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2010 CLAY COUNTY COMPREHENSIVE PLAN
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The comprehensive land use plan, required by Iowa law for those counties and cities wishing to
enforce zoning regulations, annexations, urban renewal tax benefits and other land use controls, is
developed to be Clay County’s primary guide for future land use policy decision making. This
planning document is comprehensive in nature, assessing past and current conditions and making
projections about population, housing, economic conditions, and land use issues. The core of the
plan is comprised of two primary sections, to be supported by the remainder of the collected data
and statistical analysis recorded in this plan.

1) Goals, Objectives & Policy Recommendations for the next 10 to 20 years in Clay County
2) Future Land Use Map displaying an ideal pattern of future land uses and development.

Included within this executive summary are the general comprehensive plan goals and the
proposed land use map. Supporting data is available within the main body of the plan, as well as
additional policy recommendations for the future of Clay County.

SUMMARY OF OVERALL COMPREHENSIVE PLAN GOALS

The comprehensive planning process as completed by the
county’s Planning and Zoning Commission provides the county
tools for effectively directing change for the positive. The
Planning Commission must commit to working with the Board
of Supervisors and other county departments to properly guide
the successful implementation of this plan in addition to other
development issues. The amount of growth, change or shifting
of land use trends in Clay County will determine the type and
frequency that the Planning Commission will need to utilize and
perhaps even amend this document.

1. Clay County should strive to preserve and protect prime agricultural lands while continuing
to separate the distinct urban and rural characteristics of the county.

2. Clay County should consider and finds ways to mitigate or lessen the impact of development
on neighboring properties when making future land use decisions.

3. Clay County should achieve a progressive balance between promoting development to
facilitate the economic development potential of the county and respecting the rights and
responsibilities to preserve prime agricultural lands and natural resources.

4. Clay County should take measures to preserve, protect and enhance the irreplaceable natural
resources of the county, both recreational and pristine.

5. Clay County should facilitate the provision of necessary and required county services to its
residents, businesses and industries in a reasonable, efficient and fiscally responsible manner.

6. Clay County must recognize the importance of securing new and expanding businesses, including
but not limited to those businesses promoting the use of renewable resources and alternative energy
in an effort in attract, create and retain good paying jobs for the county’s residents.

Photo courtesy of www.co.clay.ia.us/
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7. Clay County should welcome new residents to locate within the county through encouraging
or facilitating new and expanding residential development, in addition to those economic or
financial assistance programs which may entice new developments.

8. Clay County has already established an environment and economy which promotes
agricultural and animal husbandry. The County should continue to promote these key
economic interests, but also expand its economic development efforts to include new,
innovative, renewable resource, and green industries.

9. Clay County should continue to maintain a transportation and infrastructure system that
provides for the safe, convenient and economical movement of people and goods in and out
of the county.

IMPLEMENTATION OF THIS PLAN

With anticipated future changes, shifts and the potential for new growth and development in Clay
County, expected changes will bring about the opportunity to address these changes and establish
a benchmark from which new trends in land use and development will be measured. Clay
County’s leaders of today and tomorrow are granted the responsibility of identifying, leading, and
being the first to accept and embrace a bright future for Clay County. Listed below are samples of
attainable implementation strategies in which the county’s planning leaders and government
leaders may explore to fully realize the maximum benefit from this comprehensive planning
document.

1. Establish a benchmark for Clay County, from which future growth and development patterns
and changes will be measured against.

2. Create an action plan addressing county growth, city growth and annexation policies.

3. Allow county leaders, staff and government officials to attend training or educational
opportunities in an effort to gain new perspective or innovative trends in land use policy and
regulatory controls.

4. Work collaboratively with local city leaders and regional or state economic development
leaders to discuss, plan and implement measures to seek new and expanding employment
opportunities in Clay County.

5. Establish an annual comprehensive plan review workshop in which members of the public are
invited to share with County planning officials and the Board of Supervisors their thoughts,
concerns, and visions for Clay County’s future.

6. Regularly update an inventory of the County Conservation’s parks, recreation areas, and
natural resources; identifying completed and proposed short term and long term park, trail or
other natural habitat development.

7. Clay County, with an aging population base, must address future needs and services targeted
to the senior demographic.

8. Clay County, in a joint effort with its largest community/urban center, must continue to
exhibit a welcoming impression to new residents of the community and county.
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9. In establishing new county policies, government leaders must remember the property rights
and interests of land owners in Clay County. Consistency and fairness is a must.

10. Once the county completes a comprehensive review and update of its enforcement ordinances,
such as zoning and subdivision regulations, it would be beneficial to Clay County to have the
services of zoning administration and enforcement consistent with new or proposed rules
adopted by the county.

