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COUNrY ZONING PROGR!lSS Ill WIS CONS IN 
. . . , : . By . .. . 

Torkelson, Dire-ctor of Regional PJ.anning, · .­
Wisconsin ·st~te Planning Board 

· · The ·-r-1rs·t c·ounty zoni.ng ordinance iti ··Wi·so.on~-in· ms adopt­
ed 'by Milv,aukee··county· in :t92'7. This county . is .a .higl,lly ur;banized 
area of •about · 238 square. miles and a 19·30.populati©n •of over .• ,, . 
'125 ,000~ -· Wit h the citi es ·spravrling ovel,'. their corpor~tion +1,.mita 

·. 'into 'the adjoining countl:!yside·; the zon±rtg of t'h:l:s . county yre.s o~ 
much the same pran as -wou1d··be the · zoning of a:ny ·ci:t;y. -~at is, 
the or dinance provides for family r esidence di stricts, several 
types = of mul t:rpie fa'm:!:ly res iden"Ce districts ;.· central ·~nd neigh­
borhood commercial distr icts , light and heavy industrial districts, 
and also a system of highway setbock lines for the futur e develop­
ment of a major thor oughfare sys tem. It is of interest that now , 
after 12 years , consideration is being given to a revision of this 
early ordinance . 

The !11l~aukee County ordinance was followed (1933 to 1936) 
by e imilar enactments in 24 of the 26 so-called cut-over counties 
1n the northern and central portions of the State . The objective 
in these counties , however, was totally differ ent from tho one 
sought in Mil ~aukee County. It was proposed to use the police 
power to prevent the further influx of settlers into areas of land 
unfit for agriculture , where such settl er s ~ould not became self 
supporting and might easily become subjects for relief at public 
expense. It was sought , through the ordinance, to i)revent the oc­
cupancy of such arena by isolated settlers , thereby preventing an 
incr ease in the attendant high costs of roads and schools and fa­
c i litating the administration of all public aervicos . As a con­
sequence of this objective , the ordinancos adopted by these count­
ies generally prov ide r egulations for e. forestry district and a 
r ecreation distr ict only, the r emainder of the county being an 
unrestr icted district. This so- called cutover region includes tho 
poorest and least populated counties in the State . 

Betrreen the highly ur banized county of Milwaukee and the 
cutover counties, there a.re sane forty odd counties , developed to 
var ying degrees for agricultural and industrial uses . Up to 1936 
these counties had taken no steps towar d the development of zoning 
ordinances or comprehensive plans . Since 1936, there hua been con­
sider able activity among thoso countios . Zoning ordinances have 
been adopted by the counties of Dane , Vlnlwor th and jefferson. Such 
ordinances have been approved by the count y boar ds in the counties 
of Marathon ond Door und others ar e being developed for the count­
ies of Kenosho, Wuukeshu ond Wushington. 
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From the foregoing it appears that these ordinances fall 
,into. three general types· .which ,are: stated in ·the ·c.hr0nological order 
of -the :1,.r· development, ' as 1'ollo11ts·: . · ··. · ; · .. ,· · · .. • · · . 

.. . ' . 
1.-· · The type applicable to the predoniinantly· urban· county 

(Mil1'Taukoe) •· .. . :.:_,_. ,. 

. •2 • . Tho ·type applicable to. the sp·arsely settled "cutover" 
counties. · 

.. _ . . 9 ! I • • 

. . . . 3. . The • type a.ppl'icable to the . agricultural.;.i:ndustrial 
counties intermecl:l,ate between: (1) and (2) . .. The ~egulations· in tho 
various -count iea of this class i"'Ul· · shade from ·those in the. type 
(l). counties. to the ,type (2}, depending largely bh the · deg.re-e of 
u;-banization. 

Since crunties similar to those of the agricultural­
industrial type in. ·Wisconsin· are .numerous in the more · populous 
States, the proced'-U'e ·involved in: the preparation of such· ordi-
nances is of -;interest~ · ·· • 

• The. preparation of zoning· ordinances for these -industrial­
agrt,cul tural .counties has. been in cooperation with the State Plan­
ning Boar.d start, which has provided the necessary·•technical ser­
vice~ •· Th_e :procedlU'e has been to ·record,' in a series of maps; ·all 
information pertinent to tho development of the zoning ord'iiiances • 
In general, this series of maps shovrs : 

.... 

< I .: • 

. ~. 

