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The following report provides the initial analysis of three topics: land use; agriculture; and natural
resources, parks & recreation, and trails. This report and its accompanying presentation are the first in a
series of four analysis memos that provide a summary of the baseline conditions and trends in support of
the LaGrange County Comprehensive Plan Update. For questions on this report, please contact the
project manager for LaGrange County Together, Logan Stang, planner with planning NEXT, at
logan@planning-next.com.
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1. LAND USE
Land use reviews the existing conditions of the built environment and natural places across LaGrange
County and its communities. This section begins by describing the planning area and the regulatory
framework that determines land use categories and permitted uses of the land. Next, this analysis
compares the county’s land use (how the property is currently used) and the zoning designation (what is
permitted on a given property) to establish a baseline for future development growth. This section
further explores existing community character, another way to describe the variety of land uses
throughout the county based on the unique features of an area. Finally, the land use section provides an
analysis of the county’s land cover patterns and changes over time.

KEY FINDINGS
•
•
•

LaGrange is a predominantly agricultural community. 86% of the county’s land (207,000 acres)
is classified under agricultural use and supports a wide range of activities, from large-scale
farming operations to small-scale, specialty, and organic crops and retail sales.
Growth and development are occurring. Since 2000, nearly 7,300 acres (~3%) of land has been
developed, mostly around LaGrange, Shipshewana, and Topeka.
The county is unique in community character, both in terms of what is present and what is
absent. The range and intensity of uses within the agricultural parts of the county are unlike few
other places in the US; the absence of “big box” and large format retail is also unique for a
county of this size.
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1.1 PLANNING AREA
This section briefly defines and describes the planning area for the LaGrange County Together
comprehensive planning process. It also offers a brief historical background of LaGrange County.
The planning area is the geographical boundary that defines the focus of the comprehensive plan.
Indiana State Law outlines the ability for local government entities or jurisdictions to develop
comprehensive plan or master plan boundaries based on participation of those entities involved.
LaGrange County Together’s planning boundary is congruent with the county boundary and includes the
towns of LaGrange, Shipshewana, Topeka, and Wolcottville and all unincorporated land. With over 379
square miles in land area, LaGrange is roughly the same size as Indianapolis (373 square miles) 1 and
ranks 59th out of 92 counties in Indiana in terms of size. 2 LaGrange is also part of the Northeast Indiana
Region, an 11-county area centered on the Fort Wayne Metropolitan Area.
Map 1.1 Planning Area*

https://www.britannica.com/place/Indianapolis-Indiana
http://www.usa.com/rank/indiana-state--land-area--county-rank.htm
*NOTE: Larger scale maps are available in the appendix at the end of this document.
1
2
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Historical Setting
LaGrange County’s overall identity is intrinsically linked to its history. Several incorporated towns are
located within the county: LaGrange, Shipshewana, Topeka, and Wolcottville. This unique history begins
in 1832 when LaGrange County was still a part of Elkhart County with Lima (now Howe) as the county
seat. Shortly thereafter, in 1836, the town of LaGrange was platted and became the new county seat in
1842, due to its central location. When the first settlers from Massachusetts arrived, they began to
develop the forest and wild prairie into roads, farms, and buildings such as churches and homes.
The town of Shipshewana was named after Chief Shipshewana of the Potawatomi Tribe, the original
settlers of present-day Newbury Township. Traditionally hunters and fishermen, the Potawatomi were
removed by the government in 1837 in what is known as the “Trail of Death” and were allowed back
two years later. When the first Amish settlers came from Pennsylvania in 1844, they moved a few miles
south of the Potawatomi and started their town with a blacksmith shop, church, post office, and a
sawmill. The town of Shipshewana was platted in 1899.
The Amish population in LaGrange County leads in the entrepreneurial and woodworking sectors and
plays a considerable role in recreational-vehicle manufacturing alongside other LaGrange County
residents. Additional core industries in the county include financial services, agriculture, and food
processing. The proximity of the county’s location to the states of Michigan, Ohio, and Illinois with the I80/90 Interstate allows for transportation access between these different regions and the U.S. overall.
The I-80 and I-90 are two of the busiest transcontinental highways and major trucking routes in the U.S.,
each being nearly 3,000 miles long from east to west and has about 280 miles of overlap. The Indiana
Toll Road opened in 1956 as a publicly funded road that spans 157-miles of I-90 across Northern Indiana,
connecting to Chicago from the west and the Ohio Turnpike from the east. The 80/90 Pavement
Upgrade for a Superior Highway (PUSH) project was funded by the Indiana Toll Road Concession
Company in 2016 to reconstruct over 70 miles of pavement and rehabilitate 53 bridges. PUSH 2.0 and
3.0 further expanded the initial project to essentially rehabilitate the rest of the Indiana Toll Road. These
recent investments to update the rest stops and road surfaces along this stretch of the toll road signify
its ongoing importance in the region.
The population of LaGrange County has
grown from 26,000 in 1980 to 39,614 in
2019. The Amish and Mennonite population
in the county is now around 45 percent.
Shipshewana is also a tourist destination
where the Menno-hof Amish and Mennonite
Cultural Center was created to educate
visitors on Amish culture. Its working
industries have recently shifted, and are now
targeting advanced manufacturing,
distribution & e-commerce, food &
agriculture, renewable energy, and vehicles.

5

1.2 REGULATORY FRAMEWORK
The regulatory framework section describes the legal basis and background for land use planning. This
section includes a description of the local zoning ordinance, key terms, and an explanation of the
regulatory bodies that govern land use decisions.

Zoning Ordinance
The LaGrange County Zoning Ordinance was adopted in November 2005 and amended in March 2015. It
provides the zoning framework for all unincorporated areas of the county and the incorporated towns of
LaGrange, Shipshewana, Topeka, and Wolcottville. The purpose of the ordinance is to ensure adequate
space and safety for a variety of land uses, lessen congestion, promote public health, and implement the
comprehensive plan. 3 The Zoning Ordinance is the legal basis for land use decisions and planning.

Boards and Commissions
Land management and development in the county are
governed by a variety of boards and commissions. The
LaGrange County Plan Commission is appointed by the
County Commissioners and plays an advisory role to
elected officials. The Plan Commission is responsible for
the county’s Comprehensive Plan and its implementation
through the Zoning Ordinance, Subdivision Control
Ordinance, and other policies and practices. Using these
tools, the Plan Commission guides the type, location, and
timing of development throughout LaGrange County.
The Board of Zoning Appeals (BZA) is an administrative
board that acts in a quasi-judicial manner, ruling on the
application of existing zoning laws rather than establishing
new laws. The BZA is primarily responsible for: granting
variances (development standards and variances of use);
granting conditional uses; and appeals from administrative
decisions. Three BZA boards operate within LaGrange
County: the County BZA, Topeka/Wolcottville BZA, and the
Town of LaGrange BZA.

KEY TERMS
Zoning – what you are allowed to do
on the land. Zoning is the parcel
specific, legal expression of planning,
typically expressed in districts.
Land Use – what you’re actually
doing on the land. Land use describes
the current use of the land and does
not always correspond to the
underlying zoning.
Character – how a place feels or is
experienced. Character describes the
broader DNA or aesthetics of an area
and includes factors such as
architecture, infrastructure features,
and dominant use. Character areas
often include a variety of land uses or
zoning districts.

LaGrange County has also created a Plat Committee to
review site plans, evaluate proposed subdivisions, and determine whether the proposals comply with
the zoning ordinance. The committee does not have authority to issue variances, but instead it gives its
approval to subdivision proposals to expedite the process.

3

https://ag.purdue.edu/Documents/ordinance/LaGrange.pdf
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Overview

Primary Duties

Board of Zoning
Appeals

A quasi-judicial
administrative board that
hears petitions concerning
the zoning ordinance

• Grant variances (developmental standards variances
and variances of use)
• Grant conditional uses
• Appeals from administrative decisions

Plat Committee

A committee formed to
review site plans and
evaluate subdivision
proposals

• Review site plans
• Evaluate proposed subdivision compliance with zoning
ordinance and approve or deny proposal

Plan Commission

A legally mandated group
(appointed by county
commissioners) and
responsible for drafting a
comprehensive plan, zoning
ordinance, and subdivision
ordinance that advises
elected officials

• Provide for notice and conduct public hearings on
amendments to the map or text of the zoning ordinance,
final planned unit developments, and development plans
• Forward amendment proposals to the Board of County
Commissioners with a favorable, unfavorable, or no
recommendation
• Hear and approve, approve with conditions, or deny
final planned unit developments and development plans

1.3 LAND USE AND ZONING
The Land Use and Zoning section analyzes the specific land use categories found across LaGrange
County, based on both their use and zoning classifications. This section features a comparison of the
property classification and zoning classification systems, a description of each type of land use, and
corresponding maps.

