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There are days when he still feels like Thoreau at Walden Pond.  

The small cabin with the broken screen door that Jim Model bought for 
$10,000 nearly 30 years ago on 90-acre Minnette Lake in Vilas County 
still has no electricity or running water. And when nature calls, he still 
has to make a mad dash for the outhouse.  

But all the 61-year-old Stoughton resident has to do is take a glimpse 
at the massive trophy home that was built on an adjacent lot four 
years ago to realize that the land of sky blue waters ain't what it used 
to be.  

And all he and his wife, Alli, have to do is drive by some of the bigger 
lakes and streams to understand that the building frenzy of the last 
few years is fast turning northern Wisconsin into a vast urban suburb - 
with all the accompanying problems.  

Minocqua's population has swelled by 39 percent, to 4,859, since 
1990. Indeed, anyone who hasn't visited once quaint town in the last 
decade is in for a jolt, says Model, a hair stylist for Salon 2000 in 
Madison.  

"It's unbelievable what's happened to that place," he says, referring to 
the mini-malls, chain stores and fast-food restaurants that now 
dominate not just Minocqua, but the nearby towns of Woodruff and 
Arbor Vitae. "They've even got a water theme park."  

But it's not just the pace and tackiness of the development that many 
find troubling. It's the fact that many newcomers - whether well-
heeled baby boomers who've lost faith in Wall Street and reinvested in 
real estate, or yuppies escaping the big cities for a few weeks each 
summer -- are tearing down the ma and pa cottages that are such a 
rich part of Wisconsin's history.  



And they're replacing them with extravagant homes that not only are 
totally out of scale with the lots but have caused lakefront property 
assessments to skyrocket.  

In just a few years, many observers say, there won't be any vacant 
land left on northern Wisconsin's 12,400 lakes. And those who do live 
on the water will be the wealthiest of the wealthy -- much like in 
southern Wisconsin.  

* How crazy have things gotten?  

Wally Obermann, president of the North Woods Association of Realtors 
in Woodruff, says the price of lakefront property has been increasing 
10 percent to 20 percent a year in recent years, depending on the 
body of water.  

"The average cottage on the Minocqua chain of lakes sold for $417,000 
last year," he says. "We just had one home that sold for $2 million -- it 
was about 10,000 square feet -- and that's not unusual up here."  

What has happened, says Jennifer Wudi of the state Department of 
Natural Resources' Rhinelander office, is that "people began buying up 
all the property on the so-called nice lakes. Once those got built up, 
people started building on the less nice lakes -- the more shallow, 
eutrophic waters. Then those got built up and now people are building 
on rivers and even, in some cases, small ponds.  

"People really like water and I don't blame them," she adds, noting 
that the number of lakefront homes on northern lakes has increased a 
dizzying 216 percent since the 1960s. "But, yeah, it's really created 
some huge problems up here."  

Most older tourists and longtime residents, Wudi says, appreciate the 
solitude the North Woods has always offered. But many of the 
newcomers are seeking a totally different experience. They're 
equipped with all the latest power toys -- expensive Jet Skis and high-
powered speedboats. They can't imagine sitting in a rowboat for hours 
at a time trying to catch a muskie or large-mouth bass.  

"They don't have any patience," agrees Bud Roberts, 75, who has lived 
on Little Arbor Vitae Lake in Vilas County since 1947. "You see 'em pull 
into a bay and cast for a few minutes and then zip, they're gone."  



Perhaps not surprisingly, the clash of values has led to numerous 
verbal confrontations and created considerable tension throughout the 
region, says Wudi, whose primary job is to mediate such disputes, 
often through local lake associations. But even more troubling, 
observers say, is that many newcomers -- though certainly not all -- 
are clearing their shorelines of natural vegetation and putting in lush, 
chemically treated lawns that are raising havoc with the lakes' ecology.  

"It's a tough issue," says Jim Wise, longtime owner of the Tomahawk 
Surplus Store in downtown Tomahawk and a member of a 25-person 
advisory committee that the DNR has set up to revise its 35-year-old 
shoreland development standards -- a revision that environmentalists 
believe could at least bring some order to the chaos.  

"It's tough because this is different from, say, the Crandon mine issue, 
where the problem is a foreign, multinational company. The enemy 
here is us. It's our parents and our relatives and our friends. These are 
not evil people whose intent is to pollute the lakes. They just want 
their own piece of paradise.  

"And you know, that in itself is not a bad thing, because it drives the 
economy."  

* However one views it, there's widespread agreement that northern 
Wisconsin is at a critical crossroads, and unless state and local officials 
act now, much of what Wisconsinites cherish about the region will be 
lost forever.  

In fact, the landscape is changing so rapidly and the development is so 
haphazard that the region's future is a giant question mark, says 
Steve Carpenter of the University of Wisconsin-Madison's Center for 
Limnology.  

After visiting four northern counties and interviewing a wide range of 
people -- residents, business leaders, local and DNR officials and 
members of American Indian tribes -- Carpenter and other researchers 
recently drew up four provocative scenarios of what the region might 
look like 25 years from now:  

They are:  

Anaheim North: Tourism explodes, urban sprawl is rampant and an 
intensive Wisconsin Dells effect ripples through the area.  



Walleye Commons: The state's financial crisis lingers, leading to 
cutbacks in government regulations and building restrictions. Chronic 
wasting disease and invasive species continue to spread, causing a 
mass exodus of tourists and residents. Meanwhile, the Lac du 
Flambeau tribe expands its land holdings and develops creative 
management practices. The environment slowly recovers.  