CLAY COUNTY FUTURE LAND USE PLAN
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Chapter 1. INTRODUCTION & PLANNING ELEMENTS

A comprehensive plan is a collection of material and information designed to guide the future
growth and development of the community. The comprehensive plan is general in nature and
provides a framework and policy context within which to make land use decisions relating to
future development. The comprehensive plan must be long range, looking forward 15 to 20
years, and does not plan a highly specific course. Rather, the plan points toward land use goals
and general policies that the city should consider when making development decisions. While
short term planning is important, such as a capital improvement planning, strategic action plans,
economic development strategies, or municipal budgeting, it is not within the scope of the
comprehensive plan, although these short term plans may be incorporated into the comprehensive
plan by reference.

The comprehensive planning process
consists of utilizing past and present efforts
and information provided by predecessors
and integrating this information into a
vision for the future. What exactly is a
“vision?” A vision is an image or foresight
into where representatives of Clay County
wish to see county growth and development
directed in the future. A common vision is
critical for the development of a
comprehensive plan, because once a vision
statement has been established; it serves as
a focal point for all other long range plan
goals and specific policy statements to aim for.

The plan is an intense study and analysis into specific components that make the county work.
Another aspect that is explored in the comprehensive plan is the physical growth and
development of the county itself. Information on changes in land uses, infrastructure,
transportation, county facilities and services, population, housing, and other features are very
important in determining the current condition of the county. This information is extremely
useful in determining objectives and policies relating to agricultural lands, the natural
environment, the built or developed environment, varying land uses, and other such activities that
directly affect the physical aspects of Clay County.

The comprehensive plan and land use map for Clay County is not “etched in stone” per se. The
plan’s overall goals and policies and future land use designations are intended to be updated and
amended as needed. As the county grows or changes from year to year, so will its needs.
Therefore, the comprehensive plan should reflect new changes and possibly new objectives or
policies toward specific actions. Ideally, the comprehensive plan would be updated on an annual
basis. Actions recommended by the planning and zoning commission and approved by the Board
of Supervisors can amend this plan to reflect current trends or simply a change in philosophy
regarding one or more of the policy statements.

DEFINTION OF A COMPREHENSIVE PLAN:
“A long-range plan intended to guide the growth and
development of a community or region that typically
includes inventory and analytic sections leading to
recommendations for the community’s future
economic development, housing, recreation and open
space, transportation, community facilities and land
use, all related to the community’s goals and
objectives for these elements”

As defined in “The New Illustrated Book of Development Definitions”,
Harvey S. Moskowitz & Carl G. Lindbloom, 1993.
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The Iowa Code makes it clear that zoning regulations must be made in accordance with a local
comprehensive plan. According to Chapter 335.5, Iowa Code, if a county is to zone then “The
regulations shall be made in accordance with a comprehensive plan and designed to preserve
the availability of agricultural land;” All counties that are involved in zoning and land use
regulations need to have an updated plan to guide development activities. In general this
comprehensive plan should and will contain sections regarding population and housing trends,
socio-economic data, transportation & infrastructure, parks & recreation, city services &
community facilities, economic development and future land uses. Once the working definition
of planning has been internalized by those involved, the steps of the actual process should
commence.

1) The primary stage of a planning program is research and data collection. It is from this
supply of data that all decisions will be based, indicating that the more extensive and specific
the data is the more accurate and functional the decisions. The first step is to identify all
sources of existing data, and establish what data needs exploration and research.

2) Analysis of the data collected is an ongoing activity conducted at the same time the research
and data collection is being pursued. Analysis involves the collection and presentation of data
in written and/or graphic form to establish a complete base of existing conditions. Once this
base has been established, the analysis proceeds into projection of future trends and growth.

3) All of this input will facilitate the evolvement of certain broad and general goals for the
planning area. A goal is that aim or end toward which effort is to be directed. Objectives
involve bringing the goals closer to reality and specifically establishing those
accomplishments that are desirable and closer to realizing established goals.

4) The goals and objectives constitute the framework for plan preparation. Before submission
of the plan to the legal bodies concerned, it should have been studied and commented upon
by all involved sectors and altered accordingly.

5) Legalization of the plan involves the plan adoption by the Board of Supervisors. Public
hearings and wide distribution of the plan should take place before formal adoption
proceedings. The plan must meet with the approval of those in the planning area to function
properly.

6) Actual implementation of the plan is not carried out by any one department or agency, but
is out of necessity a combined effort of all government, private and related entities. The plan
will list and define various tools of implementation (zoning and subdivision regulations,
capital improvements programs, etc.).