Property Class and Zoning
The property classification system represents a tax assessor’s best categorization of a property’s current
and predominant use, regardless of its zoning designation. The statewide property class system includes
agricultural, commercial, industrial, residential, institutional, and utility designations, and the acreage
presented in the existing land use analysis is based on these classifications. Zoning, on the other hand,
outlines which types of land use are permitted on a given property and does not necessarily reflect the
actual land use. The LaGrange County Zoning Ordinance defines four broad categories of zoning –
Agricultural, Business, Residential, and Industrial – some of which are further subdivided.
The table below shows the detailed zoning districts, acreage, and percent of total land. The following
pages present maps and tree diagrams to show the difference in land categorization between the
property classification method and zoning. (Note that this analysis re-classified much of the
“Institutional” property class as “Open Space / Conservation” to reflect a more common-sense
understanding of how the land is actually used).
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Table 1: LaGrange County Zoning

Acres
Agriculture

Residential

Business

Industrial

PUD

233,398

8,581

3,193

2,573

141

Percent
94.16%

3.46%

1.29%

1.04%

0.06%

Code

Zoning District Name

Acres

Percent of
Total Land

A-1

General Agricultural

233,398

94.16%

S-1

Suburban Residential

3,212

1.30%

U-1

Urban Residential

1,533

0.62%

L-1

Lake Residential

3,836

1.55%

B-1

General Business

147

0.06%

B-2

Neighborhood Business

389

0.16%

B-3

Highway Business

2,589

1.04%

B-4

Central Business

68

0.03%

I-1

Light Industrial

327

0.13%

I-2

Heavy Industrial

2,246

0.91%

I-3

Rural Industrial

-

0.00%

141

0.06%

PUD

Planned Unit
Development
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Map 1.2 Existing Land Use
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Map 1.3 Zoning
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Agricultural Land
Agriculture is the predominant land use in LaGrange County, with nearly 207,000 acres (85.6%) of land
involved in agricultural production. The General Agricultural District, as established by the LaGrange
County Zoning Ordinance, comprises 94% of the total land, or 233,398 acres. This zoning district is
intended to protect rural areas from urban and suburban encroachment, to preserve existing
agricultural uses, and to maintain the value of agricultural and non-agricultural land. Residential
development is permitted on a small scale, but agriculturally zoned land does not permit large-lot
residential or dwellings of more than two families. Within LaGrange County, land uses within the
agricultural zone vary greatly and include large-scale rotation crops, specialty crops, livestock, parks,
open space, and many others.
According to these analyses, LaGrange County has approximately 26,000 acres of land that are zoned
Agricultural but are not currently classified in Agricultural use. This district, however, is a substantially
permissive district that allows for many uses that are not strictly agricultural production. In the Amish
communities, for example, substantial portions of the agricultural district are used for retail purposes.
Additionally, the Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area and other parks and open space cover more than
12,000 acres of land within the General Agricultural District, accounting for about 46% of the
discrepancy. Furthermore, thousands of parcels zoned Agricultural are classified as Residential in use,
accounting for another 5,000+ acres. It is also common for land to lie fallow (unplanted) for some time,
only to return to a productive agricultural use in the following year. The 9,000 additional acres zoned for
agriculture but not currently in agricultural use are not concentrated in one location but are dispersed
throughout the county. They may represent any number of other permitted uses within the district, or
they may simply be agricultural land that will soon return to productive use.
More information on agricultural land use, economic factors, and existing conditions is provided in
Section 2. Agriculture.

Institutional Land
Institutional land constitutes 6.3 percent of land in LaGrange County, spanning more than 15,000 acres.
The Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area accounts for two-thirds of institutional land, with schools,
government buildings, religious institutions, non-profit organizations, and any land owned by the towns
or county also included in this designation. The LaGrange County Zoning Ordinance does not have an
Institutional class; rather, it allows for these uses in other districts. For example, schools and churches
are allowed and often found within the residential and business districts.

Residential Land
More than 14,500 acres in LaGrange County are classified as residential by use, comprising six percent of
the county’s total land. The LaGrange County Zoning Ordinance, however, has zoned only 8,581 acres
for residential development. As noted above, thousands of parcels within the General Agricultural
District have been classified as single-family Residential, explaining the large difference between the
zoning and the use classification measurements.
The LaGrange County Zoning Ordinance defines three distinct residential districts to support varying
densities and character types. Suburban Residential Districts are generally located near or adjacent to
11

the villages and towns and are served by infrastructure and sewage disposal. Urban Residential Districts
encourage new and infill development within the county’s villages and towns and support high-density
Map 1.4 Residential Land Use

housing. Lake Residential Districts seek to balance the desire for residential neighborhoods around the
lakes with the need to protect water and other natural resources. Urban Residential is the only
residential district that permits density greater than single-family.
LaGrange County currently experiences a significant vacancy rate of 16.7%, nearly 7% higher than the
State of Indiana overall. Furthermore, almost 25% of homes in the county were built before 1950, and
65% were built before 1990. More information about housing trends will be provided in the Housing
section of the forthcoming Volume 2: Prosperity memo.

Commercial Land
By use classification, Commercial land accounts for just over one percent of the land in LaGrange
County, or 2,600 acres. Business Districts are zoned to accommodate office and commercial uses which
strengthen the county’s economy and provide employment opportunities. The zoning code seeks to
limit the impact of commercial development on adjacent residential areas while ensuring that
businesses have the necessary infrastructure, such as parking and loading facilities, to operate
effectively. The LaGrange County Zoning Ordinance identifies four business districts that allow for
different scales of operation depending upon the features of the surrounding community. The Business
12

District covers nearly 3,200 acres, suggesting that just under 600 acres are zoned for Business but are
used otherwise. The Highway Business District along State Route 9 North of LaGrange is, in many places,
given to Agricultural use. A unique feature of LaGrange County’s commercial footprint is the absence of
any “big box” retail store, such as a Walmart, in the entire county.
Map 1.5 Commercial Land Use

Industrial Land
Approximately 2,100 acres of land in LaGrange County are classified as Industrial, accounting for less
than one percent of total land in the county. Industrial land is essential for economic and employment
opportunities, both for residents and for members of nearby communities. The Zoning Ordinance
provides guidelines that promote industrial productivity while minimizing the adverse impacts of
industry, such as noise, air, or water pollution, on surrounding districts. Although the LaGrange County
Zoning Ordinance defines three Industrial Districts (Light, Heavy, and Rural), no areas of the county have
yet been designated as Rural Industrial districts.
Nearly 2,600 acres are zoned Industrial, almost 500 more acres than are classified as in Industrial Use.
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Map 1.6 Industrial Land Use

1.4 COMMUNITY CHARACTER
Character is a description of the diverse environments - both natural and manmade places - that make
up the communities of LaGrange County. These character types are defined by their shared features such
as building density, street patterns or block size, connectivity, and the mix or non-mix of land uses.
Understanding the existing character of the county will help to identify qualities that the community
supports while also revealing potentially productive or appealing types that may not exist today but
could be developed in the future.
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Character Types in LaGrange County
OPEN SPACE / CONSERVATION
Open Space and Conversation areas are typically undeveloped or minimally developed natural areas,
including parks, open spaces, and nature preserves. They are generally protected from future
development and may serve either recreational or conservation purposes. Open spaces in LaGrange
County vary greatly in size and function, from the Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area which spans more
than 10,000 acres to small community parks.

LARGE SCALE AGRICULTURE
Large scale agricultural land characterizes a significant portion of the North and East parts of the county.
Extensive farming operations cover hundreds of acres each, containing few structures and minimal
improvements. The land is almost exclusively used for crops, such as corn and soybeans, with singlefamily homes located sparingly throughout these areas. Parcel sizes are typically greater than 20 acres
and generally served by well and septic.
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HOMESTEAD AGRICULTURE
Homestead Agriculture is characterized by smaller farms and plats of land that are engaged in multiple
uses. In addition to farming and raising livestock, small scale (cottage) industry and businesses dot the
landscape. These areas are more densely populated than Large Scale Agriculture, and parcels often
contain a single-family home and multiple accessory buildings used for business or industry. Houses,
schools, and businesses are interspersed with grass and pasture lands, alfalfa fields, and a variety of
other agricultural uses. This character type is found predominantly in the Western and Southern
portions of the County, with parcel sizes less than 20 acres on average, and mostly served by well and
septic systems.