Northwoods Quilt: Disgruntled retirees and other residents band 
together through local lake associations and adopt strategies that 
succeed in preserving much of the north's beauty.  

Refugee Revolution: Another major terrorist attack causes people to 
flee Chicago, Milwaukee and other big cities and relocate in northern 
Wisconsin. The population doubles in a short time, new businesses 
emerge and the region becomes even more built up and urbanized. At 
the same time, the federal government starts relying on the region for 
fish, water and trees.  

No question the scenarios have served their purpose -- to get people's 
attention, says Liz Levitt, one of the researchers. But the intent 
certainly wasn't to alarm anyone, she adds.  

"They're really useful as a tool to get people to start talking about 
what's occurring," she says. "They might be controversial and some 
people may like one scenario better than another, but that's sort of 
what they're there for.  

"We're not saying one is more likely to happen or that one is better 
than another. But we hope they get different groups to start 
communicating better."  

More specifically, "we want to get people thinking and asking, what are 
the things we have to change in order to get the kind of future we 
want?" says Carpenter, who led the study. "And what are the things 
from the past that we'd like to carry with us into the future?"  

To be sure, Carpenter and his colleagues aren't the only ones who 
want to save northern Wisconsin. Former DNR Secretary George Meyer 
recognized back in 1993 that the north was undergoing a great 
transformation and directed his staff to explore what the agency could 
do to minimize impacts that the developmental frenzy was having on 
the resources.  



Several years later, the DNR launched an educational campaign to 
alert local governments and property owners about the potential 
consequences of uncontrolled development and promised to assist 
them in their efforts.  

It also took the bold step of spending $25 million -- using money from 
the state Stewardship Fund -- to purchase 32,000 acres of prime 
forestland near the Willow and Turtle Flambeau flowages to preserve 
for future generations in a deal often referred to as "The Great 
Addition."  

And last year, the agency put together the 25-member advisory 
committee and began the long process of revising its statewide 
shoreland development standards, which haven't been updated since 
being enacted in 1968. The committee began meeting last November 
and its proposed changes can be found on the DNR's Web site: 
htt://dnr.state.wi.us.  

(Counties must have shoreland zoning ordinances that meet or exceed 
these standards.)  

The next step calls for public listening sessions to be held at eight 
different locations -- including Madison -- beginning next month. 
(Exact dates have yet to be announced.) The advisory committee will 
then modify its proposal, after which the agency will conduct eight 
public hearings next spring and summer.  

The changes must then be approved by the DNR board before going to 
the Legislature -- which has the final say -- in the fall of 2004.  

* Why the need for revisions?  

"Because we're running into situations where the rules aren't being 
applied as they were intended," says Toni Herkert, the DNR's 
shoreland management team leader. "The old rules -- though 
adequate at one time -- need to be clarified. And people are finding 
loopholes."  

Not everyone, of course, is thrilled by the DNR's initiative.  

In fact, even the DNR admits its actions have stirred up considerable 
resentment and reignited some of the anti-DNR hysteria that was 
prevalent throughout the north during the American Indian spear-
fishing controversy of the 1980s.  



Among those fanning the flames this time, the DNR and others say, is 
the Lakeland Times, a biweekly paper in Minocqua, and Taxpayers for 
Fair Zoning, an Eagle River-based citizens group that some contend is 
nothing more than a mouthpiece for developers and Realtors.  

True or not, the group's Web page definitely has an anti-DNR slant and 
warns its supporters, "The people who are weakening our property 
rights are well organized and very well funded -- they use our TAX 
DOLLARS!"  

But the DNR also has its supporters -- including the Sierra Club, a 
frequent critic of the agency.  

The DNR, notes the Sierra Club's Caryl Terrell, is merely doing its job 
as the agency responsible for upholding Wisconsin's "public trust 
doctrine" -- which makes it clear that the lakes and rivers are public 
resources, owned in common by all Wisconsin residents.  

Not only has the agency produced "many excellent documents showing 
shoreland owners how to make environmentally friendly modifications 
to their property," Terrell says, but it has made a concerted effort "to 
balance the property owners' desires with the rights of the public to 
enjoy our waterways."  

"I mean, people go to the North Woods to see the wildlife, not an 
urban setting."  

Jim Wise of Tomahawk, who in addition to serving on the DNR's 
advisory committee heads a grass-roots group called ECCOLA 
(Environmentally Concerned Citizens of the Lakeland Area), says it's 
important to keep in mind that this debate isn't occurring just in 
northern Wisconsin.  

"It's pretty much happening all over the world -- wherever there are 
people with money and you've got a limited resource," he says.  

Though it's a broad and complex issue, "what we're talking about here 
is free market enterprise and the government's role in that," Wise 
says. "I mean, you should be able to buy property and do with it as 
you please -- as long as it doesn't negatively affect your neighbors or 
the natural resources.  

"But to me, this is where the private property issue rubs up against 
the public trust doctrine. People like to argue, What damage am I 



doing to the resources if I just build a big home and mow my lawn?' 
Well, it is hard to prove exactly. But there's enough science to show 
that water running off these trophy homes and their neatly manicured 
lawns is not as good as water that runs off of forests and natural 
vegetation."  

An avid hunter and fisherman who has lived in Tomahawk nearly 30 
years, Wise says he hopes cooler heads prevail but suspects things will 
get even more heated over the next 12 months.  

Nonetheless, he says he owes it to his three children to play an active 
role and not allow those with selfish motives to dominate the debate.  

"One day my kids might look at us and say, `Dad, what were you 
doing when this all went to pieces?' I want to say, `I did everything I 
could.' "  
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