This comprehensive plan is to be used by both public and private sectors in land use decision-
making processes. The private sector, including developers, investors, industry, and businesses
will use this document to become informed of the official positions of the county regarding land
use and policy issues. The public or government sector shall use the plan as a guide in land use
decision making processes. While this working document is the result of the efforts of the
county, it has been prepared representing the interests of all Clay County residents. Decisions
affecting land uses within Clay County should follow the spirit and intent set forth in this plan.



Clay County, Iowa 2010 Comprehensive Plan

3

Clay County - Location Map
Figure - 1

State of Iowa
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Chapter 2. COUNTY HISTORY

Clay County, located in the northwest corner of Iowa, was formally organized in the fall of 1858.
Its name is in honor of Lieutenant Colonel Henry Clay Jr. of the Mexican War. On the contrary,
the county is not named after the quality clay material used in the making of bricks, which is
thought by many as the origin of the county’s namesake. Before its organization Clay County was
attached to Woodbury County for judicial and civil reasons. After its independence was declared,
an election was held on October 12, 1858. It was held at the home of A. S. Mead and its purpose
was the election of county officials. Of the 18 men who voted, 14 were elected to an office.
Those offices were kept in the homes of the
officers until 1859. At this time A. W. Hubbard,
Judge of the Fourth Judicial District, authorized
a commission to locate a county seat. On July 16,
1859 the commission chose the present site of
Spencer. But, due to the fact that Spencer was
unimproved and no settler lived within a 10-mile
radius, it was refused by the residents of Clay.
In May 1860 the county judge received a petition
asking that the county seat be located at
Peterson. An election was held, and all 10
participants voted in favor of Peterson. Soon
afterwards a courthouse was built at a cost of
$6,000. The county seat remained in Peterson
until 1871. In 1871 the town of Spencer was
formally laid out, and since it was more centrally
located than Peterson, the question of moving the
county seat was asked again. It was answered in
an election held in October of that same year; Spencer won the county seat by a margin of 159
votes.

The first courthouse was built by the residents of
Spencer. They formed a stock company and sold shares.
Those who could not afford a share offered their labor.
When the building was completed, it was sold to the city
for $1,333. A second building was built in 1884 at
different location. It was criticized by the residents as
being plain and boring. It was the best that the county
could do because they were held to $5,000 by the law.
From 1884 until 1900 a plain two story brick structure
was erected on land several Spencer citizens purchased
and donated.

It was decided in 1900 that the county needed a new
courthouse. The structure was erected on the same site as the second and was ready for
occupation in September 1901. No formal dedication was held: the doors were just opened and

Where does Peterson Auto Electric fit into Clay County
history? The second floor of this building was once the
Clay County Courthouse. It was built in 1871 and served
as the courthouse until 1882 when it was replaced by
rented space in a nearby bank building.
Photo source: Theresa Wurth, http://co.clay.ia.us/

Photo of original Clay County Courthouse in Peterson

Photo of the Clay County
Courthouse built in Spencer

Photo courtesy of http://co.clay.ia.us/
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business continued. This building is no comparison to the second. Costing $60,000, $3,000 on
marble alone; it is a beautiful structure. The main entrance to the courthouse faces south and is
flanked by four enormous columns built of Portage Entry Red Stone and capped with terra cotta.
Above the columns resides an American Eagle with outstretched wings surrounded by a laurel
wreath. Atop the building sits a clock tower that was added to the original structure about 1910.

One of the two display cases in the first floor lobby contains
relics from the Grand Army of the Republic and is dated 1930.
The rightmost case contains a flag that was made by the
women of Clay County in 1871. The 37 star flag hung outside
of the original Lincoln School.

Slate steps lead to the second
level where the original tile floor
still stands. Over the stairs are
two windows topped by circular
stained glass of blue and gold. A
large memorial quilt, depicting
the floor tile is displayed in the second floor lobby. The quilt is
appropriately titled, "Tiles of Clay". Beneath the quilt is a row of
chairs that were part of the seating in the original courthouse. The
lobby ceiling is accented by elaborate carvings. All woodwork on
the second floor is maple.

The population of Clay County increased approximately 30% since
the 1901 Courthouse was completed. So in 1979, the Board of
Supervisors decided to renovate the existing courthouse and

construct an administration building. The motion passed in August and $2.1 million was
approved for the two projects. A dedication ceremony was held on September 26, 1982, and Clay
County now has two buildings of which be proud.

A review of the history of Clay County would not be complete without looking at the history of
one of the county’s greatest assets, the Clay County Fair. Information obtained from the fair’s
website http://www.claycountyfair.com along with excerpts from Saluting 75 Years of People,
Pride, Progress, depicts a brief history of how Clay County became home to the “World’s
Greatest County Fair.”

