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Property taxes on open lands vary considerably.  Landowners are often surprised to discover that the 
taxes they pay on their woods comprise the majority of their tax bill as compared to the taxes on their 
agricultural or other open lands.   

Landowners need to understand how their land is classified, and taxed differently.  They need to know 
that if there are classification errors made by their assessor they need to be corrected.  It is not 
uncommon for landowners to save thousands of dollars by taking needed actions to correct errors or to 
change classifications.    

There are two parts to this guide.  The first is to provide landowners with background on rural property 
taxation.  The second provides an example of how landowners should review their property to ensure that 
the assessor has properly classified their tax parcels.       

 
PART 1.  UNDERSTANDING YOUR PROPERTY TAX BILL 

What is land classification?  Every acre of your property is put into one of eight categories by the 
assessor and tax rates vary depending on the classification.  Don’t expect to find this information on the 
property tax bill summary you receive every December.  You need to dig deeper. 

By law, all land in Wisconsin falls into one of eight classification categories and is taxed differentially as 
shown in Table 1.   

Table 1:  Wisconsin Land Classification Categories* 
Residential (G1) Taxed at 100% of FMV (Fair market value) 
Commercial (G2) Taxed at 100% of FMV 
Manufacturing (G3) Taxed at 100% of FMV 
Agricultural (G4) Category has the lowest tax rates, defined by use value 
Undeveloped (G5) Taxed at 50% of FMV 
Ag-Forest (G5M) Taxed at 50% of FMV 
Productive Forest (G6) Taxed at 100% of FMV 
Other (G7) Taxed at 100% of FMV 
 
A Classification Example  

Let’s say you own this 40 acre property and your tax bill comes in 
December.  You’ll see that the total value of your land is $45,200 and 
that the value of your improvements is $150,000.   That’s all you see.  
What you don’t see, and what’s important to understand, is how your 
land was classified and valued by your assessor.  Let’s look more 
closely to see how the assessor came up with the $45,200 land 
value.  

Using WAFO’s tax application, you can find average assessment 
and tax data for your town to use as a starting point.  
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AVERAGE ASSESSED VALUES FOR THIS TOWN   
Land  
Classification  

Acres 
Assessed  

Assessed Value 
per Acre 

Ave. Tax 
per Acre  

Agricultural 20,707 $150.00 $2.84 
Agricultural Forest 2,984 $1,500.00 $27.07 
Productive Forest 2,649 $3,400.00 $52.12 
Undeveloped 3,004 $1,050.00 $7.63 
 
Figure 1 shows that this parcel has 4 different land classifications: 

Productive Forest - 6 acres valued at $3400/acre (full 
fair market value) 

Agricultural - 13 acres of tillable; 6 acres pasture.  The 
agricultural cropland is valued at $150/acre.*  

Undeveloped - 12 acres wetland; 1 acre right of way. 
Taxed at 50% of market value, valued at $1050/acre. 

Other - 2 acres (other is used for farmsteads, similar to 
a residential classification).  This land is valued at full 
market value.  In this example let’s use $4000/acre. 

*This land has a market value of $4000 but it is taxed based on its 
“use value.”  Use values are published by the Department of 
Revenue as guidance for use by assessors.  The pasture land is 
valued at $50/acre.  Pasture is a subset of the Agricultural Use 
Value tax system.  The best cropland has the highest “use value.”  
Pasture land has the lowest use value. 

 
Here’s how the assessor came up with the total land value of $45,200. 

Productive Forest 6 acres x $3400 =$20,400 
Tillable Agricultural 19 acres x $150 =$2,850 
Pasture 6 acres x $50 =$300 
Undeveloped 13 acres x $1050 =$13,650 
Other 2 acres x $4000 =$8,000  
Total Land Value  $45,200 

 
Once your property is valued, your tax is determined by multiplying the assessed value times the local 
community’s tax levy.  In our example, the Town set its rate at $17.80/$1000 of valuation.  This can also 
be expressed as a mill rate of 0.0178.  So, the total taxes you’ll have to pay on the land you own (not 
including improvements) is $45,200 x 0.0178 = $804.56.  

Maybe you’re beginning to ask yourself why the 6 acres of woods are costing you nearly 50% of your tax 
bill while your 6 acres of pasture is costing you less than 1% of the bill.  If all this land was pastured, the 
tax bill on the open lands would drop from $804.56/year to $210.04/year.   