-1. The toeation and usa of all .rural buildings~ 
,2. ,.All lands having timber cov:er. · 

. • . 3. 4 gene:ralized ::ioils map sho'\l'ling .. good agricultural 
· l~ds,. fa-ir ag:i:-icultural• lands •and ' lands u.."lfit 

f 9r ugr .j.cu 1 tu.re • . · · · · · 
4 • A map showing the tax delinquent lands for a 

. Period:of five yeurs. · ·_ .· . 
5. .A map showing the topography . of the county. · 
(;> •• 

.7. 
A map :showing all publicly owned. p·roperty. 
.A:ny such ·o.ther. · spec:i.a:l studies as may be pe..: 
-culiar to • the. county under ,considerat·ion. 

( It, is usually necessary · to prepare an ant irely new. base Illa •p upori 
which an official zoni.llg plan· c.an be drawn. These base map.s are 
ui:3ua:i,.l;y. drafted. to the scale · of .l inch to the mile·, but in the_ 
counties having more compl·ex development, such as exist in the · 
southeastE!l"ll part of the State; we have sometmies prepared the 
base maps on a scale of 2 inches to· the mile· •. · The choice o:f scale 
depends entirely upon. the comi,lexity of the ·pr.oposed plan which; · 
in t_urn, is a rna.t:ter of determination by the· county authorities •. ) 
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Some -of the ;ggric1:t-l t ural ... ii1dustrial counties fihd it de­
sirable to go into IllUCh more detail in their ordinances than do 
others. Thi s depends very l a rgely on the objectives sought and 
the dosiro . of tho pooplc within tho county for such· regulations. 
For example, the cmmty of Jefferson has only three distti cts, 
namely, a forestry district, a conservancy district vmich is 
really a res .idential district, and an agricultural district. On 
the other hand, Door County ha s approved of a :plan which contains 
seven districts: (1) a forestry district; ( 2) and ( 3) two recre­
at ~on districts; (4) a residence district; (5) au agriculturu~ 
district; (6) a commercial fishing district; and (7) a commercial 
district. :Further,· each one of' these ordinmices is so· _drafted 
that, irrespective of .the extent of detail as final ly a dopted,, 
each may be expanded into a more detailed plan "'it'b.'out disturbing 
tho original plan • 

. All of the ordinances i n the ,agrieu.l t ural- ind.istr 1al . 
count i es con tain ·provis•i on s :fi'.tor -: (l}· a ·system of highway setback 
lines ; (2 ) t he regulation of outdoor a dvert i s i ng struc··tures ·; 
(3 ) minimum land subdivision s tanda r ds; (4 ) a boar d of a djustment; 

, and ( 51) enforcement of t he · ordinance by: ·me~ns of building pe.rmits. 
NonE! 0-r t p.ese l ast f,ive .p rbvis·ions ·appear in the type 0~) ordi~ 
n.ances .: now in force in the cut over a:reas, al though there is a 
movement to .amend some of 'those ordinan·ces to include h_ighi-:ray 
setback lines. • 

In t he agr i cultural-industr ial cou..-,1.ties, the zoni.ng ordi­
nances gener alJ,.y follow a similar bas ic pa ·ttern., bu t · a t the s ame 
time eac h one is ttta il0r~ma.de " s0 as to be applica0le s pecifical l y 
to the nee ds of the county f or which i t i s des i gned. · Perha.ps t h is 
can bes t -be ill u s tra ted by di·scuss ing i ri some det9:il the ordinance 
approved by the Door County Board a t its November, 1939 meeting . 

Door is a rather small county lying in the northeast cor­
ner of the State between Green Bay and Lake Michigan; . Tho south­
ern port1,on is g iven over lar ge ly to agriculture and 'dairying, 
with fruit r ais ing. of l es ser importance, \'1hile the ndrthern half 
ha s a s i ts. principal act ivit i es , fruit ·raising and recreation, 
with dairying and general agr i cul ture. The count y has -very out-

. standing sceni c· asset s and a va,r i et3r of flora f ound in a'Jruost no 
other portion of t h is. part •of t he country. The shore lino of 
both Green Ba-y a nd Lake Michigan is generally rugged and cove·red 
with a considerable ,timber gro,,.,th. In addition to its v alue as 
wood, this timbe.i- laas t t"O very specific econoi:nic values: (1 ) :in · 
com.b,ina ti.on V'i th the .water areas of the county it enhances the 
~eorea tional values, .end (2) it is so located as to protect the 
f rui t orcha rds from the· 'Winte~ ~ inds which may prove damaging. 
Corpmerc ial recreation, whi ch is l argely dependent upon a preser­
vation of the amen ities, i s r apidly developing in this county, 
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and a t the same t ime there are aiens of abandonment of some of 
t he f orestod .. a.r.(;las ,QY t4c~ _pr.os.ent: ~wn9r ~ • . . In ,thp .ahaonce .. of .. 
regu1~'ti?n;· this __ P.i:-C?pei~~ . .-o.f ab~ri4?~e~t _ma{P~~~at~, dft:1f~ent_,-
8;11Y along t ~_ese l.~~s .i _The ~and ~ Y l?_e -~<?lQ. t .o•, t3o~eon.~. -w~<?-'· . 
s lashes the .'.t;_in:\per cle£;n., .sel;J.s t he produc t . -and_ prq.caed.s . t.o ,. 