The Clay County Fair grew out of a series of homestead era fairs, agricultural society
expositions, a state high-wheel-bicycle meet, a trotting association and community barbecues and
picnics. The first fair of this type was held in Spencer in 1871; only five years after pioneer
settlers drove their covered wagons from Wisconsin to Spencer Grove. It took place just south of
where the Clay County Administration Building is now located. For entertainment there were
running races with horses and riders from Sioux Rapids, Peterson and Emmetsburg. In 1879 the
Clay County News announced that the Clay County Agriculture Board would hold its first annual
fair at Spencer on September 17, 18 and 19. Apparently the Clay County Agriculture Board was a
new group that helped to organize a new fair that differed slightly from the original group of

Photo courtesy of http://co.clay.ia.us/

Photo of the interior of the
Clay County Courthouse

Photo courtesy of http://co.clay.ia.us/

Photo of the interior of the
Clay County Courthouse
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Places of Historic Significance in Clay County
– National Register of Historic Places –

According to the National Register of Historic Places, there are eight (8) buildings in Clay
County carrying the distinction of being placed on the national register. These sites are important
to the understanding and knowledge of the county’s founding forefathers and provide a glimpse
into what life was like nearly a hundred years ago. Below is a listing of each of these nationally
registered historic places with a brief background about their historical importance.

Adams-Higgins House (1215 N Grand Avenue, Spencer) – This single family house located in
Spencer was added to the national register in 1984. The house provides a historical account of
late 19th century architecture in the Late Victorian and Classical Revival styles. The period of
historical significance is 1875-1899, 1900-1924.

Clay County Courthouse (W. 4th Street and 3rd Ave. W., Spencer) – The center of government in
Clay County, the courthouse is an excellent example of Classical Revival architecture. Located in
Spencer, this structure holds architectural and engineering significance in the county and was
added to the national register in 1981. The period of historical significance is 1900-1924.

Grand Avenue Historic Commercial District (Grand Avenue, Downtown Spencer) – This
collection of historic downtown buildings was added to the National Register in 2004 and
represents the Classical Revival and Romanesque architecture of the time. The District is also
noted for its historical event of the great fire of 1931 that destroyed much of the downtown. The
historic districts’ period of historical significance is 1900-1924, 1925-1949.

Philip Kirchner and Anna Parrish, Log House (4969 120th Ave., Peterson) – This privately
owned museum in rural Peterson was added to the National Register in 1993 for historical
significance dating back to the original exploration and settlement of the county. The period of
historical significance is 1850-1874.

Little Sioux River Bridge (210th Avenue by Spencer) – This rural bridge was added to the
National Register in 2004 and its historical significance is denoted through the bridge’s
architecture and engineering. The bridge’s period of historical significance is 1900-1924.

Logan Center School No. 5 (Jct. of 420th St and 310 Ave, Dickens) – This historical structure has
served as a rural school, religious structure, rural meeting hall, and city hall. The rural school was
added to the National Register in 2001, with the period of historical significance being 1975-
1899, 1900-1924. The historical significance of the structure is related to its architecture and the
social importance of events conducted in this building.

Seymour Ross Round Barn (off IA Hwy 374, Gillett Grove) – Added to the National Register in
2006, this buildings historical significance is related to the architecture of the round barn. The
Round Barn’s period of historical significance is 1900-1924.

Wanata State Park Picnic Shelter (S of Co. Hwy M27 and IA Hwy 10, Peterson) – This historic
picnic shelter located in Wanata State Park was added to the National Register in 1990. The
public works era shelter around the time of the great depression offers historical significance
through the building’s architecture/engineering, as well as recognizing the social history and
recreation significance of the area. The bridge’s period of historical significance is 1925-1949.
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Chapter 3. PLANNING BACKGROUND & PUBLIC INPUT

BACKGROUND OF COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING

The Northwest Iowa Planning and Development Commission, formed in 1973, is responsible for
coordinating activities in the region and assisting member governments with any technical or
planning problems they may have. The formation of the Northwest Iowa Regional Planning
Commission marked the first real effort of a genuine “regional” commission in Iowa. The
principal purpose of the Planning Commission was to undertake planning studies on a regional
basis and facilitate cooperation among the various governmental bodies within the region.

Clay County initiated its planning efforts in the spring of 1962 by participating in a 701 Housing
and Urban Development (HUD) planning grant. The original planning effort in Clay County
resulted in the county adopting its first zoning ordinance followed by the adoption of a land use
plan. This process continues still today and will be reflected by the adoption of this current plan.

Over the course of the next three decades, the Clay County Planning Commission, Board of
Adjustment and Board of Supervisors actively utilized the comprehensive plan in making land
use decisions to guide zoning issues and control growth within Clay County. By the early 1990s,
growth rates exceeded land use projections within the original planning document and several
major revisions within the zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations became necessary.
Therefore, by 1995, Clay County once again initiated working with the staff at Northwest Iowa
Planning and Development Commission in completing an update of the county’s comprehensive
plan and zoning ordinance.