This character type is incredibly unique and is part of what makes LaGrange County stand out. The
variety and intensity of uses, ingenuity of the people, and the economic productivity are exceptional
characteristics of this county represented by this character type.

RURAL LIVING
Rural Living describes small residential clusters, communities, or suburbs located between Town Centers
and agricultural areas. With single-family homes on lots ranging from ½ acre to 3+ acres, this character
type often contains larger setbacks and street networks in an irregular grid. These areas are not typically
connected to municipal water and sewer services, with some exceptions for areas in closer proximity to
Town Centers. These areas may also include schools, churches, and other institutions.
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LAKESIDE LIVING
LaGrange County’s lakes are significant features of the community and represent a unique character
type. Many of these lakes are bordered by single-family homes that are typically arranged along either
side of a perimeter road. Lots are generally narrow and have small setbacks, with houses set close
together. Many homes include private docks or lake access. Though most homes around the lakes have
historically been on septic systems, the LaGrange County Regional Utility District has begun to provide
water and sewer services to some of the most populous lakes and unincorporated towns. 4 Most homes
around the lakes continue to use well and septic for water and waste.

NEIGHBORHOOD RESIDENTIAL
Located near or adjacent to the Town Centers, Neighborhood Residential areas are typically
characterized by greater density and smaller lot sizes (less than ¼ acre) and setbacks than Rural Living.
They also tend to follow a gridded street pattern that connects to the Town Centers in walkable blocks.
Neighborhood Residential is likely to share a broader mix of uses, with more adjacent businesses and
industry as the neighborhoods get closer to the Town Centers. Schools, churches, parks, and other
institutions are also found within this character type.

4

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1lDmsZx9p0DpPogdAbgUKbVZ3HSoJat_u/view
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TOWN CENTER
Town Centers support a mix of uses in centralized locations throughout the communities. These areas
are characterized by walkable blocks in a grid pattern, with businesses, government buildings, and
single-family homes all located adjacent to one another. Town Centers often integrate green spaces,
religious institutions, and schools as well. Buildings tend to be set close to the sidewalk and street. The
Town Center designation looks different at different scales across the county, but at its core it is a
cluster of uses at the crossroads of community.

CLUSTER COMMERCIAL
Cluster Commercial describes areas of small-scale commercial and business operations throughout the
county, often near Town Centers or along corridors. Office space, restaurants, retail stores, and hotels
are generally served by major roads and feature large setbacks with parking lots that wrap the buildings.
LaGrange County does not have large format retail or “big box” stores that account for large commercial
areas; instead, clusters of commercial uses tend to be smaller and dispersed throughout the county.

The I-80/90 Toll Road Interchange with State Route 9 is an exception to the dominant commercial
character type in LaGrange. With several national hotel chains and access to a major interstate, this area
displays a different development pattern and character than the rest of the county’s commercial areas.
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INDUSTRIAL / EMPLOYMENT
These areas are characterized by clusters of large footprint industrial buildings involved in
manufacturing, assembly, warehousing, and other similar industries. In LaGrange County, Industrial
Centers are generally located on the periphery of incorporated towns and with access to major
corridors. They are also served by municipal utilities.

SPECIAL AREAS
Several unique areas within LaGrange County stand out among the identified character types but are
not expressed broadly enough to warrant their own character type classification. The following places
are called out here and on the current community character map due to their distinctive features within
the county.
A. The Michiana Event Center (The MEC) is a huge event venue that hosts equine events, rodeos,
concerts, and trade shows. The building footprint of the three structures exceeds 225,000
square feet and the complex is surrounded by extensive surface parking lots.
B. Great Commission University is located in Howe on the former Howe Military Academy
property. It is the only higher-education institution of its kind in the county, with a mix of
academic and residential buildings and a historic chapel on its one hundred acre campus.
C. Parkview LaGrange Hospital is a large medical facility in the town of LaGrange, surrounded
mainly by residential.
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Map 1.7 Community Character (Current)

NOTES
The Current Community Character map reflects the character on the ground at a broad, block-level scale, thus
producing a more generalized map than a parcel-level land use analysis.
For simplicity, major roads or natural features were chosen to delineate between character types. For example,
State Route 9 is the most natural way to define the boundary between Large-Scale Agriculture and Homestead
Agriculture, even though instances of each exist on either side of the road.
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1.5 LAND COVER
Land cover analysis relies on satellite imagery that estimates land use through color and reflectivity. In
contrast to the property classifications that describe land use at a parcel level, the land cover analysis is
based on pixels of land cover at a defined scale and interval. The land cover method accounts for
different land uses on the same parcel, thereby presenting a more accurate reflection of the actual land
use. For example, an entire 100-acre parcel may be classified as agricultural even if half the land is
forest, wetland, or other open space. Since the land cover method captures these different uses, there
will be discrepancies between land cover analyses and land use analyses due to the different
methodologies.
Image 1 – Land Cover, 2020

Current Land Cover
Image 1 shows the land cover of LaGrange
County in 2020. Grey areas – mostly
around the towns of Shipshewana, Topeka,
and LaGrange, represent the developed
portions of the county that contain
impervious surfaces, structures, or other
built elements. Green hues indicate areas
without such improvements, and a variety
of different colors are used to represent
different crops. The dominant agricultural
use in 2020 was corn, followed by
soybeans, grass/pastureland, and alfalfa.
Top non-agricultural uses include woody
wetlands, deciduous forest, and open
water. According to this analysis, 94% of
LaGrange County land is covered by crops, forest, and wetland.

Changes since 2000

Image 2 – Land Cover, 2000

A significant value of land cover analysis is
the ability to compare historical data with
the present to understand changes over
time. The image, right, shows the land
cover in the year 2000. The most notable
visual difference between 2000 and 2020
is the significant increase in developed
land (grey) around the different
communities in the county. Over the span
of two decades, nearly 7,300 acres of crop
and grass/pastureland has been converted
to Developed Land ranging from Low to
High Intensity uses. By these estimates,
2.94% of total land in LaGrange County
shifted from agricultural use to more
intense, developed uses.
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2. AGRICULTURE
This section reviews the trends in agriculture across LaGrange County. Features include the amount of
land in farms, the number and size of farms, and agricultural production. Next, this section examines the
infrastructure in the county that supports agricultural production. The agricultural innovation segment
explores less traditional forms of agriculture that may contribute to increased economic value, such as
Farm-to-Fork initiatives and Agritourism.

KEY FINDINGS
•
•

•

Farmland trends within the county stand out from the State of Indiana. LaGrange has seen an
increase in the number of farms and a decrease in the average farm size, the opposite of the
trends across the state.
LaGrange County is in the top ten in several key agricultural areas, a major feature of its
economy. It is the top agricultural producer in cattle and calves as well as in horses, ponies, and
mules. It also ranks 3rd out of 92 counties for the sale of livestock, poultry, and products and
ranks 6th in the state for Total Market Value of Agricultural Products sold.
The county is well positioned to leverage agritourism opportunities and expand Farm-to-Fork
initiatives. Several farms are already leading the way in direct-to-consumer sales, and with the
significant influx of tourists each year, there are latent opportunities to grow in these initiatives.

2.1 AGRICULTURAL LAND
The Agricultural Land section reviews the amount of land in LaGrange County that is operating for an
agricultural purpose. This section covers the change in land in farms over time, a comparison to the State
of Indiana, and a review of the most relevant zoning concerns related to agriculture in the county.

Land in Farms
The US Department of Agriculture (USDA) 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.” 5 According to the most recent USDA Ag Census from 2017, LaGrange County has 195,370 acres of
farmland. This is a 4% decrease compared to 2012 and a 19% decrease from 1945 when there were over
230,000 acres. Between 2007 and 2012, LaGrange witnessed significant growth in its agricultural sector
and saw a 26% increase in farmland. During this same period, the State of Indiana’s farmland essentially
stayed the same (0.36% decrease).
It should be noted that the Ag Census calculates land in farm acreage totals based on whether the land
is operating for an agricultural purpose. A decrease in farmland does not mean this land is being lost to
development. Likewise, an increase in farmland does not imply the creation of new cropland or
pastures. These numbers simply indicate whether farmland is dormant or being put back into active
use.
About 74% of LaGrange’s farmland is dedicated to crop production and 10% is categorized as pasture
land.