··: move· qu t ' ~°'-~o~g_at ·-~.~9 -J,~d,., ~);l.o~jiIJ-g· i~ . 'ti?. 9~0 "?1:e ._t3t1; ·°d;eii.n~· 
quent • . · Thi s r ?sul t .s ~P ( 1 ) t h_o a,ccumulatipn . ot:__ ta.x ... :do;till,g~~nt . 

·r1anq's ; ( 2) t he qes t .r;uc~io~ ot tl}~ ,re~_ . .reei.;t1Qnal ;va.lu ~ .?r ~Jl.e . 
't q~es t ·; ~ d (3.) . t he ~~truc~ion·. of tl~~ _pr qt e.c,tiv:o .va;i;ue .p~ •th~. 
for es~ .f rom the _st~ dp"oint of agri.gV::J..tur e •. Fea:r_ of\ .stic.p. d~s ... 

.. ·truotive ~~vEilopmeµt _ ha,d ·. soin~rthing .t (?. do· wit.h. ~h~ q.o~t:1 idere-., .. 
tfons wh:i.oh led,,'~6 -- ~h~. i)'.~_qp,osal to ~d~pt . e.p ~pprbp~iat,e z~:>ning . 

·· ··· , ordinance. and plan for Dopr Co:u.nty. T~e· Count y Board .novi has .. 
·. appip\red a plan . ,.-ihich provides :th.ii..t :1.n the· 'fore~try . di°str ic~s , . 
·· · the land can be used generally_ fo1• susti;. ined r'qrestry yield . 

only, In the t'brestry-r<ilcreation district 1•i 11 , the permitted 
uses are sustained yield t'orestry and surmner residence. In 
the t'orestry-recreation district "B", perm.anent year-round 
residence has been added to the uses porrnittod in the t wo foro­
going districts. A residontial district which includes g0neral 
farmi ng is also established. In the agricultural district, .t he 
land may be used for any agricul tUl'al purpose except those of a 
nuisance type such as the disposal of sowage, rubbish and offnl, 
automobile junk yards - commercial uses are also prohibited. 
There are an amplo number of locations set aside within the 
county in which all future commercial uses will . be loca ted. Sep­
arate special areas are set aside for commercial fis hing . The 
regulations are drafted so that in tho future all outdoor ad­
vertis:ing structures will be confined strictly to the commercial 
districts and permitted in no others. There is, in addition, a 
system of highway setback lines measured from tho. center line of 
the highway such that tho principal highways will have, in the 
future, a distance of 200 feet between buildings, the secondnry 
highways 150 feet, and the minor high~ays 120 feet. 
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One or the out"standing features of the Door County ordi­
nance, which does not appear in any other county ordinance in 
Wisconsin is a provision to enforce the forestry regulations by 
means of the requirement of a permit for timber cutting. In addi­
tion, there is a requiroment for a pormit for all building op0ra­
tions. There are, also, _minimum land subdivision standards for 
each district. The terms of this ordinance have been broadly 
stated to sho'l'I'.' hom the police power is being used by Wisconsin 
counties for the purpose or protecting the public interest in gen­
eral and the particular natural assets of a specific county. 

The foregoing sumJiIBrizes the principal features of t he 
ordinance, It will be noted that zoning ordinancos of the Door 
County type do not especially emphasize roadside :improvement. 
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However,· through provisions limiting 'ID.us'iness, of which outdoor 
advertising is one kind, to co1ilmerc ial· districts, ·tus:iJ:10ss is 
prohibited in all other d'istricts, that such business as is being 
conducted indiscriminately along the highways outside · of the busi- ·­
ness districts, bee ames a nonconforming use which eventually will 
disap~ear, taking with it all of its objectionable features. •The 
positive requirements of the regulations applicable to the forest­
ry distr:i.c'ts will tend ·to protect the forests, which• are needful 
to the ·preservation· of the amenities. Just· Ets valuable is the in­
terest engendered among tho people through the educn-tional program 
which results from carrying out th.a procedure involved in the enact­
ment of the ordinance. This is because ·any zoning ordinance; if it 
is to'be of value, must be sustained by an enlightened public opin­
ion amo~g the people, that is, through education. 