During the fall of 2008, the Board of Supervisors indicated the need to update the comprehensive
plan and substantially revise the zoning ordinance and subdivision regulations to reflect the
trends, needs, and philosophies of current growth trends. The Board of Supervisors with
guidance from the county zoning administrator sought the assistance of the regional Council of
Governments (COG), of which Clay County is participating member. The Northwest Iowa
Planning and Development Commission staff planners initiated the comprehensive plan update
process in late 2008.

PUBLIC INPUT & DATA GATHERING

Clay County officials, staff and the Planning & Zoning Commission took several initiatives to
ensure that public input would be an integral part of the comprehensive planning process.

First, in an effort to better understand the current state of planning and development services
occurring within Clay County, the planning staff at Northwest Iowa Planning & Development
Commission provided the Clay County Zoning Administrator an informational questionnaire
which is intended to offer the planning staff assistance in developing an overview of the current
planning activities occurring in Clay County and planning services offered by the county. This
survey was completed by the County Zoning Administrator in October 2008 and provided
valuable input and data to initiate and begin the comprehensive planning process with the
county’s Planning and Zoning Commission.
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Chapter 4. AGRICULTURE

AGRICULTURAL ECONOMY

Agriculture is historically the foundation of Clay County and remains today as one of the primary
economic sectors. Although there is more than 328,000 acres of land in Clay County, of which
statistics show nearly all of this land is utilized for agricultural purposes, the number of farms
continues to decline. Economies of scale continue to dictate fewer farms remaining in operation,
with remaining operations continuing to grow larger.

Table 1 - Farm Acres in Clay County and Iowa, 1997 and 2007

Clay County State of Iowa (ooo’s)

1997 2007 %change 1997 2007 %change

Total Farm Acres 285,829 328,216 14.83% 31,166 30,747 -3.82%

Cropland Acres 262,903 304,774 15.93% 26,821 26,316 -1.88%

Harvested Cropland Acres 244,994 293,049 19.61% 23,323 23,799 2.04%

Pasture/Non-Cropland Acres 22,926 23,442 2.25% 4,345 4,158 -4.30%

Irrigated Land Acres 844 490 -41.94% 125 189 51.2%

Source: 1997 & 2007 Census of Agriculture, USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service

The data in the table above shows that
while Clay County is continuing to
increase its total number of farm acres
and total cropland acres, the State of
Iowa is decreasing in its total farm acres
and cropland acres. This trend may point
towards the urban sprawl issues the State
of Iowa faces with the loss of agricultural
lands near and surrounding the state’s
metropolitan centers. The numbers above
clearly show the rural and agrarian nature
of Clay County. The number of acres
devoted to harvested cropland in Clay County is up nearly 20 percent, while the State of Iowa
experienced a growth of only 2% in this area. One interesting trend shown in the table above is
that while irrigated land acres have decreased by nearly 42% from 1997 to 2007, the State of
Iowa increased its number of irrigated land acres by more than 51% over this same time frame.

The data presented above and on the following page comes from the 1997 and 2007 U.S. Census
of Agriculture as summarized by the USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service. This data
provides information on the distribution of farms by farm size (in acres). In 2007, the smallest
farms (1-9 acres in size) accounted for 10.8 percent of Clay County farms, compared to 9.4
percent statewide. In contrast, 28.6 percent of farms in Clay County had more than 500 acres.
Statewide, the percentage of farms in this category was 20.8 percent.
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Table 2 - Number of Farms in Clay County and Iowa, 1997 and 2002

Clay County Iowa

Farms 1997 2007 1997 2007

Size in acres N % N % N % N %

1 to 9 37 5.54% 86 10.78% 5,049 5.56% 8,709 9.38%

10 to 49 69 10.33% 112 14.04% 11,580 12.75% 17,824 19.20%

50 to 179 151 22.60% 180 22.56% 24,525 27.01% 24,692 26.59%

180 to 499 192 28.75% 192 24.06% 28,918 31.85% 22,354 24.07%

500 to 999 149 22.30% 138 17.29% 14,833 16.34% 11,826 12.74%

1,000 or more 70 10.48% 90 11.28% 5,887 6.48% 7,451 8.02%

Total Farms 668 100.0% 798 100.0% 90,792 100.0% 92,856 100.0%

This page presents data from the 1997
and 2007 Census of Agriculture on the
number and size of farms for Clay
County and the State of Iowa. Farmland
comprised slightly more than 90 percent
of the land area in Clay County, relative
to 88 percent statewide. Recent data
shows a reported 798 farms in Clay
County, with an average of 411 acres
per farm. This average farm size is
more than 17% larger than the
statewide average of 350 acres per
farm. However, while the average farm
size throughout the entire state has
increased by 15.9 percent from 1997,
Clay County has actually decreased from an
average of 451 acres per farm in 2002 to 411
acres per farm in 2007, a decrease of 9 percent.