5

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Full_Report/Volume_1,_Chapter_1_US/usintro.pdf

22

Table 2: Land in Farms LaGrange County Comparison

LaGrange
% change

Indiana
% change

19,658,677

-3.69%

-1.84%

222,469

19,232,774

-1.12%

-2.17%

1959

213,985

18,613,046

-3.81%

-3.22%

1964

209,050

17,933,226

-2.31%

-3.65%

1969

204,175

17,572,865

-2.33%

-2.01%

1974

211,724

16,785,208

3.70%

-4.48%

1978

198,615

17,037,075

-6.19%

1.50%

1982

194,035

16,294,268

-2.31%

-4.36%

1987

191,358

16,170,895

-1.38%

-0.76%

1992

187,549

15,618,831

-1.99%

-3.41%

1997

189,932

15,525,154

1.27%

-0.60%

2002

189,125

15,058,670

-0.42%

-3.00%

2007

161,709

14,773,184

-14.50%

-1.90%

2012

204,092

14,720,396

26.21%

-0.36%

2017

195,370

14,969,996

-4.27%

1.70%

Year

LaGrange County

Indiana

1945

233,621

20,027,015

1950

224,999

1954

Land in Farms - LaGrange County (1945-2017)
260,000
240,000

Acres
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Zoning
The LaGrange County Zoning Ordinance establishes use-specific standards for Agricultural Districts. The
Zoning Ordinance also lays out detailed regulations for Animal Feeding Operations (AFOs), Confined
Feeding Operations (CFOs), and Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs).
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) defines AFOs as agricultural enterprises where animals
are kept and raised in confined situations. An AFO is considered a CFO when the confinement of animals
are in buildings or lots with less than 50 percent vegetation or ground cover for 45 days or more over a
12-month period and the operation meets the criteria in Table 4. CAFOs are used to describe large,
concentrated AFOs that meet the animal threshold criteria in Table 5.
Table 3: Confined Feeding Operation (CFO)

Type

Threshold Number of Animals

Cattle

300

Swine

600

Poultry

30,000

Horses

500
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Table 3: Concentrated Animal Feeding Operation (CAFO)

Type

Threshold Number of Animals

Beef

1,000

Mature Dairy Cow

700

Swine > 55 lbs

2,500

Swine < 55 lbs

10,000

Layers / Broilers
Liquid Manure System

30,000

Broilers / Pullets
Dry Manure System

125,000

Layers
Dry Manure System

82,000

Horses

500

New AFOs, CFOs, CAFOs, as well as existing facilities expanding into a CAFO need to meet federal and
state laws and county regulations. The Indiana Department of Environmental Management (IDEM) is
tasked with the enforcement of these laws. LaGrange County had 35 farms regulated by IDEM in
2017. 6CAFOs that are non-discharging do not require a National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System
(NPDES) permit. While some facilities may not directly discharge into a water of the state, it can still
have adverse effects in the form of stormwater runoff.
CFOs and CAFOs are required to submit a site plan to the LaGrange County Plan Commission. AFOs need
to submit a site plan to the LaGrange County Plat Committee. The zoning regulations require that these
site plans include an odor control plan as well as a mortality plan. Applications for zoning compliance
certificates for new buildings or waste-holding structures associated with AFOs, CFOs, or CAFOs require
a written manure management plan that details the storage, handling, and land application of livestock
waste. Additionally, sensitive areas such as residential zones, surface water and waterways, natural
wetlands, ground water recharge areas, and tile drainage inlets need to be mapped.
Proposed CFOs and CAFOs are commonly met with community pushback due to the real and perceived
environmental concerns associated with these types of operations. In May 2020, the Pretty Lake
Conservation Club (PLCC) wrote a letter in response to a proposed zoning change that would allow for a
CFO in Noble County, just south of Big Long Lake and LaGrange County. 7 Members of the PLCC were
concerned about the impact this hog farm would have on recreational areas near Big Long Lake, Pretty
Lake, Big Turkey Lake, McClish Lake and Lake of the Woods. Nearby residents cited the area’s high water
table and tendency to flood as primary factors to their opposition. However, the CFO was ultimately
6
7

https://www.in.gov/idem/cfo/files/about_cfo_presentation.pdf
https://www.kpcnews.com/newssun/article_3cf8b451-4b57-594f-b59a-775853557ca8.html
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rezoned by the Noble County Plan Commission and approved by IDEM. While the rezoning was paused
to conduct soil samples related to the water table, it gained final approval since the proposed facility
met all necessary setback requirements. These types of ruling are especially important to LaGrange,
since the County has an abundance of natural water resources.

2.2 FARM CHARACTERISTICS
The farm characteristics section describes in more detail what occurs on the agricultural land in
LaGrange County. This section tracks the trends in number and size of farms, which stands in stark
contrast to the trends in Indiana and across the US. It also highlights LaGrange County’s prominence in
production in a variety of areas. The findings of this section emphasize the strength and unique character
of agriculture in LaGrange County.

Number and Size of Farms
LaGrange County had 2,144 farms in 2017, an 11% decrease compared to 2012. However, historical
metrics show that LaGrange has been able to grow the number of farms operating in the County. In
1945, the County had 1,910 farms. This is in contrast to statewide trends where Indiana has seen more
than a 67% decrease in its number of farms since 1945. LaGrange saw a 60% increase in the number of
farms between 2007-2012. In comparison, Indiana experienced a 3% decrease in the same time period.
The reason for this anomaly is LaGrange’s significant Amish population. 8 Amish farmers subdivide their
farmland in order to pass property down to their children. Additionally, the 2008 recession forced Amish
workers working in the RV industry back into the agricultural sector. Amish farmers are adept at
maximizing productivity on small parcels of land.
Table 4: Number of Farms LaGrange County Comparison

8

Year

LaGrange County

Indiana

1945
1950
1954
1959
1964
1969
1974
1978
1982
1987
1992
1997
2002

1,910
1,766
1,710
1,550
1,412
1,466
1,443
1,378
1,415
1,437
1,391
1,392
1,551

175,970
166,627
153,593
128,160
108,082
101,479
87,915
88,427
77,180
70,506
62,778
66,707
60,296

LaGrange
% change

Indiana
% change

-7.54%
-3.17%
-9.36%
-8.90%
3.82%
-1.57%
-4.50%
2.69%
1.55%
-3.20%
0.07%
11.42%

-5.31%
-7.82%
-16.56%
-15.67%
-6.11%
-13.37%
0.58%
-12.72%
-8.65%
-10.96%
6.26%
-9.61%

https://www.kpcnews.com/news/latest/eveningstar/article_6f922388-c605-5ccb-9744-4d2fad8b4f35.html
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2007
2012
2017

1,507
2,419
2,144

60,938
58,695
56,649

-2.84%
60.52%
-11.37%

1.06%
-3.68%
-3.49%

Number of Farms - LaGrange County (1945-2017)
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Table 5: Average Size of Farms LaGrange County Comparison

LaGrange
% change

Indiana
% change

118
125

4.10%
2.36%

3.51%
5.93%

138

145

6.15%

16.00%

1964
1969
1974

148
139
147

166
173
191

7.25%
-6.08%
5.76%

14.48%
4.22%
10.40%

1978
1982
1987
1992
1997
2002
2007

144
137
133
135
136
122
107

204
211
229
249
261
250
242

-2.04%
-4.86%
-2.92%
1.50%
0.74%
-10.29%
-12.30%

6.81%
3.43%
8.53%
8.73%
4.82%
-4.21%
-3.20%

2012
2017

84
91

251
264

-21.50%
8.33%

3.72%
5.18%

Year

LaGrange County

Indiana

1945

122

114

1950
1954

127
130

1959
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Average Size of Farms - LaGrange County (1945 - 2017)
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Production
LaGrange County ranks 6th out of 92 counties in Total Market Value of Agricultural Products sold. This
reflects a 5% increase since 2012. While only 10% of LaGrange’s farmland is considered pastureland,
70% of its sales come from livestock, poultry, and products, placing it 3rd in the state. The remaining
30% of sales are from crops. About 70% of LaGrange County total cropland is dedicated to the
production of corn and soybeans.
Other significant sales rankings for LaGrange County include:
• 1st for cattle and calves (out of 92 counties)
• 1st for horses, ponies, mules, and donkeys (out of 91 counties)
• 2nd for sheep and goats (out of 92 counties)
• 2nd for vegetables, melons, and potatoes (out of 90 counties)
• 4th for milk from cows (out of 77 counties)
• 4th for other crops and hay (out of 92 counties)
• 9th for poultry and eggs (out of 92 counties)
Total farm-related income in the County has seen an 89% increase since 2012. Farm-related income is
additional revenue that is not related to animal and crop cash receipts and can include sources like
customwork and other agricultural services and agritourism and recreational services. During the same
time period, the amount of government payments received rose 30%. These government payments
result in an 86% increase based on a per farm average. Farms by Value of Sales are typically on the far
ends of the spectrum. About 28% of LaGrange County farms make less than $2,500 and 25% of farms
make $100,000 or more. Overall, the County contributes to 2% of all agriculture sales in Indiana.
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Farms by Value of Sales Comparison
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2.3 AGRICULTURAL INFRASTRUCTURE
Highly productive agriculture requires significant infrastructure, and large scale production may be
associated with environmental concerns. This section describes the main features of agricultural
infrastructure in the county and highlights an innovative approach to mitigate the potential impacts of
intense production.

