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Shaping places, shaping change 

To: City of Wausau 

From: Mike Slavney, FAICP; Dan Johns, AICP; and Ben Rohr 

Date: July 16, 2019 

Re: Full Draft Zoning Ordinance and Zoning Map 

Introduction 
Over the past 15 months, Vandewalle & Associates has been working with City Staff, elected 
officials, the Plan Commission, and the public on developing the new City Zoning Ordinance and 
Zoning Map. This document summarizes the key attributes and changes within the new Zoning 
Ordinance and Map.  

To note, both the ordinance and map have had significant changes take place. These changes will 
alter many of the established processes, land uses, zoning districts, and overall use of these 
documents. In fact, because the new Zoning Ordinance has an entirely new set of zoning districts, 
every property within the City will be rezoned through the adoption of the new Zoning Map.  

Key Attributes of the New Zoning Ordinance 
The new ordinance is organized into a total of 10 Articles (Chapters) based on clearly-identified 
topics, as outlined below in a process-based order: 

• Article I: Introductory Provisions and Definitions that establish the ordinance. 
 

• Article II: Each Zoning District has a separate set of subsections that outlines the permitted, 
conditional, and temporary land uses and density, intensity, and bulk regulations for both 
principal and accessory structures regulations within the district.  

 

o 28 total new Zoning Districts that fall into five overarching category types: 
Residential, Mixed-Use, Industrial, Agriculture, and Other. 

 

• Article III: Each Land Use is defined and assigned use-specific, individualized regulations.  
 

• Article IV: Establishes Bulk Regulations for varying circumstances related to building setback 
and height requirements. 
 

• Article V: Details the options for all types of Non-Conforming Situations, including uses, lots, 
structures, and sites. 
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• Article VI: Outlines the Performance Standards related to access, visibility, off-street parking 
and loading, exterior lighting and storage, fencing, swimming pools, and vacant buildings. 
 

• Article VII: Specifies Exterior Building Design standards for single/two-family, multi-family, 
mixed-use, commercial, and industrial uses in relation to exterior alterations, additions, and new 
construction. 
 

• Article VIII: Details Landscaping Requirements for different areas of the property, with specific 
plant types defined, and establishes unique requirements for each Zoning District. 
 

• Article IX: Summarizes each Sign type, its specific requirements, and the Zoning Districts it is 
allowed. 

 

• Article X: Contains all Administrative Procedures for each unique zoning process, including 
Public Hearings, Zoning Ordinance Amendments, Zoning Map Amendments, Conditional 
Use Permits, Temporary Use Permits, Lane Use Review, Site Plan Review, Special Area Design 
Review, Planned Unit Development Review, Interpretations, Variances, and Administration of 
Performance Standards.  

 
Key Changes from the Previous Zoning Ordinance 

• Implement the recommendations of the City’s Comprehensive Plan (and other policy 
initiatives). 

o Incorporated specific Plan recommendations by matching the Future Land Use Map 
wherever possible and allowing a mix of uses and densities by-right in many different 
areas of the City. 

• Increase user-friendliness of the document.  
o Placed tables, charts, diagrams, examples, and significantly greater detail within the text 

to help usability. For example, rather than having business owners read the entire 
section on signage regulations, most of the rules for business signs have been 
incorporated into a single table. 

• Incorporate flexible requirements. 
o Allows property owners to choose from an array of options that meet code 

requirements through pre-identified requirements for individual land uses, point-based 
landscaping requirements, formula-based sign regulations, and reasonable building 
design standards.  

o Made all nonconforming lots, structures, and sites fully legal (versus legal non-
conforming) to promote redevelopment and reinvestment, but also allow property 
owners more flexibility. 

• Improve review process predictability. 
o Standardized bulk regulations within each zoning district, reorganized the code in a 

process-based order, outlined and documented all zoning processes, removed the rigid 
land use descriptions and generalized them into categories, and increased visualizations 
and graphic examples. 
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• Brought the ordinance into compliance with all state statutes and federal requirements. 
o Changed the definition of family to reflect federal law, but also to better fit modern 

preferences.  

o Adapted the Zoning Districts and Land Uses to reflect Wisconsin Act 67. Created 
several new Zoning Districts for uses that are better controlled through Zoning Map 
Amendments than through Conditional Use review and made several other typical land 
uses permitted by-right. Also, adapted the City’s administrative process for review of 
Conditional Uses per Wisconsin Act 67. 

o Based on the Reed v. Gilbert U.S. Supreme Court decision, the City’s Sign Ordinance 
was modified to no longer be content-based and instead be recategorized by how the 
sign is constructed and where it is located.  

Key Changes from the Previous Zoning Map 
Since the new Zoning Ordinance uses a new set of Zoning Districts, every parcel in the City is 
proposed to be rezoned. In general, single-family homes in predominately single-family 
neighborhoods continue to have single-family zoning. Likewise, commercial uses located in 
commercial areas continue to have commercial or mixed-use zoning, and industrial uses located in 
industrial areas continue to have industrial zoning. Additionally, it was determined that the 
boundaries of the current combination of zoning districts that make up the downtown/central 
business district (B-3, B-41, B-42, and B-43) are generally in a good location. We used these 
boundaries as the basis for the three new downtown Zoning Districts.  

To note, some properties were “down-zoned,” as defined by Wisconsin Statutes, meaning that the 
property will now have a decreased development density or a reduced number of permitted land 
uses available. An instance of this occurring is when some properties currently zoned R-2 
(equivalent to the new SR-5) are proposed to be rezoned as SR-2 or SR-3 (larger lot Single-Family) 
to best-fit actual lot sizes of the existing neighborhood. In the process of creating the Zoning Map, 
this occurred in only a few locations. 

Another instance of down-zoning occurred in relation to the R-3 Zoning District (two-family). In 
several areas of older established neighborhoods, instead of being proposed as the new DR-8 or 
TF-10 Districts, these properties are instead proposed to be rezoned to SR-5 or SR-7 (Single-
Family). This was done to prevent new conversions of homes in this area into a two-family use. 
However, we have created a provision that any existing two-family use that is rezoned to SR-5 or 
SR-7 can remain a legal conforming land use. The down-zone only affects the creation of new two-
family uses in these neighborhoods. 

Per Wis. Stat. 66.10015(3), approval of down-zonings requires a two-thirds majority vote of the City 
Council. To avoid having to take a distinct vote on each affected parcel, we recommend that the 
Council’s overall vote on the final zoning map be subject to the two-thirds majority requirement. 
As a result, it is important that the Plan Commission and City Council are fully comfortable with 
the substantive map changes. 

 