Table 3 - Livestock Inventories for Clay County, 1997-2007

Livestock Inventories 1997 2002 2007

Farms with Hog/Pig Inventories 133 265 83

Number of Hogs/Pigs 108,489 531,966 559,001

Farms with Cattle/Calf Inventories 176 339 199

Number of Cattle/Calves 16,987 70,074 32,341

Farms with Dairy Cattle Inventories 3 8 -

Number of Dairy Cattle - 297 -
Source: 2002 & 2007 Census of Agriculture, USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service

Figure 3 – Farm Size in Clay County by # of Acres, 2007

Source: www.seta.iastate.edu/takechage/,
Iowa State University, 2007
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Table 4 - Harvested Crops in Clay County, 2002-2007

Harvested Crops 2002 2007

# Farms 480 522

# Acres 133,323 162,031Corn

# Bushels 19,111,076 25,227,512

# Farms 476 464

# Acres 127,467 124,655Soybeans

# Bushels 5,363,547 6,127,045

# Farms 27 10

# Acres 456 195Oats

# Bushels 36,740 14,400
Source: 2002 & 2007 Census of Agriculture, USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service

As indicated in the livestock table from the previous page and the table above, there are very
distinct trends that appear relative to agricultural livestock commodities and harvested crops in
Clay County. First, the number of farms with inventory for each of the three major livestock
categories (hogs, cattle and dairy cattle) was dramatically different in each of these five year
spans. Overall, it appears that the number of farms with hogs and dairy cattle decreased in Clay
County, whereas the number of farms with beef cattle increased. In regards to the number of
livestock maintained in Clay County farms, the number of beef cattle nearly doubled in ten years
(1997-2007). However, when considering the increase in the number of hogs as a livestock
commodity in Clay County, the number of livestock has increased 415% or more than
quadrupled the amount of hog livestock in the county from 1997-2007. The table above shows
the difference in harvested crops from Clay County farms between 2002 and 2007. Over this five
year span, the number of farms harvesting corn in 2007 increased by nearly 9 percent and
harvested an additional 6.1 million bushels of corn for an increase of 32% from 2002.
Conversely, the number of farms harvesting soybeans during this time decreased by 12 farms or
2.5 percent. Also, the number of soybean acres decreased by more than 2,800 acres but the
amount of bushels of soybeans harvested increased by more than 763,000 bushels. This statistic
is a testament to the advances in better hybrids of crop seed and farming technology to improve
upon the number of bushels harvested with fewer farms and less land.

FARM INCOME
Segments of a report, titled “A SocioEconomic Profile, Clay County, Iowa” from February 2009,
developed by Headwater Economics, have been included along with tables and charts depicting
farm income trends in Clay County. According to the report, farm income figures presented in
the following charts and tables reflects income from farming enterprises, or income of the
business. For purposes of the report and for this comprehensive plan, the term “farm” includes
farming and ranching, but not agricultural services such as soil preparation or veterinary services.
Farm income of businesses differs from personal farm income because it also includes
government payments, rent, and the value of inventory and production expenses. Additional
information about the report can be viewed at www. headwatereconomics.org.
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Figure 4 – Gross Income and Net Income from Farming

Table 5 -

AGRICULTURAL LAND VALUES

With changing trends in farming experienced in Clay County, northwest Iowa, and the state,
continued shifts in farming can be expected in the future. One of the criteria that will have a
significant impact on future trends in the agricultural economy in Clay County is the value of
agricultural land. The land value measure dictates to farmers and farm corporations how much
equity they have in their land based against their debt and often times is the factor allowing
agricultural operations to borrow funds for new equipment and operations. Clay County is
fortunate to have some of the most nutrient rich black topsoil in the state, therefore keeping land
values higher than statewide averages. The following data explores the difference between
agricultural land values between Clay County, the northwest Iowa district, and the state of Iowa
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as a whole. Clay County maintains a high level of agricultural land value due primarily to the
natural presence of good topsoil rich in nutrients.