Water Management
According to the 2017 Ag Census, 20% of LaGrange’s farmland is irrigated and 27% of farms utilize
intensive till practices. Only 20% of farms have internet access.
Tiling is a water management practice for farmland that involves a system of subsurface drains and
pipes to help collect and carry away excess water from the soil. This drainage helps enhance crop
production and growth. At least 50% of Indiana’s cropland has artificial drainage improvements, with
35% having tile drainage. Both percentages are among the highest in the country and have enhanced
crop yield on more than 8 million acres in the state. 9
While tiling can improve crop production and reduce soil erosion, it also can be associated with
environmental concerns. Drainage has led to the loss of wetlands that provide wildlife habitat and play
an important role in protecting water quality. Nutrients such as nitrates may travel through drainage
systems to adjacent rivers or streams. High concentrations of nitrate in these water bodies can lead to
9

https://engineering.purdue.edu/SafeWater/Drainage/drainintro.htm
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hypoxia, or a lack of oxygen that is disruptive for ecosystems. Phosphorous, used as a plant fertilizer and
in livestock feed, is also a major contributor to algae blooms in the lakes of LaGrange County. These
negative impacts on watersheds can be mitigated through proper tile spacing and the utilization of cover
crops (crops that are planted for the benefit of the soil rather than for the purpose of being harvested).
Positive impacts of these measures include the protection of farmland soil and improved water quality.

LaGrange County Drainage Apportionment
LaGrange County adopted a conservation incentive program in 2018 that sought to incentivize more
sustainable land management practices, while also distributing the costs of public drain infrastructure
maintenance in a more equitable manner. 10 Created in collaboration with the St. Joseph River Basin
Commission and the County Surveyor, this incentive system is modeled off a similar program that was
first piloted in Van Buren County, Michigan in 2014. Both LaGrange and Van Buren County are located
within the St. Joseph River Basin. The programs were created as a way to mitigate flooding events and
protect water quality within the Basin.
While conventional fee systems rely on a weighted structure based on acreage, tax class, or proximity to
a drain, the pilot program determined drainage fees based on dynamic factors such as whether
landowners are utilizing best management practices such as cover cropping and no-till farming. These
practices play a significant role in reducing the amount of sediment entering waterways. This type of
forward thinking program will become increasingly important as flooding events become more frequent
and severe.

2.4 AGRICULTURAL INNOVATION
Beyond more traditional forms of agriculture, LaGrange County is home to several agricultural
innovations that seek to strengthen and diversify the agriculture sector. This section describes several of
these new initiatives and highlights areas of significant opportunity for the county, based on its existing
assets and strengths. The Farm-to-Fork movement and agritourism have already taken root in the
county, and expansion in each of these areas may further strengthen LaGrange County’s excellence in
agriculture. This section also explores the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on local agriculture and the
resulting innovations, opportunities, and challenges.

Farm-to-Fork
Farm-to-Fork (also known as Farm-to-Table) describes a food system where farms sell their product
directly to local restaurants and other food providers such as schools. Proponents of the movement cite
the many environmental, nutritional, and economic benefits associated with knowing exactly where
your meal originates. The Northeast Indiana Regional Partnership has an entire section of its website
highlighting farm-to-fork initiatives and produced a Phase I - Local Food Network Report in 2016. 11
According to the 2017 Ag Census, only 6% of LaGrange farms sell directly to consumers, which matches
the State’s overall trend.

10
11

https://eri.iu.edu/erit/case-studies/lagrange-and-van-buren-counties-drainage-apportionment.html
https://neindiana.com/living-here/videos-of-life-in-the-region/farm-to-fork

31

Spotlight: Gunthorp Farms
Located in LaGrange County, Gunthorp Farms has been a leading force in Indiana’s farm-to-fork
movement. All animals are pasture-raised without antibiotics and are processed in an on-farm USDAinspected processing plant. High quality pork, turkey, and duck are then shipped directly to upscale
restaurants and retailers around the Midwest. Gunthorp also offers delivery to individuals who can
order online from their website.

4-H Dairy Club Program
In 2019, a local farmer, Riley Lewis of Lewis Century Farms, introduced an innovative program to help
reinvigorate a declining dairy industry. 12 Despite the continued loss of dairy farms within Indiana, Lewis
still believes there are a wide range of career opportunities in dairy farming. Operated through the
LaGrange County 4-H program, the Dairy Club is a lease program that allows kids to rent-a-calf and gain
experience in dairy farming and raising cows. For $35 dollars, youth are able to take care of a calf for 8
weeks. Lewis will instruct kids on training the calves and teach them skills such as putting calves on a
halter. The program culminates in showing off the calves at the LaGrange County Fair. Through the 4-H
Dairy Club, Lewis hopes to foster a sense of renewed interest and appreciation in dairy farming within
the next generation.

Modernization and COVID-19
The Indiana State Department of Agriculture awarded $4 million to businesses through the Indiana Meat
Processing Expansion and Development Grant Program. 13 This grant program was created to help
mitigate the impact the COVID-19 pandemic has had on local and small meat-processing agribusinesses
located in the state. In order to qualify for the grant opportunities, businesses must satisfy the 50% cash
match requirement.
Funds can be used in a variety of ways as long as it helps to improve food supply resilience through
promoting worker safety, expanding meat processing capacity and/or increasing slaughter. A number of
businesses have utilized the grant money to purchase equipment or modify their facilities for increased
efficiency.
During the application process, 60 businesses submitted requests totaling $6.8 million in funding. The 41
meat processors that had their grant requests accepted all had less than 500 employees.
Businesses located within LaGrange County that received funding include:
• Brushy Prairie Packing, Inc. ($118,300)
• Butcher Bob’s ($20,000)
• Yoder’s Meats and Cheese Co., Inc. ($150,000)

12
13

https://www.abc57.com/news/lagrange-farmer-starts-unique-rent-a-calf-program-to-save-dairy-farms
https://www.nationalhogfarmer.com/business/indiana-grants-4-million-41-meat-processors

32

Local Food Movement & COVID-19
The supply chain disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic have highlighted the importance of local
food systems. For example, LaGrange’s Gunthorp Farms quickly had to pivot to retail distribution as
their business from restaurants came to a halt. 14 However, this abrupt transition from wholesale to
smaller portions paid off. During the early stages of Indiana’s stay-at-home-order, Gunthorp Farms saw
customer demand that was five times their normal business.
Farmers that mainly focus on selling to retail operations have seen steady business. Smaller farms have
been able to step in when larger food operations were slowed by a sick workforce.
Farmers markets have also been a popular alternative in the wake of grocery store supply disruptions.
Deemed essential during the state’s stay-at-home mandate, farmers markets helped fill an important
need when store shelves were missing key items.
While the dairy industry has seen a decline in recent years, many Northeast Indiana dairy farmers saw
improvement during the pandemic. 15 Government food programs stepped in to ensure that school-aged
children were still having their nutritional needs met over the summer. Another reason behind the
growth in demand for milk and cheese was the fact that people were now staying in and preparing their
own meals. This helped offset some of the lost business from the restaurant industry.

Spotlight: Amish Country Dairy
Located in Shipshewana, Amish Country Dairy seeks to create a more sustainable future for local
farmers in Northeast Indiana. 16 This on-farm venture is comprised of 4 main partners and a group of
about 30 investors. After learning about types of on-farm processing opportunities from LaGrange
County Extension the group decided to pursue milk processing. Amish Country Dairy utilizes a unique
pasteurization process that is atypical to most milk products found at the store. The end result is
whole milk with a cream-top since it is not homogenized. The product comes in range of flavors that
use quality ingredients such as real fruit and is bottled on site at the dairy. Amish Country Dairy
distributes their line of milk through local retailers in Northern Indiana such as E&S in Shipshewana
and Miller’s in LaGrange. The company will also have its own booth at the Shipshewana Flea Market
for the upcoming season.

