
Filling in Wetlands and “Job Creation” 

So this is “Job Creation”. Well, I beg to differ. 

Among the ten or so bills that have already gotten Scott Walker’s signature was one 
exempting a 3 acre wetland in Brown County from DNR water quality review. Now I 
don’t know whether this wetland is important to our ecosystem or not, or whether 
filling it in will be a tragedy or no big deal. What I do know, as an Economist, is that 
this will not “create” any jobs whatsoever. 

We hear a lot of political blather about government “job creation”. The reality is that, 
with a few exceptions, governments have little to no impact on whether jobs will be 
created or not. And most of the exceptions, like maintaining a fair, noncorrupt judicial 
system to enforces legal contract, and keeping accurate property records, are things 
we already take for granted in this country. 

What governments can do is relocate jobs. The State’s assistance to Mercury Marine 
last year helped move manufacturing jobs from Oklahoma to Fond du Lac. The city of 
Oshkosh’s $5 million gift to Oshkosh Corp. to help build a painting facility at best 
made sure that painting took place in Oshkosh rather in, say, Ripon. Scott Walker’s 
“Open for Business” boast is mostly an attempt to get Illinois manufacturers to 
relocate to Wisconsin. 

These though are all manufacturing jobs, which, within limits, are relatively mobile. 
But the Brown County wetland is being filled in for a retail outlet, Bass Pro Shop, 
although the Bass Pro Shop company has recently announced that they won’t build on 
a filled in wetland. 

Now, unlike manufacturers, retailers sell almost exclusively to people who live in or 
are visiting the area where they’re located. And the spending power of the local public 
can only support so many retailers. If you open up a new clothing store, people aren’t 
suddenly going to start buying and wearing a lot more clothing. They may buy more 
clothing at your store, but offset that by buying less clothing elsewhere. The new shop 
may thrive, but some other clothing store goes out of business. Which leaves the total 
number of clothing store jobs pretty much the same. 

Walker’s wetland bill won’t lead to any net job increase. What it might lead to is one 
big box sporting goods retailer replacing a number of smaller sporting goods stores, 
fewer small businesses in the Green Bay area, not more. Of course, that could well 
happen even without this bill. I’d imagine there are lots of prospective development 
sites in Brown County where a Bass Pro Shop could locate, where a big box store 
could be built. So the bill really has nothing to do with jobs, or even with Bass Pro 
Shop. 

Rather, this bill has to do with whoever owns that 3 acre wetland. The land would 
have been rather inexpensive to buy, because duh – it’s a wetland! You suddenly 
make it legal to fill it in, and put a big box development on it, you suddenly have a 
much more valuable 3 acre plot of land. Especially because no one else in Brown 
County can fill in the wetland to compete with yours, because this bill was written 
specifically so it would apply to one and only one wetland. This one. 

So what we have is the new Republican legislature, at the behest of the new 
Republican Governor, quickly pushing through a bill to enrich one and only one 
person. Now, you can call that “job creation” if you want to. But I have a different 
name for it. 

I call it corruption. 

 

 