Table 6 - Clay County and Iowa Agricultural Land Values, 1999-2008

Year
Clay County

(avg. land value)
NW Iowa
District

(avg. land value)

Iowa
(avg. land value)

2008 $5,189 $5,395 $4,468

2007 $4,506 $4,699 $3,908

2006 $3,612 $3,783 $3,204

2005 $3,281 $3,393 $2,914

2004 $2,974 $3,118 $2,629

2003 $2,644 $2,683 $2,275

2002 $2,468 $2,434 $2,083

2001 $2,174 $2,240 $1,926

2000 $2,139 $2,198 $1,857

1999 $2,033 - $1,781
Source: http://www.extension.iastate.edu/landvalue/ - Iowa State University Extension, 2008

This data originates from the Iowa Land Value Survey, compiled by Michael Duffy, Iowa State
University Extension farm management specialist and proferssor of economics. This survey has
been conducted annually since 1941 and, according to ISU Extension, is the only statewide
survey that collects information on land values in each of Iowa’s 99 counties. The following
figure shows an estimated 155 percent increase in agricultural land values between the ten year
span of 1999-2008. Furthermore, dramatic increases have been experienced since 2005,
beginning when land values jumped 10.1 percent between 2005-2006. This was followed by a
significant 24.8 percent increase between 2006-2007. Finally, another 15.2 percent increase
occurred from 2007-2008.

Figure 5 - 1999 to 2008 Agricultural Land Values for Clay County and Iowa

Source: Iowa Land Value Survey, Iowa State University Extension, 2008
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The maps presented below, also derived from the ISU extension’s Iowa Land Value Surveys,
depict average land values across the State of Iowa during 1999-2000 as compared to 2007-2008.
As indiciated on the map, it is clear to see that Clay County is situated amidst some of the richest,
prime agricultural soils found across the nation. Northwest Iowa, on average, offers the highest
land values found across the state.

Figure 6 - 2000 and 1999 Land Values (Northwest Iowa) 2008 and 2007 Land Values (Northwest Iowa)

GRAIN PROCESSING FACILITIES

On the following page is an Iowa Department of Transportation map identifying grain facilities
and shipment capacities within Clay County. This data shows the agricultural infrastructure and
rail transportation network in place in Clay County. In Clay County alone, there are three (3)
primary gain loading facilities with a total storage capacity of up to 7.6 million bushels of grain.
By far the largest grain storage and transportation facility in Clay County is the Everly facility

Figure 7 - 2008 Iowa
Land Values
for all 99
counties in Iowa
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.com, latest studies shows corn ethanol with a positive energy balance of 1:1.64; a 64% net
increase in energy. Also, there are two developments that promise dramatically higher yield;
sweet sorghum ethanol and cellulosic ethanol.

Modern gasoline engines are now set up to run E10. In Iowa, about 60% of the gasoline sold is
E10. To use higher percentages like E85, engines need appropriate seals, hoses and engine
settings (timing, etc.). Vehicles set up to run E85 have been selling for a number of years and are
sold as "Flex Fuel" vehicles. Such vehicles have a fuel sensor in the fuel line to monitor the mix
of gasoline and ethanol present and adjust the engine appropriately for the fuel being used. The
stimulus for these vehicles being available was the 1992 EPA act that mandated government
vehicle fleets use renewable fuels. There are people that have such Flex Fuel Vehicles (FFVs)
and are not even aware they can run E85.

Soy Biodiesel

Standard diesel fuel is made from petroleum, but is heavier and less refined than gasoline.
According to www.itsgood4.us.com, biodiesel is a fuel suitable to run in diesel engines that is
derived from contemporary sources of oil like soybean oil, canola oil (from rape seed) or even
modern algae. Since biodiesel has not collected impurities over millions of years, it is a very
clean and pure fuel source to burn. Biodiesel is so similar to petroleum diesel fuel that no
modification to the diesel engine is required. Soy biodiesel is becoming readily available, yet it is
far from being on every corner gas station. Several locations in Clay County will deliver soy
biodiesel to the farm. However, to purchase soy biodiesel at the pump for a car, truck, or other
equipment will be a difficult endeavor. Currently, no biodiesel plants are located within Clay
County. However, one existing and one future soy biodiesel plants are located in counties
adjacent to Clay County.

Below is a map, provided by the Iowa Department of Transportation, which shows locations of
both existing and proposed ethanol and soy biodiesel plants as of July 2008.

Figure 9 – Northwest Iowa Biodiesel and Ethanol Processing Plants, 2008
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Chapter 5. PHYSICAL FEATURES

Physical features, an important element in land use planning, has been largely ignored in the past
in determining future land uses. Modern emphasis on environmentally sensitive areas and the
availability of advanced information on geological structure and soils have made it possible to
place more emphasis on physical features analysis in land use planning. Climate, location,
geologic structure, topography, drainage, surface waters, and soils each uniquely affect the types
of land use that are best suited for a particular tract or parcel of land. Some of these factors, such
as topography, drainage or soils should be considered more intently when determining acceptable
land uses for an area. The purpose of this section is to determine natural conditions, as they relate
to Clay County, so adequate consideration may be given when determining future land uses.