 

 

Agricultural Land 
Breakdown  

Tax per Acre  

Grade 1 Crop $3.42 
Grade 2 Crop $2.79 
Grade 3 Crop $2.10 
Pasture  $0.84 
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Figure 2. Air-photo Map with Parcels 

PART 2.  HOW TO FIND OUT HOW YOUR LANDS ARE CLASSIFIED – AN EXAMPLE 

Step 1: Acquire an air-photo of your property that shows all of 
your tax parcels, similar to that which is shown in Figure 2.  
One way to get a map is by contacting your county’s tax lister.  Ask if 
they can print and send you an air-photo map showing your parcels.  
Most counties will do this for a small fee.   

You can also print maps of your property by going to your county’s 
GIS (geographical information systems) web site.  The example 
shown in Figure 2 was obtained by Googling “Eau Claire County GIS” 
and opening the pages that show tax information.  On some sites you 
can find your parcels by entering either the landowner’s name or your 
parcel tax number.  There is not a standard format for GIS systems 
and each county’s system may look and function differently; however, 
they all provide the same type of information.  If you have problems, 
you can call the county’s GIS Specialist and they can walk you 
through the web application.     

Step 2: You’ll want to get the detailed information on how the land in each parcel has been classified by 
contacting your local tax assessor or your county’s tax lister.   

Another way to find this information is to click on a link in your county’s GIS or tax database web site that 
shows detailed information about your property.  Once you’ve found your property, you can get the 
classification information by clicking on “report” or “detail.”  Figure 3 shows the detail classification for 
Parcel 1. 

Step 3: Put the information on classifications on your parcels and see if it makes sense to you.  Let’s look 
at the 180 acre property shown in Figure 2 to see how this might work. 

Figure 3.  Land Classification Details for Parcel 1 in Figure 2 
Parcel 1 has 13 acres classified as Agricultural which has been 
assessed at $1,600 ($123/acre) and 27 acres classified as 
Agricultural Forest and assessed at $40,500 ($1500/acre). 

Does this classification make sense?  Is your crop field 13 acres in 
size and do you have 27 acres of woods on this property?  The 
cropland valued at $123/acre is consistent with the Dept of Revenue 
guidelines2 for Grade 3 Cropland in the Town of Lincoln, Eau Claire 
Co.  The woodland, being classified as Agricultural Forest, is valued 
at $1500/acre (50% of the fair market value of approx. $3000/acre). 

 

Land Valuation 
 Acres Land Improvements Total 
Agricultural (G4) 13.0 $1,600 .00 $1,600 
Agricultural Forest (GM) 27.0 $40,500 .00 $40,500 
Total 40.0 $42,100 .00 $42,100 
 

Total Acres- 40.00 Fair Market Value- $42,200 
Mill Rate- 0.017697826 Assessment Ratio- 1.000 
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Figure 4.  Parcel 2 with Classifications 

This parcel has 14 acres of forest land which is 
coded as Managed Forest Lands Closed Entered 
Before 2005.  This woodland is valued at $21,000 
or $1500/acre.  Looking back to Parcel 1, woodland 
was classified as Agricultural Forest and valued at 
$1500 (50% of fair market value).  This is also how 
the assessor valued these woods as they meet the 
definition of Ag-Forest.  Note:  It’s important to 
know the assessor correctly classified this land as 
Ag-Forest even though your taxes are based on the 
MFL rate.  If you ever had to withdraw this land 
from the MFL, the penalty would be based on what 
it was valued at the time of withdrawal.  If valued as 
Productive Forest your current tax bill wouldn’t be 
different but a withdrawal penalty would be double 
what it should have been.    

There are 6 acres of woodland not in the MFL, valued at $1500/acre as Ag-Forest.  The 18 acres of 
agricultural land are valued at $123/acre as in Parcel 1.  This parcel has 2 acres of land classified as 
Residential (G1) which is valued at $12,000 or $6,000/acre.  This is the land where the $400,000 home is 
located.  Had this been a farmstead instead of the landowner’s home, it would have been classified as 
“Other” but the land valuation would likely have been similar (i.e. valued at full fair market value). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Land Valuation 
 Acres Land Improve Total 
Managed Forest Lands Closed Entered 
Before 2005 (W8) 

14.0 $21,000 .00 $21,000 

Ag-Forest (G6) 6.0 $9,000 .00 $9,000 
Residential (G1) 2.0 $12,000 403,800 $415,800 
Agricultural (G4) 18.0 $2,200 .00 $2,200 
Total w Improvements 40.0 $44,200 403,800 $448,000 
 

Total Acres- 40.00 Fair Market Value- $427,800 
Mill Rate- 0.017697826 Assessment Ratio- 1.000 
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Figure 5.  Parcel 3 with Classifications 

Parcel 3 has been classified as Productive Forest.   
The land is valued at full market value ($3000/acre) because it 
does not meet the definition of Agricultural Forest.   

