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Agriculture

Chisago County has been an agricultural area since its permanent settlement by
immigrants in the mid and late 1800’s. The first farms were developed from land
appropriated through provisions in the Homestead Act and other governmental
expansion acts. These acts gave each farm family approximately 160 acres of land if
they would farm the land for five years. This legislation enabled farm immigrants to
establish themselves agriculturally in this area.
From the time the county was first settled until after World War II, farming was of
subsistence nature. These farms had a diversity of livestock and crops from which the
farm family provided for their essential needs. Production for the market was limited.
The major crops during this period were small grains such as wheat, barley, rye and oats.
Forages were grown for livestock feed. The land also was suited for potato production
and many farms produced potatoes for the commercial market. Livestock included dairy,
pigs, beef cattle and chickens, with a variety of these on individual farms.
After Word War II, farming practices benefited from a tremendous increase in technology
and farm mechanization, providing for more efficient and increased production. There
also was a trend to farm specialization and cash crop production such as corn and
soybeans. The limiting factors for cash crop production are soil condition, rainfall and
temperature.
In the early 1900’s agriculture became the dominant industry in the county because most
of the forests had been cleared and the logging industry declined. Today, agriculture is
still the primary land use in the county, but the county is rapidly changing. Many of the
changes are occurring because Chisago County is one of the fastest growing nonmetropolitan counties in Minnesota, in part, because of its proximity and accessibility to
the Minneapolis/Saint Paul metropolitan area and, in part, because of the attraction of its
abundant natural amenities.
According to the County Assessor’s Office, there were 106,546 acres of land in the
County (about 37 percent of the County) used for agricultural purposes in 2016. This
makes agriculture the predominant land use in the County. Commercial agriculture and
related service businesses continue to be a major element in the County economy and
employment base, particularly in the unincorporated areas. Farming and agriculturalrelated businesses have been and will continue to be an important part of the identity of
Chisago County.
The purpose of the agricultural element is to encourage long-term commercial
agriculture and prevent the premature conversion of agricultural land to non-farm
uses. In addition to traditional agricultural uses, it is the intent of Chisago County to allow
low density single family residences, agri-business, commercial recreation, rural retail
tourism, mineral extraction, home occupations, public uses, recreation and conservation
land uses in the agricultural and rural areas of the County.
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Inventory of Prime Farmland
According to the Chisago County Soil Survey, prime farmland, as defined by the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, is land that is best suited to produce crops. It may be
cultivated land, pasture or woodland, but it is not urban and built up land or water areas.
The soil qualities, growing season and moisture supply are those needed for a wellmanaged soil to produce a sustained high yield of crops in an economic manner. Prime
farmland produces the highest yields with minimal expenditure of energy and economic
resources, and farming it results in the least damage to the environment. Other factors
include favorable temperatures and acceptable levels of acidity or alkalinity. Prime
farmland has few or no rocks and is permeable to air and water. It is not excessively
erodible or saturated with water for long periods and is not frequently flooded during the
growing season. Prime farmland usually has slopes ranging from zero to six percent.
In 2004, about 82,000 acres in the survey area, or 31 percent of the total acreage, met
the soil requirements for prime farmland. Scattered areas of this land are throughout the
county. About 60,000 acres of this prime farmland (73 %) in 2004 were used for crops.
The crops grown on this land are mainly corn, soybeans and small grain.
The map on page 5-4 shows the areas of prime farmland in Chisago County as
determined by the Minnesota DNR.
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Crop Productivity Index
Another rating of farmland is the Crop Productivity Index (CPI). These ratings are
generally used to estimate the potential crop production capacity of soils. The CPI
provides a relative ranking of soils based on soil and landscape properties. It is a
numerical rating that considers the potential yield of one soil against that of another over
a period of time under a defined level of management. The United States Department of
Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) has put these ratings into
an index for quick reference. The ratings range from 0 to 100, with the higher numbers
indicating soils having favorable properties and higher production potential.
The CPI ratings are based on the physical and chemical properties of the soils with
consideration given to such conditions as flooding, ponding or surface saturation. The
major properties evaluated when the ratings were generated included average water
capacity, ph reaction, slope, soil moisture status, cation-exchange capacity, organic
matter content, salinity and surface fragments. Since corn is the most widely grown crop
in Minnesota, the soil properties used to develop and calculate the CPI were those that
are important for the production of corn.
Each soil component was evaluated by scientists who surveyed the land using the
cropland productivity rule in the National Soil Information System and a CPI was
generated. During the rating of the soils, the following assumptions were made:
(1) Adequate management
(2) Natural weather conditions without irrigation
(3) Artificial drainage where required
(4) No land leveling or terracing, and
(5) No climatic factors are considered.
The CPI is a pure value based on soil and landscape properties that consider the longterm production capacity of a soil. The CPI represents the typical condition of the soil
before local modifiers and adjustments are applied to adjust values conditions such as
accessibility, poor drainage, river or stream overflow, field size or field shape. The Board
of Water and Soil Resources (BWSR), NRCS and local soil and water conservation
districts (SWCD) currently use and support the CPI ratings system.
The areas of Chisago County with the highest CPI ratings are generally in the southeast
corner and in the north central portion (in and around Rush City). The maps on pages 57 and 5-8 that show the soils in Chisago County with a CPI of 50 and above and the soils
with a CPI of 70 and above. These are the areas of the County that farms and farming as
a source of income should be given the most protection from new development as these
areas have the most productive soils. The protection and preservation of farmland is
primarily for maintaining the soil resource and the farm industry.
The division of land into small parcels and the presence of non-farm activities can
drastically affect farm operations. Therefore, to achieve the goal of protecting and
5-5

