
McMillan Township and City of Marshfield Boundary Agreement 

The process, implications and results

It was in late 1998 that McMillan and Marshfield began the process of working on a cooperative boundary agreement. It was spurred by the annexation of property for the WalMart development on one side of Highway 97 and Menards on the other and the town’s concern about future development lacking any input from our town. We needed to establish a way to talk with each other, to communicate, as good neighbors should. 

The boundary agreement committee consisted of two members from the town (one town board and one plan commission member) and two from the city (both from the plan commission). The city’s administrator served as facilitator and eventually the group included the new city planner and occasionally the new mayor. We spent time getting to know each other, drawing our “lines in the sand,” establishing trust and comfort with each other, which then led to a collaborative relationship. Over a total of 15 meetings in about 3 years, we came up with a draft boundary agreement that included “no contest” areas (annexations would not be contested by the town) and “joint planning” areas where future planning and any action would require the oversight of the Joint Plan Commission. Our final draft was approved by the Dept. of Administration in March, 2003. 

The Joint Plan Commission consists of 3 members from the town (one town board supervisor and two plan commission members) and three from the city (two from the plan commission and the mayor). We are charged with meeting at least annually and/or as needed. However, we also are charged with developing a plan for the joint planning area that is compatible with the area surrounding it. The need for this has been brought to the surface by a recent proposed development that encompasses both no contest and joint planning areas. All land use decisions related to the joint planning area must be acted on by the Joint Plan Commission. Their decision is then sent on to both municipalities’ governing bodies, the city’s Common Council and the town’s Town Board, for final approval. The Plan Commissions of both are informed, as well. If a proposal cannot be approved by a simple majority of the JPC, no changes can take place. Whatever problems members had with the proposal will have to be dealt with and a new plan  brought back to that body. 

The benefits of establishing this agreement are that it provides a template for dealing with future changes in land use and, most importantly, it encourages communication and cooperation between the town and the city. We are working to overcome many years of rancor, lots of “history.” It takes a real commitment to the concept of cooperation and seeing the bigger picture to overcome the prevalent “us vs. them” mentality that slips in so easily. I would venture to say that keeping this negative mind set at bay is just as challenging as developing a land use plan for the joint planning area! However, I also have to say it is worth it. It has fostered a more respectful relationship and helped us to better understand the other’s positions, concerns and issues.

As we look to the large task of creating a plan for the Joint Planning area, we are aided by this better understanding of each other’s concerns and needs. The Joint Plan Commission provides a process where more voices are heard, which allows more options to be considered. This will continue to be an ongoing process. We will assess the success of the boundary agreement after 5 years and determine if we will need to make any changes before the 10 year length of the agreement is complete.
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