
Getting Started with 
Comprehensive Planning

Have you been tasked with 
updating your county’s 
comprehensive plan? Not sure 
where to start? This session will 
help you assess your current 
plan and define the scope of a 
plan update. 
Drawing inspiration from other 
communities, you’ll walk away 
with creative ideas for engaging 
local audiences and tips to make 
a stronger link between your 
comprehensive plan and zoning 
ordinance.



Pinterest for Planners 
(and Non-Planners!)

• Content and Structure
• Mapping Approaches
• Relationship with Towns 
• Public Participation



Content: Moving beyond the 9 Required Elements

Issues & Opportunities

Housing

Transportation

Utilities & Community Facilities

Agricultural, Natural & Cultural Resources

See required elements at Wis. Stat. 66.1001:
https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/statutes/statutes/66/X/1001

Economic Development

Intergovernmental Cooperation

Land Use

Implementation



Focus on issues that are most important to your community. 
Consider reorganizing, simplifying, or adding topics/chapters: 

 Energy 
 Food systems 
 Public health 
 Sustainability
 Resilience
 Aging population

Your topic here: ______________





Determine Scope of Plan Update

City of Monona, WI



Option 1:  Selectively Revise Portions of Plan
– Time and cost‐effective.
– Works best if current plan is well‐written/organized.
– May make it difficult to take a fresh look at issues or problems.

Example: Town of Hortonia, Outagamie County, 2015 update

Update Options



Option 2:  Create Plan Supplement
– Existing plan is retained in its current form. New data, 

information, or policies appear in Supplement or Appendix.
– Short‐term fix. May need to integrate long‐term. 
– Difficult to ascertain which policies are current.
– Easiest, least costly approach.

Example: Town of Holland, La Crosse County

Update Options



Option 3:  Update Inventory or Policy Section
– Distinct inventory and policy sections can be updated independently. 
– Opportunity to focus on policies; update data when it becomes available.  
– Some time and cost savings over complete rewrite.

Update Options

Example: Barron Co / West Central RPC



Example: Town of Lyndon, Sheboygan County

2015 Plan Update

Policy-oriented:
• Vision statement
• Goals, objectives, 

policies and programs
• Select updates to 

population, housing and 
economic data

• Future land use map

50 pages + 
references to 2004 plan

2004 Comprehensive Plan

Policy and resources:
• Community history
• Background data 
• Inventory maps
• Policy and program 

descriptions
• Implementation plan
• Public participation plan 
• Survey results
• Glossary and resources

250 pages

Update Options



Option 4:  Compile Existing Plans
– Incorporate existing plans by reference. 
– Plan focuses on summarizing existing policy and addressing missing topics. 
– Builds on history of planning and avoids duplicative work. 

Update Options

Example: Green Lake County Comprehensive Plan



A Compilation of Plans



Option 5:  Create Entirely New Plan
– Major undertaking – new plan written from scratch.   
– Avoids time‐consuming and potentially tedious task of 

working with existing plan language or format. 
– Works best if existing plan requires major overhaul.

Update Options

American Planning Association
PAS Report 589
Creating Planning Documents

Addresses scoping, budgeting, 
scheduling, document production



Mapping Approaches
Making a Stronger Link between the Comprehensive Plan and Zoning



Consistency

• Beginning Jan. 1, 2010, new or 
amended zoning, land division 
and official mapping ordinances
must be consistent with an 
adopted comprehensive plan 

• Consistent means “furthers or 
does not contradict the 
objectives, goals and policies 
contained in the comprehensive 
plan” 

(2009 Wisconsin Act 372)

What does this mean?
• Not a literal, exact 

translation from plan to 
ordinance

• Plan and supporting 
ordinances may not be 
contradictory

• Ordinance usually includes 
more detailed maps/text

• Absence of policy does not 
create an inconsistency

Let’s look at some 
examples… 



Plan does not translate directly to ordinance

Visionary/Guiding

Future‐oriented

Inventory of existing 
resources

Goals, objectives, 
policies, tools

Regulatory

Force of law 
applies today

Detailed regulations 
control location, 
density, use, etc.

Zoning OrdinanceComprehensive Plan



Regulatory

Force of law 
applies today

Detailed regulations 
control location, 
density, use, etc.

Visionary/Guiding

Future‐oriented

Inventory of existing 
resources

Goals, objectives, 
policies, tools

Zoning OrdinanceComprehensive Plan

Plan does not translate directly to ordinance



Ordinance regulates landscape today. Plan provides roadmap for tomorrow. 

Zoning mapFuture land use map

Plan does not translate directly to ordinance



A Guide for Decision-Making

Village of Black Creek – Future Land Use Maps

10‐ and 20‐year 
future land use 
maps show 
location, intensity 
and timing of 
development. 

Text describes 
plans for special 
development area.