September 2017

preserving the agricultural industry, non-farm activities in rural areas of Chisago County
should be carefully considered by the County. The most important aspect of such a
program is public attitude. Public support, particularly from farmers, farm-related industry
and those people owning farmland in the County, is the real foundation upon which
agricultural land preservation policies should be adopted and maintained.
A recent trend in land use in some parts of the county has been the loss of some prime
farmland to industrial and urban uses. The loss of prime farmland to other uses puts
pressure on marginal lands, which generally are more erodible, droughty and less
productive and cannot be easily cultivated. In 2016, several hundred acres of marginal
farmland (and several small residential properties) were converted to solar gardens and
solar farms – including an 800-acre solar farm in North Branch and Sunrise Township.
This “temporary” (20-30 years) use of these lands could be viewed as a new age in
farming – farming the sun.
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Agriculture Census Statistics
The U.S. Bureau of Census conducts an agriculture census every five years, for years
ending in “2” and “7”. The Census Bureau defines a farm as any place from which
$1,000 or more of agricultural products were produced and sold or normally would have
been sold during the census year. The following information on number of farms, size
of farms, type of farms and land in farms is from the 2002, 2007 and 2012 Census of
Agriculture County Profile published by the United States Department of Agriculture.
Number of Farms, Average Farm Size & Total Land in Farms
Year

1981

1987

1992

1997

2002

2007

2012

Number of Farms

1,200

885

778

860

943

867

832

154

173

178

153

124

133

137

115,233

113,638

Average Farm Size
(acres)
Total Land In
Farms (acres)

184,300 152,717 138,594 131,305 116,948

Source: Minnesota Agricultural Statistics (1981)
United States Department of Agriculture – National Agriculture Statistics Service
(1987, 1992, 1997, 2002, 2007, 2012)

5-9

September 2017

Number of Farms
In the 25-year span from 1987 to 2012, the number of farms in Chisago
County decreased a total of 53 farms. However, the number of farms in
the County actually decreased from 885 in 1987 to 778 in 1992, rose to
943 in 2002 and decreased to 832 in 2012.
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Average Farm Size
The average farm size in Chisago County increased a total of 44 acres
from 1977 to 1992 but declined from 178 acres in 1992 to 124 acres in
2002. The recent trend has shown the average farm size in the county
increasing from 133 acres in 2007 to 137 acres in 2012. For the total
25-year time span (1987 – 2012), the average size of farms dropped
36 acres from 173 acres in 1987 to 137 acres in 2012.
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Total Land in Farms
The total land in farms in Chisago County decreased over the 25
years from 1987 to 2012. The total amount of land in farms during
that time period decreased by 39,079 acres or roughly 26%. This
rate of decease slowed in recent years as the economy slowed
down and development pressures lessened.
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Land in Farms by Type of Land
The settlement of farmland has generally been uniform throughout the
county. However, farmers learned that the south and north-central
areas of the county were more suited for general farming and presently
many of the more productive farms are located in these areas.
In 2002, the Land in Farms by Type of Land showed cropland at
approximately 69%, woodland at 15%, pasture at 6% and other uses at
10%. As the pie chart below shows, the mix of type of farm land in
2012 showed cropland at 91.7 %, pasture or grazing at 2.9% and other
uses at 5.5%