Agritourism
Agricultural Tourism or agritourism describes any activities related to the operation of a farm that
attract visitors for educational, recreational, or retail purposes. Common examples of agritourism
include farmer’s markets, outdoor recreation, farm demonstrations, educational field trips, wagon
tours, harvest festivals, and U-Pick operations. Agritourism is viewed as a potential way to increase the
profit margins for local farmers.
https://www.indystar.com/story/news/environment/2020/07/05/coronavirus-indiana-farmers-businessthrough-roof/3198714001/
15
https://www.kpcnews.com/covid-19/article_18f5eff6-e2a4-565b-9092-145886c80eb7.html
16
http://www.farmers-exchange.net/detailPage.aspx?articleID=20457
14
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Purdue Extension has published the Indiana Resource Guide for Agritourism for farmers interested in
expanding their products and supplementing their income. The guide features a directory of technical
and financial assistance resources that could be helpful to someone interested in launching their own
agritourism business.
The Indiana State Department of Agriculture describes agritourism as “agriculturally-based enterprises
conducted for the enjoyment, education and/or active involvement of visitors.” 17 Through activities such
as farm tours, animal interactions, pick-your-own produce, corn mazes, and overnight stays, agritourism
destinations promote awareness about where and how food is produced. Culinary tourism, a related
approach, appeals to visitors’ interest in experiencing authentic, unique, and local food and drink.
The Economic Research
Service (ERS) of the US
Department of Agriculture
(USDA) notes that farm
revenue from agritourism
was nearly $950 million in
2017, more than triple that
of 2002. 18 As a percentage
of total farm revenue,
however, agritourism only
accounts for about 5.6
percent. As a growing
industry, agritourism may
present economic
opportunities for some
LaGrange County farmers.

Approximately 79% of land in LaGrange County in 2017 was farmland, 74% of which was dedicated to
cropland and 10% to pastureland. 19 In 2017, LaGrange County ranked first in the state for sales value of
cattle and calves; horses, ponies, mules, burros, and donkeys; and other animals and animal products.
The county ranked second in sales value for vegetables, melons, potatoes, and sweet potatoes as well as
for sheep, goats, wool, mohair, and milk. 20 With a competitive advantage in these particular products,
the county may wish to explore agritourism strategies in connection with their most valuable
agricultural assets.

https://www.in.gov/isda/files/agritourism-strategy.pdf
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2019/november/agritourism-allows-farms-to-diversify-and-haspotential-benefits-for-rural-communities/
17
18
19

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Indiana/cp18087.pdf
20

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2017/Online_Resources/County_Profiles/Indiana/cp18087.pdf
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The ERS study notes several characteristics of farms that were significantly associated with higher
agritourism revenues:
•
•
•

Being located near natural amenities or other outdoor activities;
Being located in more populated counties; and
Supporting certain types of crops and livestock – particularly grapes, fruit, tree nuts, and
specialty livestock.

Furthermore, “horses in particular are associated with higher value agritourism enterprises,” and
counties with widespread agritourism may benefit from industry concentration. 21
The ERS study notes, however, that although farms in rural areas are more likely to adopt agritourism,
smaller rural farms “seldom report significant agritourism revenue,” especially compared to farms closer
to urban areas. 22 Additionally, the study notes that “cold spots” for agritourism (counties with low
shares of agritourism) are predominantly located in the Midwest. Those investigating agritourism
opportunities would do well to consider this variety of factors.

Ibid.
https://www.ers.usda.gov/amber-waves/2019/november/agritourism-allows-farms-to-diversify-and-haspotential-benefits-for-rural-communities/
21
22
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3. NATURAL RESOURCES, PARKS &
RECREATION, AND TRAILS
This section reviews the natural resources, parks, trails, and other unique natural features that define the
character of LaGrange County and its communities. Through this analysis, a baseline of the existing
conditions is established to understand how these assets function within the communities. This section
details the natural resources available, examines existing programming, reviews the need for
preservation and protection, and identifies areas of opportunity.

KEY FINDINGS
•

•
•

LaGrange County has significantly above average parkland per capita, but it may not be
accessible to all residents. The county has over 320 acres of nature preserves, wildlife areas,
and county parks per 1,000 residents. These assets, however, are concentrated in the eastern
half of the county and may not adequately serve residents in the western half.
Trail miles are lacking. With only 5 miles of existing multi-use trails, LaGrange County has a
significant opportunity to serve its residents and capture visitors’ spending by expanding its trail
network.
Several features of the county make it prone to groundwater contamination and flooding. The
high water table, along with the prevalence of wells and septic systems, make the county
susceptible to groundwater contamination. Several initiatives are already underway to mitigate
these hazards; continued vigilance and creativity will be necessary to preserve high quality of life
and resources.

3.1 ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES
Environmental Resources examines the variety of natural features within LaGrange County that define its
character and set it apart from other counties in the region. This section includes an overview of the
resources and a brief analysis of their adequacy to support the community. It also identifies the entities
responsible for maintaining and protecting these resources.

Natural Features
LaGrange County is home to 64 lakes, two rivers, and more than 12,600 acres of parks and nature
preserves. These abundant natural resources are both an asset and a stewardship for the county; they
present a wide range of opportunities for residents and visitors to enjoy the outdoors, and they also
must be responsibly managed to remain central features in the community.

PARKS AND NATURE PRESERVES
More than 12,000 acres of parks and nature preserves cover LaGrange County, comprising just over five
percent of its total land area. The LaGrange County Parks Department oversees more than 700 of these
acres across 10 different parks; the towns of LaGrange, Shipshewana, and Topeka each manage parks of
their own; the Acres Land Trust is responsible for several nature preserves; and the State of Indiana
manages the largest natural asset in the county – the Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area. Residents and
visitors have ample opportunities to fish, boat, hike, and enjoy the outdoors in a variety of settings
across the county.
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The map below highlights the parks, nature preserves, swamp / marsh land, and existing and proposed
trails.
Map 1.8 Natural Features

The table below lists each of the parks and nature preserves in the county and their corresponding
amenities.
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Table 6: Parks and Amenities
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PIGEON RIVER FISH AND WILDLIFE AREA (FWA)
The Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area (FWA) is one of the largest areas in the state dedicated to
wildlife protection. It includes 11,794 acres of land, 529 acres of lakes and reservoirs, 17 miles of river, 23
and 365 acres of restored open-water wetlands. The Tamarack Bog Nature Preserve, which covers 170
acres of the FWA, is a Registered National Natural Landmark and the largest swamp of its kind in
Indiana.
The Pigeon River FWA is managed by the Indiana Department of Natural Resources’ Division of Fish and
Wildlife. The state also operates the Curtis Creek Trout Rearing Station, a fish hatchery that raises trout
that are then released throughout the state. Thanks to this effort, Indiana is one of the best places for
trout fishing in the US. Additional fish species include bluegill, catfish, crappie, largemouth bass,
Northern pike, rough fish, and yellow perch. In addition to fishing and wildlife watching, the FWA offers
visitors the opportunity to boat, hunt, trap, shoot, and gather berries, mushrooms, and nuts.

TRAILS
Trails for walking, jogging, and biking are key features of a parks system and provide opportunities for
recreation and active transportation. Trails may also support the economy if they connect residents and
visitors to places of interest and local businesses.
Several walking trails are available throughout parks and nature preserves in LaGrange County, and Delt
Church Park contains a multi-use trail within the park that allows for both walking and biking. The
Pumpkinvine Nature Trail is a multi-use trail that connects outside of Shipshewana with a wider
network of trails starting in Elkhart County. Together, these make up only about 5 miles of multi-use
trails within the county borders, an almost negligible amount given the size of the county.
The Pumpkinvine Nature Trail begins just west of Shipshewana and continues 17 miles to Goshen. It
also connects to the MapleHeart Trail and Wilden Avenue Trail for a total of 25 miles. Most of the trail is
a dedicated multi-use trail, with two sections on county roads (2.25 miles combined). Four public parks
located along the trail provide parking and restrooms. 24 The trail is managed collaboratively by four local
park departments, including the Town of Shipshewana.

