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This summary of the socio-economic and cultural context of the Central Sand Plains is substantially taken from 
the Central Sand Plains chapter of the Ecological Landscapes of Wisconsin book (WDNR 2015). 
 
The socioeconomic and cultural contexts of a region must be considered in any planning process.  While this plan 
focuses on resource and recreation management of the properties, these underlying contexts are important in 
understanding the needs of the public when planning the properties of the Central Sand Plains Ecological 
Landscape (CSP EL).  The demographic and economic data reported here are for the seven counties that make up 
the majority of the CSP: Adams, Clark, Jackson, Juneau, Monroe, Portage and Wood counties. 

Socio-economic Characteristics 

Land Use and Ownership 

A significant proportion (30%) of the land and water area in the CSP EL is in public ownership (county, state, and 
federal), ranking this Landscape sixth out of all the ELs in the state.  Approximately 58% of the CSP is forested, 
with 58% of that in private ownership.  Agriculture comprises about 16% of the land area, which is low for southern 
Wisconsin ELs but is a significant contributor to this area’s economy and to the state’s agricultural output, with 
half the state’s potato production and the state’s highest cranberry production coming from this region. 

Population, Housing, and Income  

The seven counties making up the majority of the CSP (Adams, Clark, Jackson, Juneau, Monroe, Portage, and 
Wood) are rural and have a population density much lower than the state average (an average of 48 
persons/square mile in 2010 compared to 105 for the state as a whole).  Population density is higher in Wood and 
Portage counties, while Jackson County has the lowest population density of all the CSP counties. Population 
trends for most of the CSP counties indicate increases of between 10 and 24% over their 2010 population by 2040 
with the exception of Wood County, which is projected to lose population over this period.  As with the state as a 
whole, the populations of the CSP counties are aging, with the proportion of residents over age 65 expected to 
increase in all counties over the next several decades.   
 
Housing density across the CSP counties is substantially lower than that for the state as a whole.  As with 
population density, housing density is highest in Wood and Portage counties and lowest in Jackson County.  The 
prevalence of seasonal and recreational homes is slightly higher than the statewide average.  Adams County has 
the highest proportion of housing in seasonal homes, followed by Juneau County, while the most populous CSP 
counties, Wood, Portage, and Monroe, have much lower percentages of seasonal housing. 
 
Per capita and median household income levels in the CSP counties are generally lower than the state average. 
The CSP counties have also experienced unemployment rates generally at or higher than the state average over 
the past five years, with Adams County consistently having the highest unemployment of all the CSP counties. 

Economic Sectors 

Economic sectors accounting for the highest percentages of jobs in the CSP counties are Health Care and Social 
Services and Government, followed by Manufacturing (non-wood), Tourism-related, Retail Trade, and Agriculture, 
Fishing, and Hunting.  Sectors that provide a higher percentage of jobs in the CSP counties than the state average 
include Agriculture, Fishing, and Hunting, Transportation and Warehousing, Forest Products and Processing, 
Health Care and Social Services, and Government. 
 

http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/landscapes/Book.html
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Cultural Context 

The CSP generally had a lower prehistorical population than other ELs in the southern part of the state, although 
there is evidence of nearly continuous use.  Sites are more sporadic and tend to be concentrated in river valleys 
where water and resources were more abundant.  Historically, the region was home to the Ho-Chunk people, who 
the French called Winnebago.  The Ho-Chunk lived around Green Bay in the mid-1600s but had gradually moved 
inland to Lake Winnebago by 1700.  French fur traders, soldiers, and missionaries began arriving in this region 
during the 17th century, and trading posts, missions, and forts were built along river routes and lakes.  The fur 
trade was firmly established in Wisconsin by the end of the 1600s and lasted into the early 1800s, when 
overexploitation of furbearers caused the fur trade to move north into Canada.   
 
Treaties with the U.S. government after the Indian Removal Act of 1830 forced the Ho-Chunk to cede all their 
Wisconsin lands and tribal members were removed and relocated west of the Mississippi, although the Ho-Chunk 
population actually grew in the late 1800s due to returnees.  Permanent Euro-American settlement began in 
earnest after these removal treaties.  By 1850, there were over a quarter-million Euro-American settlers in 
Wisconsin.  The population and number of farms in the CSP counties grew rapidly through 1920.  Forested areas 
of the CSP counties were heavily logged for both pines and hardwoods.  Black River Falls was one of the major 
logging towns created by the industry.  By the close of the 19th century, many areas were extensively cut over and 
damaged by fire. 
 
The CSP counties are nonmetropolitan in character.  Wood and Portage counties have the highest degree of urban 
influence, while Juneau County has the least; the other counties are intermediate.  Adams and Juneau counties 
are considered nonmetro recreation counties, due to a combination of economic factors indicating dependence 
on tourism and recreation dollars.  Adams County is also considered a retirement destination county due to recent 
significant increases in the proportion of residents age 60 and over.  The region is characterized by a child poverty 
rate that is generally higher than the statewide average. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