Land in Farms by Type of Land - 2012
2.9

5.5

Cropland

Pasture
Other

91.7

Farm Diversity
Farm diversity in Chisago County has included the production of cultured sod and
Christmas trees. Some farms in the county are characterized by newly opened lands that
have organic soil types. These soils are suitable for commercial sod production. Sod
production appeared in the 1960’s and continues to utilize between 1,000 and 2,000
acres in the county. Tree farming was usually done on a small-scale basis utilizing land
that was not well suited for crop production. Market structure, environmental conditions,
cultural practices and over production were some of the limiting factors for effective
Christmas tree production in the county. It is not known exactly how many acres of land
have been used for growing Christmas trees.
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Feedlot Inventory
Minnesota State Rules require anyone with, or intending to construct, a livestock facility
containing over 50 or more animal units (10 or more animal units in shoreland) to be
permitted by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency. Animal units are defined by the
size and species of animal. The table below shows the number of registered feedlots in
each township and city as of July 1, 2016 and page 5-15 is a map showing the general
locations of registered feedlots.

Township/City
Amador
Chisago Lakes S
Chisago Lakes N
Fish Lake
Franconia
Harris
Lent
Nessel
North Branch
Shafer
Sunrise S
Sunrise N
Rushseba
Wyoming
Chisago City
Total

# of Registered Feedlots
7
6
18
4
11
3
4
15
5
9
7
4
9
1
3
103

Source: MPCA Registered Feedlot Inventory Database - 2016
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Agricultural Importance
Agriculture has been an important element in the development of Chisago County. It is
significant that agriculture prevailed even when confronted with many technological,
economical, governmental and societal changes. Even in 1973 the County recognized
the role agriculture would have in the future would depend upon developmental potential
in the county and its ability to adapt to the changes. Agricultural importance, prosperity
and feasibility are and will continue to be questioned when confronted with persistent land
use alternatives.
In this light, the following agriculture contributions to the total environment deserve strong
consideration in determining the development patterns of Chisago County in the
foreseeable future.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Society needs agriculture.
Agriculture is an important economic function in the county.
Farming can be a profitable enterprise.
Agriculture can provide product diversity.
Various soils of the county are well suited for agriculture.
Farmland contributes to the aesthetic value of the landscape.
Farmland will preserve open space.
Agriculture influences harmony between various land uses.
Agriculture will conserve natural resources.

Heritage and quality of life also are important considerations when determining the role
agriculture and the farmer have in the county’s future environment and development.
Economic Aspects
Commercial farming occupies an important role in the local economy of the County.
However, due to urban growth, hobby farms, land speculation and national economic
situations, farmland is being converted and permanently taken out of production. This is
due to marginal lands being converted to agriculture to replace the traditionally cultivated
to land lost to other uses. The conversion of these marginal areas for farmland is less
desirable than the preservation of the traditionally cultivated lands due to the loss of
woodlands, wetlands, wildlife habitat, open space and the requirement of additional
energy, pesticides, herbicides and fertilizer to make these marginal lands productive.
These necessary actions increase the cost of production resulting in a lower net profit,
thus negatively impacting the local economy.
The economic future of agriculture in Chisago County has been and will be influenced by
the following conditions:
1.
2.
3.
4.