PARK ACREAGE AND SERVICE AREAS
The National Recreation and Parks Association (NRPA) found that the average municipal parks system
provides 9.9 acres of parkland for every 1,000 residents. 25 The LaGrange County Parks system has more
than 14 acres of parkland for every 1,000 residents, or 40% more than the national average. With the
Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area and nature preserves included, there are over 320 acres of parkland
for every 1,000 residents. LaGrange County is significantly above average in its park acreage per capita,
representing one of the county’s major natural assets.
The size of a park generally corresponds to its geographical reach, or service area. Neighborhood parks
less than 10 acres in size tend to draw residents who live within a half mile radius of the park.
Community parks between 10 and 50 acres in size can draw visitors from a greater radius, often ranging
https://www.in.gov/dnr/fish-and-wildlife/files/fw-PigeonRiverMap.pdf
https://pumpkinvine.org/pumpkinvine-connected-trails/
25
https://www.nrpa.org/siteassets/2021-agency-performance-review_final.pdf
23
24
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from one to three miles. County Parks greater than 50 acres can serve the entire county, and Regional
Parks, such as the Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area, may draw visitors from outside the county.
LaGrange County is home to a number of parks that exceed 50 acres and several more that range from
100 to 250 acres. These parks are large enough in size to serve the entire county, but they are not
evenly distributed geographically; most of the parks are located in the eastern part of the county. The
map below shows the ½ mile radius of smaller neighborhood parks and a one- and three-mile radius of
the larger parks. Although these county parks have a service radius greater than three miles, the map
demonstrates that most residents of western LaGrange County do not live within three miles of a park.
Map 1.9 Parks Service Area

LAKES AND RIVERS
The 64 lakes and two major rivers within LaGrange County are defining features of the communities.
Widespread access to water bodies and the recreation opportunities they afford make LaGrange County
a unique destination within the State.
Several lakes around the county feature public beaches, including Cedar Lake, Wall Lake, and Dallas
Lake. Permitted recreation activities are mostly constrained by the size; larger lakes may allow
motorized activity and wake zones, whereas smaller lakes allow only non-motorized activities. Beyond
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the recreation, many of the lakes in LaGrange County are also popular residential areas and are home to
single-family residences with private lake access.
Preserving and protecting these resources is a priority for the community. Many of the lake
communities have homeowner associations, some of which address watershed and quality issues. The
LaGrange County Lakes Council is a network of member lake associations and residents committed to
maintaining quality and beautiful lakes. Although the Lakes Council is minimally active at present, its
mission expresses the aspiration of its supporters: “to work together with our partners and neighbors to
preserve and protect our precious waterways.” 26 The Indiana Lakes Management Society, Inc. (ILMS) is
a non-profit organization dedicated to “protecting and saving Indiana lakes for future generations.” 27
They promote comprehensive management of lakes, reservoirs, and watershed ecosystems.

Maintenance Responsibility
Six different entities oversee and manage the various parks and natural amenities in the County. The
State of Indiana’s Department of Natural Resources is responsible for the largest of these locations – the
Pigeon River Fish and Wildlife Area. Next, the LaGrange County Parks Department is responsible for
more than 700 acres of parkland. The towns of LaGrange, Shipshewana, and Topeka each oversee parks
within their jurisdictions, and the Acres Land Trust stewards several hundred acres of nature preserves.

3.2 PROTECTION AND PRESERVATION
Protecting and preserving natural resources requires planning, collaboration, and community-wide
effort. The natural resources in LaGrange County are a stewardship, and this section examines both the
threats to these resources as well as potential ways to mitigate hazards. After an overview of key terms,
this section describes the high water table in LaGrange County and the associated risks of groundwater
contamination and flooding. It also explores mitigation techniques.

Key Terms
At a certain depth, ground that is
sufficiently permeable will be
saturated with water. These
saturated zones are called
aquifers, huge storehouses of
ground water. The upper surface
of an aquifer is called the water
table and reflects how far below
ground the aquifer begins. 28 Wells
are dug through the surface of the

http://www.lagrangelakes.org/
https://www.indianalakes.org/?page_id=68
28
https://www.usgs.gov/special-topic/water-science-school/science/aquifers-and-groundwater?qtscience_center_objects=0#qt-science_center_objects
26
27
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land into an aquifer to provide
ground level access to water.
The water closer to the land
surface is typically contained in an
unconfined (or unconsolidated)
aquifer, an aquifer that it is not
bound by impermeable layers
above and below. Unconsolidated
aquifers typically consist of loose
material, such as sand and gravel,
and are more susceptible to
contamination. Wells the draw from unconfined aquifers are called water table wells and are often
quite productive. When an aquifer is “bounded by impermeable layers above and below the water
bearing formation,” 29 it is called a confined aquifer. Wells that access water from confined aquifers are
called artesian wells.
A watershed is an area of land in which all the water eventually drains into the same place, such as a
stream, lake, or wetland. 30 They vary in size and can also be organized by subwatersheds, smaller
drainage areas that comprise a larger watershed. Watershed management is a key to protecting local
groundwater because what happens in one area of a watershed ecosystem affects everything
downstream. For example, manure or pesticide runoff in one area of the county could cause surface
groundwater pollution in another area.

Water Table
LaGrange County has such prominent surface water features, including its lakes, rivers, marshes, and
swamp land, due in part to its high water table. Over the last 35 years, the monthly average depth to the
water table was 14.5 feet below the surface of the ground, with an average minimum depth of 11.7 feet
and an average maximum of 16.83 feet. By comparison, in Marion County, the highest level the water
table has reached in the same time frame is 30.44 feet below land surface. 31
With the high water table, however, comes the increased risk of flooding and greater potential for
contamination of groundwater.

https://secure.in.gov/dnr/water/files/04_LaGrange_County_UNC_PSM_map.pdf
http://www.sjrbc.com/resources/watersheds/101.html
31
https://groundwaterwatch.usgs.gov/AWLSites.asp?mt=g&S=394632086092701&ncd=awl
29
30
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Groundwater
Six unconfined (or unconsolidated) aquifer systems serve LaGrange County:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Howe Outwash Aquifer System
Kendallville Aquifer System
Nappanee Aquifer System
Natural Lakes and Moraines
St. Joseph Aquifer System and Tributary Valleys
Topeka Aquifer System

Thousands of wells across the county “are completed in aquifers at various depths, and typically, under
confined conditions (bounded by impermeable layers above and below the water bearing formation).
However, some wells were completed under unconfined (not bound by impermeable layers) settings.” 32
The entirety of LaGrange County is included in the St. Joseph River Basin Watershed, a 4,682 square mile
area that drains to Lake Michigan. 33 Six subwatersheds cover the county, with the Pigeon River
Watershed comprising the largest land area within county borders and encompassing the towns of
Shipshewana and LaGrange.

CONTAMINATION
Groundwater may become contaminated through a variety of sources and contaminants. Common
contaminants include:
32
33

https://secure.in.gov/dnr/water/files/04_LaGrange_County_UNC_PSM_map.pdf
http://www.sjrbc.com/about/index.html
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•
•
•
•
•

Farm waste
Floodwater
Human and animal wastes
Ponded surface water
Chemical spills

The Indiana Department of Environmental Management (IDEM) explains that “Pollution sources in the
watershed include non-point sources e.g. row crop agriculture and pastures, urban and rural runoff,
land application of manure, and point sources e.g. straight pipe dischargers, home sewage treatment
system disposal, and combined sewer overflow outlets.” 34 LaGrange County is susceptible to non-point
source pollution, largely from the agricultural practices, and point sources such as septic systems.
In LaGrange, abandoned wells are a significant potential source of contamination because they are
conduits between the ground surface and aquifers. “To limit ground water contamination, the 1988
Indiana water well drilling and pump installation
statute, Indiana Code 25-39, requires abandoned Image 3 – Ground Water Contamination Risk Levels
wells to be sealed at the surface or plugged
with impervious materials. Plugging prevents
the migration of gases, liquids, and solids up or
down the well. Detailed requirements for
plugging are in Rule 10 of the well drilling
regulations in the Indiana Administrative Code,
312 IAC 13.”
Due to the combination of natural features
(including a high water table), the proportion
of households that use septic systems, the
widespread use of wells, and the intensity of
agricultural uses within the county, much of
LaGrange is considered at “very high risk” for
drinking water contamination. The map on the
right (Image 3) shows that most of the county
requires “very high protection” measures to
ensure safe drinking water for residents.

MITIGATION
In an effort to mitigate the negative effects of
septic systems on groundwater, LaGrange
County implemented the first countywide
sewer district in the State. This move replaced
more than 4,000 septic systems with
connections to sewer service, particularly
around the lakes. 35 This endeavor
34
35

Low risk areas

High risk areas

Medium risk areas

Very high risk areas

Source: https://engineering.purdue.edu/SafeWater/drinkinfo/waternew.gif

https://www.in.gov/idem/nps/resources/total-maximum-daily-load-reports/pigeon-river/
https://www.kpcnews.com/article_743f8615-26db-57d9-b3e7-b1d02ac90269.html
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significantly reduces the potential for point-source pollution of ground water connected to septic
systems.
The county has also pursued an innovative drainage fee system to reduce runoff and minimize sediment
entering local waterways. See the LaGrange County Drainage Apportionment portion of the Agriculture
Section for more details.
Various agencies and watershed groups are also working with local governments to educate community
members on protecting drinking water. 36 Municipalities are required to complete source water
assessments and well head protection plans to monitor water quality and ensure effective quality
maintenance. 37 Continuation of these efforts and additional innovative measures will be essential to
protecting and preserving quality drinking water throughout the county.

