take advantage of the rural setting and 
comparatively affordable land prices.  Also, with the improvements to USH 141, commuting 
time between the Town of Oconto Falls and Green Bay had significantly decreased to a point 
where some people are willing to consider living in the Town and commuting to work.  This 
situation has also increased development pressure. 
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While the Town has welcomed some residential development, it does not want to see an 
excessive amount of development that will change the character of the community and 
potentially impact the farming operations. 
 
Soil characteristics presented in the Agricultural, Natural and Cultural Resources Element will 
prevent development of septic systems and homes with basements in many areas of the Town.  
These soil characteristics were an important guide for determining potential development 
locations in the Town. 
 
Residents of the Town take great pride in their natural environment.  Therefore, the Town 
encourages conservation-based development approaches to accommodate new residential 
development that can also successfully adapt to the natural environmental limitations.   
 
FARMING 
 
There is a strong desire to retain farmland in the Town of Oconto Falls.  This priority was clearly 
expressed in the community survey and during the planning workshops and meetings.  However, 
the state, regional and county farming economy has continued to suffer from a reduction in the 
number of farmers.  Likewise, the number of local farmers has also decreased.  This can be 
attributed to diminished farm product returns and aging farmers seeking retirement.   
 
As local farmers age, the supply of farmers willing and able to purchase land for farming is 
diminishing.  Unlike the past, when the children of a farmer would take over the land, children of 
today’s farmers are seeking jobs with 401K and other benefits the farm cannot provide.  
Nevertheless, farmers wishing to retire need to find ways to raise the money needed to sustain 
their lifestyle in retirement.  This leads to pressure to sell and convert farmland to other more 
profitable uses for better sale prices.  Reported farmland sales values are in the range of $2,000 
per acre if sold for farmland, but existing farmers willing to buy are fewer, thus land is sold for 
development. 
  
Preservation of rural character is contingent upon successful efforts to retain farmland.  The 
Implementation Element provides additional detail about strategies to be considered, including: 

·  Encouraging landowners to pursue opportunities to partner with land trusts charged with 
protection of natural areas and farmland;  

·  Establish an Agriculture Committee to minimize farmland conflicts through negotiation 
and open communication; 

·  Establishing networks, through the Agriculture Committee to connecting farmers who are 
considering selling their land property with other farmers who would like to acquire 
additional property; and 

·  Pursue transfer and purchase of development rights program opportunities (refer to the 
Implementation Chapter for more information). 

·  Encouraging development techniques that preserve farmland and cluster residential 
development. 

 



Town of Oconto Falls Comprehensive Plan 
Chapter 9: Land Use Element -  Existing Land Use  143 
 

COMMERCIAL AND INDUSTRIAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
The Town’s commercial and industrial development sectors constitute a small fraction of the 
Town’s land area. The Town will support additional commercial and industrial development to 
support the local tax base and provide quality local employment opportunities, provided such 
development is properly zoned and maintained. 
 
New commercial and industrial development is most likely along the state highways. 
Commercial and industrial land sold in the Town costs less than properties sold in the City of 
Oconto Falls, but the town properties do not have access to water or sewer.  This difference in 
land value is not expected to change in the future.  Town land will continue to be more 
affordable. 
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Given the Town’s limited development history, there is not a strong need for redevelopment.  
The primary opportunity for redevelopment is the long-term redevelopment of local quarries.  
Redevelopment of a quarry site may include residential development, farming, or recreational 
opportunities in accordance with approved reclamation plans. 
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All areas shown on Existing Land Use Map as commercial and industrial are in fact developed 
accordingly.  Areas shown on the 20-Year Future Land Use Map for future 
commercial/industrial development have the potential to be developed in this manner.  These 
sites are currently underdeveloped in their existing state and the development will maximize the 
potential of the area from the Town’s perspective.  Higher end development would require 
municipal water and sewer service that is not available or anticipated in the Town. 
 