GEOGRAPHIC LOCATION

Clay County, located in northwest Iowa, is in the second tier of counties south of Minnesota and
in the third column of counties east of the South Dakota border. The county is comprised of a
total land area consisting of approximately 364,160 acres, or 569 square miles. Additionally,
there is an estimated 2,304 acres of water or 3.6 square miles of lakes, marshes, wetlands, ponds,
and pits. The average elevation of Clay County is 1,315 feet above sea level. The nationwide
average elevation is 1,062 feet above sea level. In comparison, the highest elevation in the State
of Iowa is at Hawkeye Point in Osceola County (west of Dickinson County in northwest Iowa) at
1,670 feet above sea level and the lowest elevation in the State is at 475 feet above sea level
located along the Mississippi River near Keokuk in southeast Iowa.

Clay County is bordered by Dickinson County to the north, O’Brien County to the west, Buena
Vista County to the south and Palo Alto County to the east. The county is divided nearly equally
east/west by U.S. Highway 71 bisecting the community north/south. Similarly, U.S. Highway 18
divides Clay County by bisecting the county east to west. The largest city within Clay County is
the City of Spencer at 11,317, which is also the county seat of Clay County.

The nearest city of 10,000 + population is Storm Lake, Iowa (pop. 10,076) – 37 miles south
The nearest city of 50,000 + population is Ames, Iowa (pop. 50,731) – 160 miles southeast
The nearest city of 200,000 + population is Omaha, Nebraska (390,007) – 172 miles southwest
The nearest city of 1,000,000+ population is Chicago, Illinois (2,896,016) – 470 miles east

CLIMATE

Climate becomes a major factor in land use planning when it relates to agricultural production
and construction seasons for roads and buildings. Climate limits agricultural, construction and
tourism related activities to certain times of the year. In the winter it is generally cold, while quite
hot temperatures and occasional cool spells characterize the summer. During the warmer months,
the trend of warm, moist air masses from the Gulf of Mexico push north from the southern states
creating a system of rain and thunderstorm, which are often heavy. According to climate data
obtained from Sperling’s Best Places website at http://www.bestplaces.net, the total annual
rainfall precipitation is 28 inches, as compared to 36.6 inches for the national average. The
annual average snowfall in Clay County is 34.5 inches which is higher than the national average
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of 25.2 inches. The total number of precipitation days in a calendar year is 208. In the winter, the
average January low is 5.5° F. On the contrary in July the average highs are 85.5° F. This
temperature range allows for a frost-free growing season of approximately 150 days. The
prevailing wind is from the northwest. The overall climate comfort index as identified by
climatologists ranks Clay County at 45, which compares to the national climate index of 44. The
following climate charts represent the averages in Clay County based on data reported by more
than 4,000 weather stations across the nation. The data seen below, as presented by “City-
Data.com” is representative of the climate in Clay County, Iowa.

Figure 10 - Average Climate Trends in Clay County
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LANDFORMS & LANDCOVER

As defined by the Iowa Department of Natural Resources, a “Landscape” is a collection of shapes
or landforms. Iowa’s landscape varies widely in appearance from place to place across the state.
Individual landform shapes reflect the diverse effects of deposits left by glaciers, wind, rivers,
and seas in the geologic past. Examples include loess hills, moraines, kettles, kames, sinkholes,
springs, algific slopes, and entrenched valleys. The landscape in Clay County varies greatly with
the highest elevation or topography in the northwest portion of the county. The elevation then
declines to the southeast toward the Little Sioux River valley.

Clay County lies within two distinct land formations in the State of Iowa. Western two-thirds of
the county, or primarily that land lying west of the Little Sioux River corridor, is located within
the “Northwest Iowa Plains” landform region. The eastern one-third of the county or those
properties lying primarily east of the Little Sioux River are located within the “Des Moines
Lobe” region. As summarized by the Iowa Department of Natural Resources from information
obtained from Landforms of Iowa by Jean C. Prior, the Northwest Iowa Plains landform is
characterized by vigorous erosion that accompanied the glacial movements, which also produced
open rolling hills across this region. Loess type soils area abundant, a reflection of its nearness to
the Missouri and Big Sioux River valley sources. Land elevation is uniformly higher and
precipitation lower than elsewhere in Iowa.

Figure 11 - Landform
Regions
of Iowa

Other characteristics of the Northwest Iowa Plains landform offer long gentle slopes and wide
shallow valleys. Since the Northwest Iowa Plains landform has gone much longer without
glaciating, versus the Des Moines Lobe landform, drainage patterns are defined and well
established and ponding areas are not as prevalent.

Clay County