Flood Hazards
The abundance of water resources in LaGrange County also means that portions of the county are prone
to flooding. The Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) identifies flood plains as areas with a
one percent chance of flooding in a given year – or that will flood once every 100 years. Based on this
risk, the State of Indiana has outlined various standards for development within flood prone areas.
Generally, no new residences may be built in a floodway, and the Indiana Department of Natural
Resources Division of Water must approve any new development in a floodway before construction may
begin 38. Any structure located in a floodplain must be elevated at least two feet above the Base Flood
Elevation (BFE), the level to which the water is expected to rise in a flood event.
Flooding is most likely to occur along the Pigeon and Fawn Rivers in the northern part of the county,
along the Rowe-Eden Ditch and the Little Elkhart River in the southwest, and around the lakes in the
south central part of the county. While the incorporated towns in the county are mostly located outside
of the floodplain, Fly Creek in LaGrange poses a slight risk of flooding in a mostly residential area. The
Lakes Communities also lie predominantly in floodplains, and permitting for development in these
districts requires additional information to ensure that construction meets necessary safety standards.
Continued vigilance with respect to permitting and development in floodplains will be essential as the
county continues to grow.

https://topeka-in.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/2020-CCR-report.pdf
Ibid.
38
https://fema.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=0c92f0bb7b424f1a899417fdcda3f4e4
36
37
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Map 1.10 Flood Hazard

3.3 OPPORTUNITIES
The Opportunities section describes several growth areas connected to natural resources. First, this
section advocates for an expanded trail network to serve both the residents and visitors to the County.
Next, this section provides a brief overview of accessible features within the parks system and a case
study that examines how to improve ADA accessibility.

Expanding the Trail Network
LaGrange County currently has a very limited trail network, and its expansion is one of the most
significant opportunities related to the county’s natural resources. The Outdoor Industry Association’s
2017 study on the economic impacts of outdoor recreation found that “bicycling participants spend $83
billion on 'trip-related' sales” each year. 39 With Shipshewana as a destination for about 2 million annual

39

https://www.adventurecycling.org/advocacy/building-bike-tourism/economic-impact/
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visitors, there is great potential to capture some of this revenue with a broader bicycling and trail
infrastructure.
Currently, the most significant biking trail in the county – the Pumpkinvine – takes visitors away from
Shipshewana and into Elkhart County, where there are dozens of miles of dedicated multi-use trails and
more than 150 miles total of bike lanes and trails. Riders have many options for routes and destinations
within the neighboring county, and many businesses benefit from the connections that the extensive
trail network provides. If the Pumkinvine trail could be expanded to the east or connect to other towns
within LaGrange County, more of the economic activity associated with biking this network could benefit
the county and its communities.
Trails also provide recreation opportunities for residents that facilitate healthy lifestyles and enable
active transportation. The Hawpatch Trail (proposed) is intended to be an ADA compliant trail to
connect the towns of Millersburg, Topeka, and Wolcottville. It is spearheaded by LaGrange County
Trails, a 501c3 nonprofit dedicated to creating hiking and biking trails in the county that will connect to
trails in other counties. 40 The trail would stretch for 17 miles and follow the old Wabash Railroad
route. 41 The proposal is in recognition that there are limited trail options in the county, and residents
have expressed interest in biking to work. Currently, about 1,000 residents regularly bike along CR 700S
to work at factories in Topeka.
In 2019, LaGrange County Trails was awarded a $25,000 grant from the LaGrange County Community
Foundation (LCCF) Impact Grant program to help pay for some initial expenses. The State of Indiana has
also created The Next Level Trails grant program to help with funding, up to $5 million, for proposed
trails such as the Hawpatch. 42 LaGrange County’s Board of Commissioners and LaGrange County Council
promised $1.5 million in Major Moves funds that would help purchase land for the trail. This enables the
group to apply for the Next Level Trails grant, since applicants are required to have at least 20% of the
$5 million before applying. 43

Increasing ADA Compliance in Parks
Federal regulations state that updates and additions to parks and recreation infrastructure must comply
with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) design standards. Design features include accessible
parking spaces, routes, restroom facilities, and seating areas. If a facility is updated to include more than
one of a particular type of facility, only some of them are required to be accessible. 44

CURRENT ADA ACCESSIBILITY
Across the parks and natural amenities in the county, ADA accessibility is somewhat limited. Current
accessible trails at the County parks include:
• 2 miles (Delt Church Park),
• 2 miles (Pink Knob Park),
https://www.lagrangecountytrails.org/hawpatch-trail-project/
https://www.goshennews.com/across_indiana/wabash-railroad-line-now-a-proposed-local-biketrail/article_c5442ac4-c457-11e9-96a3-dbbb3507f4ce.html
42
https://www.kpcnews.com/newssun/article_b446c618-2ac8-5128-b0fe-8d0d1999e740.html
43
https://www.kpcnews.com/newssun/article_70dc6ecc-53e4-57e3-8b63-33fab17bf935.html
44
https://www.ada.gov/5yearadarpt/ii_enforcing_pt2.htm#footnote37
40
41
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• 2 miles (Dallas Lake Park), and
• 1 mile (LaGrange County Nature Preserve).
The County is also home to ADA compliant playgrounds at Delt Church Park and LaGrange Town Park, an
accessible beach and pier at Dallas Lake Park, and accessible pavilions at Delt Church Park and Dallas
Lake Park. All restrooms and indoor facilities within the County Parks department are also accessible.
On INDNR’s Where to Fish in Indiana website, individuals can browse information on dozens of fishing
sites in the county, including whether the site is ADA Accessible. 45 A quick scan reveals that the following
sites are ADA Accessible for fishing:
• Adams Lake
• Fish Lake
• Olin Lake
• Appleman Lake
• Hackenburg Lake
• Oliver Lake
• Big Long Lake
• Little Turkey Lake
• Shipshewana Lake
• Big Turkey Lake
• Martin Lake
• Stone Lake
• Cedar Lake
• Messick Lake
• Wall Lake
• Emma Lake
• Meteer Lake
• Westler Lake

CASE STUDY
The National Recreation and Parks Association (NRPA) details a case study of the Chicago Park District’s
ADA Transition Plan, which was initiated in 1992 and continued for nearly 15 years. Although the scale
of the project was significantly larger than LaGrange County, several principles may be relevant.
•

•
•

•

•
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Complete an inventory of park elements. The Chicago Parks District (CPD) began by creating an
inventory of all the element types throughout the parks (playgrounds, athletic fields, etc.). Then
they set a target number for each element that would need to be ADA accessible for all
residents to have access relatively close to home.
Conduct an ADA accessibility audit. The ADA audit was a site level survey at each park to
determine current ADA compliance.
Share improvements between neighborhood and regional parks. On one hand, there may be
an impulse to prioritize ADA compliance at regional parks that attract the most visitors; this
strategy would allow for the greatest number of people to benefit from the improvements. On
the other hand, increasing ADA accessibility at smaller scale or neighborhood parks ensures
equitable distribution and access to the changes. A plan for ADA compliance will need to seek a
balance between these two related priorities.
Ensure that planned improvements comply with other state regulations. The CPD learned
many years after purchasing portable pool stairs that they did not meet state safety standards,
and they were forced to replace them for nearly four times the original cost. It will be most
efficient to ensure that ADA design purchases and improvements also comply with state safety
guidelines before implementing any changes.
Evaluate maintenance costs. The CPD significantly improved access to the water via solidsurface beach walks, but they faced significant challenges due to weather damage and keeping
the walks free of sand. The physical and labor cost of upkeep should be considered ahead of
implementation.

https://indnr.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=79b2d75076774c248adcd918f699753e
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•

Consider ADA compliance with respect to information technology. ADA accessibility is not only
relevant at the physical park sites but also on their websites. Ensuring that individuals with
visual impairments can also access information about the parks, such as program registration
deadlines and special events, is an important component of ADA accessibility. The ADA National
Network offers helpful resources in this area. 46

https://www.nrpa.org/parks-recreation-magazine/2016/august/recreation-and-the-americans-with-disabilitiesact/
46
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