The increasing urbanization.
The decline in the number of farms.
The general decline of farm acres in the county.
Changing land values.
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5. Increasing farm expenditures together with small profits realized by farm
operators.
6. Ability to adapt to changing farm practices.
7. Ability to physically alter the agriculture land.
8. Amount of farm credit available.
9. Variability of prices for farm commodities.
10. Government farm subsidies.
11. Land rental rates.
12. Production levels.
Every farmer is running a business and every one of those businesses is an important
economic contributor to the life of the community and county. When net farm income is
lower, it causes farmers to cut back on their spending. They have less money to spend
on farm equipment, fertilizer, barns and other buildings. Low commodity prices also put a
squeeze on cash rents for land that many farmers or their families depend on for income.
Urbanization is having a strong effect upon agriculture in Chisago County. There was an
increase in population in Chisago County of 23,736 in the period from 1990 to 2010
(30,151 to 53,887). No doubt this means that some of these new people now live on land
that was once farmland. The urban expansion also can create higher land values. These
attractive land values also have encouraged farm operators to sell their land, causing a
decline in the number of farms.
Development and redevelopment patterns
Development on undeveloped or agricultural land – greenfield development – traditionally
costs developers or builders less because the costs of a redevelopment site (with
demolition or pollution remediation) can be higher. However, development on greenfields
often has higher long-term public costs because it requires extending infrastructure to
new areas (that then require public money to maintain). On the other hand, infill
development and redevelopment require less new infrastructure but can cost more for the
developer up front, both in the direct costs of demolition and pollution remediation as well
as the increased complexity of integrating projects into existing neighborhoods. Over the
long-term, proportionately more infill development and redevelopment compared to
greenfield development will result in denser, more compact cities and urban areas,
minimizing the loss of agricultural land, reducing travel distances and enhancing the
ability of the county and region to support public transit and services. Based on these
factors and concerns, preserving prime or the most productive farmland and from urban
or suburban-style development should continue to be a goal and a policy of Chisago
County. In addition, the County should encourage development of a more-intense,
suburban-style nature in areas with urban services and public utilities.

5-17

September 2017

Agricultural Goals & Policies
Goal: Preserve and conserve prime or the best agricultural land and related
natural resources in order to maintain farms and farm related economy as
economically viable in Chisago County.
Policies:
1. Provide incentives to transfer development credits from land that is classified
as prime farmland.
2. Farms where transfer of development rights occurs should submit a
conservation plan that would encourage and promote best management
practices.
3. Promote and encourage the use cluster-style development as an incentive and
a tool to help preserve highly valued or prime farmland (based on the Crop
Productivity Index (CPI)) for agricultural pursuits.
4. Promote the health and vigor of Chisago County’s agricultural base in a
manner that is consistent with the ecological integrity of the soil and water
systems and the well-being of the County’s lakes and other water resources.
5. Encourage the preservation of highly valued or prime farmland for agricultural
pursuits without restricting a farmer’s or property owner’s freedom to make
economic decisions that impact their families.
6. Encourage and support agricultural businesses that contribute to economic
activity, employment and the tax base of Chisago County.
7. Promote farm, commercial recreation and rural retail tourism businesses as a
method to bring dollars into the Chisago County economy.
8. The County should take actions to ensure farmers’ abilities to maintain their
farms and to provide a variety of farming opportunities.
9. Discourage development of non-farm uses on high-value or prime farmland and
ensure that if such uses are allowed that they do not cause adverse impacts on
farm uses.

Goal: Encourage the preservation of open space and natural resources.
Policies:
1. Promote cluster development to preserve open space and sensitive natural
resources.
2. Encourage the use of transfer of development rights countywide.
3. The County shall continue to use a Purchase of Development Rights program
and/or conservation easements program to encourage the preservation of
agricultural land, open spaces and sensitive natural resources.

Goal: Prevent incompatible land use in agricultural areas and encourage urban
land uses in or near incorporated areas to help maintain the ability of owners
to operate farms economically in Chisago County.
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Policy:
1. Hobby farms should be encouraged and specialized farming provided
opportunities to maintain and grow.
2. Provide standards to protect new and existing agricultural land uses in
agricultural areas from incompatible land uses.
3. Adopt land use regulations that will locate incompatible uses away from
agricultural areas to minimize conflicts.
4. The County should carefully consider allowing incompatible non-farming
activities in agricultural areas and shall limit land divisions to those compatible
with agricultural needs and activities. The primary tools to accomplish these
goals are agricultural zoning and land division standards.
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