10 years 20 years

2015 2025



A Guide for Decision-Making

Village of Mount Horeb – Future Land Use Map

Plan specifies conditions 
under which growth may 
occur:

“development of this area 
is conditioned on the 
improvement of a new 
north‐south collector road”



Village of DeForest – Future Land Use Map

A Guide for Decision-Making

Cooperative boundary lines 
and future urban development 
area reflected on future land 
use map.



A Guide for Decision-Making

Village of DeForest – Text provides guidance for zoning



City of Fairfax, VA



A Guide for Decision-Making
Village of Hortonville – Future Land Use Map

Map drawn in 
“bubble” fashion 
showing priority 
areas for future 
development



T. Fond du Lac 
Future Land 
Use 2040

Priority Mixed Use
(88% growth)
Single‐family
Multi‐family
Commercial
Industrial
Sewer/Water

Rural Residential
(8% growth)
Single‐family
Well/Septic

Farmland 
Preservation
(4% growth)
Limited residential
Large lots



Encourage development of 
housing surrounding existing 
municipalities at suburban or 
countryside densities in a 
sequence that follows an orderly 
pattern of annexation, zoning, 
subdivision, and extension of 
public facilities. 

In cases where properties are 
contiguous to existing urban 
densities, similar urban densities 
may be extended into the 
contiguous growth areas.

Example: Pierce County

A Guide for Decision-Making



Options for Working with Towns
(Top-Down, Bottom-Up, Inside Out?)



Bottom-Up Approach
Winnebago County has a long‐standing 
tradition of looking to the towns when it comes 
to future land use planning. Towns provided 
input via the Steering Committee for the 
purpose of guiding the County's effort in the 
comprehensive plan update. The county’s 
comprehensive plan was built on the direct 
input from the towns and the future land use 
maps were prepared at the local level from the 
bottom up. 



Future land use maps were prepared for each town in 
Trempealeau County.  The county land use map was 
prepared by compiling the 15 town land use maps. 
Each town plan is in incorporated into the county plan.

Bottom-Up Approach



Bi-Directional Approach Outagamie County used a “Bottom‐Up / Top‐Down” process.  
The county worked with towns to review each town’s future 
land use map and categorize parcels based on the county’s 
transect‐based future land use categories. Strategies and goals 
were developed by steering committee, with community input.





Example: Town of Freedom

2009 2019



Example: Town of Hortonia

2010 2019



From Marathon County and Town Comprehensive Plans: 
Each local jurisdiction must make land use decisions that are 
consistent with their own comprehensive plan. The decision to 
approve a zoning change must be based on the adopted 
comprehensive plan, and specifically, the future land use map. 

If the requested zoning is 
consistent with the land use 
designation on the property it 
should be approved, unless unique 
circumstances indicate the 
rezoning would negatively impact 
surrounding properties or the 
community. 

If the requested zoning is not 
consistent, the community should 
consider denying the request. If the 
community believes the requested 
zoning is appropriate in the specific 
location and would benefit the 
community, the change can be 
approved, but the land use map 
should be amended to establish 
land use and zoning consistency.

Relationship between zoning and town plans



Relationship between zoning and town plans

For towns that HAVE adopted a 
comprehensive plan: 
• county will solicit a non‐binding 

town recommendation on 
conditional uses

• rezoning will only be approved 
when consistent with town plan

For towns that HAVE NOT adopted a 
comprehensive plan: 
• county will solicit a non‐binding 

town recommendation on 
conditional uses and rezones

• rezoning will only be approved 
when consistent with county plan

• towns no longer have veto 
authority over rezones

https://www.co.pierce.wi.us/Land%20Management/Comprehensive_Plan/Comprehensive_plan_1.html



Public Participation
(Beyond the Open House and Public Hearing)



Visioning 
Graphic Recording, Outagamie County



SWOT Analysis

Outagamie County Comprehensive Plan



Oconomowoc, WI 

Community Events
Touch-the-Truck

Farmer’s Market

Movie Night

Pop-Up 
Events



Community Input

Prioritizing Goals, Outagamie County, WI
Visual Preference, 
Oconomowoc, WI 



Capital Area Regional Planning Commission, Dane County, WI 

Growth Scenarios



Games and 
Hands-On 
Activities

Zone! The Land Use Game

Legos

Box 
City



How will you engage youth, elderly, and 
other underrepresented voices?



IAP2 Spectrum of Public Involvement

Select tools and techniques based on objectives



Document 
and Celebrate
Participation!



Madison, WI



39 presentations
20 workshops
9 events
1,100 people engaged

Capital Area Regional Planning Commission, Dane County, WI 



Rebecca Roberts
Center for Land Use Education 
www.uwsp.edu/cnr‐ap/clue

rroberts@uwsp.edu
715‐346‐4322