 

 
Figure 6.  Parcel 4 with Classifications 

Similar to Parcel 3, this land is classified as 
Productive Forest.  However, this forest land is valued 
at $2,600/acre instead of the $3,000/acre, which is the 
value of the other woodlands.  Why the difference is a 
question for your assessor.    

Looking closely at this tax parcel in Figure 7 you’ll see 
in the upper left hand side that there is about ¼ acre 
of land that appears to be either Agricultural or 
Undeveloped if not cropped.  If it is cropland or is 
enrolled in CRP, this landowner could ask his 
assessor to re-classify this land as 0.25 acres 
Agricultural and 39.75 acres Agricultural Forest which 
would reduce this parcel’s valuation by $26,000.  A 
question here would be whether or not the assessor 
works with land areas less than 1 acre in size.  They 
typically do if needed to correctly classify a parcel. 

 

 

 

Land Valuation 
 Acres Land Improve Total 
Productive Forest 
(G6) 

40.0 $120,000 .00 $120,000 

Total 40.0 $120,000 .00 $120,000 
 

Total Acres- 40.00 Fair Market Value- $120,000 
Mill Rate- 0.017697826 Assessment Ratio- 1.000 

Land Valuation 
 Acres Land Improve Total 
Productive 
Forest (G6) 

20.0 $52,000 .00 $52,000 

Total 20.0 $52,000 .00 $52,000 
 

Total Acres- 20.00 Fair Market Value- $52,100 
Mill Rate- 0.017697826 Assessment Ratio- 1.000 

Figure 7.  Parcel 4 Detail Image 

 

Note open land area in the  
northwest corner of this parcel 
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Figure 8.  Parcel 5 with Classifications 

This parcel has 19 acres of Agricultural land valued 
at $3,000 or $157/acre.  It is unclear why this 
Agricultural land is valued higher.  A possible 
explanation would be that the soil types and yield 
potential for this crop land would make it more likely 
to be classified as Grade 1 cropland instead of 
Grade 2 or Grade 3.  Again you could ask your 
assessor why there’s a difference. 

The 16 acres of woods are in the MFL and valued at 
the Agricultural Forest rate of $1500/acre. Similarly 
the 5 acres of woods not in the MFL are valued at 
the Agricultural Forest rate of $1500/acre which is 
consistent with the other parcels. 

 

 

SUMMARY 

In general, it would appear that the classification of this landowner’s tax parcel is correct, with the 
possible exception of Parcel 3 where there the presence of agricultural land could change the Productive 
Forest classification to an Agricultural Forest classification.   

Now that you understand how land is differently classified you are probably asking yourself “What can I 
do to get a more favorable property tax bill?”   

There are lots of options available, from increasing the amount of agricultural land to taking a more 
detailed look at what it would take for you to get an Agricultural Forest classification on the land currently 
classified as Productive Forest (combining parcels, etc).  Entering more of the woodland into the 
Managed Forest Law is another possibility but before doing that landowners are cautioned to thoroughly 
understand what it is they’d be committing to by doing so.  For more information see WAFO’s MFL 
landowners guide.   

 

 

Land Valuation 
 Acres Land Improve Total 
Agricultural (G4) 19.0 $3,000 .00 $3,000 
Managed Forest Lands Closed Entered 
Before 2005 (W8) 

16.0 $24,000 .00 $24,000 

Agricultural Forest (G6) 5.0 $7,500 .00 $7,500 
Total 40.0 $34,500 .00 $34,500 
 

Total Acres- 40.00 Fair Market Value- $10,500 
Mill Rate- 0.017697826 Assessment Ratio- 1.000 
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Resources 

Web Links – Department of Revenue 

Agricultural Assessment Guide    https://www.revenue.wi.gov/pubs/slf/pb061.pdf 
for Property Owners1  

Wisconsin Department of Revenue Guidelines2  https://www.revenue.wi.gov/slf/useval/14useval.pdf 

Guide for Property Owners  https://www.revenue.wi.gov/pubs/slf/pb060.pdf 

Property Assessment Appeal Guide https://www.revenue.wi.gov/pubs/slf/pb055.pdf 
for Wisconsin Property Owners  

 

Real Property Listers Contact Information http://www.wrpla.org/WP/member-directory/  
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