
Shoreland zoning to 
protect property values, 
fish, lakes &  streams



Poll

How many people are 
watching from your site?

• 1
• 2
• 3
• 4
• 5
• More than 5



The land‐water connection

What we do on the land affects the 
fish and water quality 
in lakes and rivers



What differences do you see?
Why do they matter?

Please type 
your answers in 

the chat box



A bit of history

– The Wisconsin Constitution says navigable 
waters are “common highways and forever free” 

– This led to “The waters of WI belong to the 
people of WI”  ‐ the Public Trust Doctrine

– Shoreland zoning is a key part of how we protect 
the public’s rights in navigable waters

See short videos Champions of the Public Trust dnr.wi.gov/topic/waterways/about_us/doctrine.htm



From 1965 forward
• In 1965, the Legislature passed the 

Wisconsin Water Resources Act, 
including shoreland zoning

• In 1968 the state set minimum 
standards, and counties could adopt 
higher standards
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Purposes of shoreland zoning include…

• Prevent and control water 
pollution 

• Protect spawning grounds, 
fish and aquatic life

• Control building sites, 
placement of structure and 
land uses

• Reserve shore cover and 
natural beauty

s. 281.31 Wis. Stats.







Clear water 
depends on 
• Hard surfaces
• Deep‐rooted 

plants at 
shoreline





Impervious 
surfaces 



Impervious surfaces can be 
thought of as deserts 

No plants = no food, no shelter



Fish are indicators. 
Healthy lakes and rivers have many fish species.

Less healthy lakes and rivers have few or no fish species.



Pick a fish

Johnny darter

Brook stickleback

Northern pike

Black crappie

Largemouth bass

How does our 
footprint on the 
land impact fish?



A small footprint far 
from the lake          
(7% impervious)

• All fish survived this small 
footprint

• We can have homes on the 
shoreline AND lots of fish    
if we build carefully



Medium footprint 
closer to the lake

(10% impervious)

Gone
Iowa darter

Black crappie
Channel catfish

Yellow perch
Rock Bass

Hornyhead chub
Sand shiner

Southern redbelly dace
Brook trout



Big footprint closer 
to the lake
(15% impervious)

Fish eliminated
Golden shiner
Northern pike

Largemouth bass
Bluntnose minnow

Johnny darter
Common shiner

Iowa darter
Black crappie

Channel catfish
Yellow perch
Rock Bass

Hornyhead chub
Sand shiner

Southern redbelly dace
Brook trout



Adapted From: Wisconsin DNR
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2008 study 
of 164 WI 
lakes found 
the same 
trend

2008 study 
of 164 WI 
lakes found 
the same 
trend

Wang et al., JAWRA, 36:5, 1173-1189, 2000

Current one-size-fits-all shoreland zoning standards allow: 
• 15% impervious on all home lots 
• 40% on all commercial & industrial lots



• Less groundwater leads to lower 
stream flows & warmer water

More impervious surface causes

• Larger and more frequent 
floods

More Impervious Surface = Less Fish

Air        Asphalt
Temp    Temp
77⁰         125⁰
86⁰         135⁰
87⁰         143⁰



• More sediments and 
algae growth make it 
difficult for some 
predator species that 
hunt by sight to find 
their food

More Impervious Surface = Less Fish



• More sediments cover spawning beds of walleye, cutting 
off their oxygen to their eggs

More Impervious Surface = Less Fish



Smaller lot sizes often result in higher % impervious

Shoreland zoning standards:
• New lots in unsewered areas need to be 100 feet wide
• New lots in sewered areas need to be 65 feet wide
43 counties had larger lot sizes to protect their lakes and streams. Since 2015, larger lot sizes not allowed 
through shoreland zoning. Larger lot sizes are allowed through land division ordinances.



• From 1968‐2015 the state set minimum
shoreland standards, and counties 
could voluntarily adopt higher 
standards for the lakes and streams 
most affected by development

• 54 counties adopted higher standards 
for some of their lakes & streams

• In 2015, the WI Legislature set          
one‐size‐fits‐all shoreland standards 
statewide. Counties can not currently 
have higher shoreland standards





Trees and native plants have deep roots

35

Blue grass 
roots are 1-2 
inches deep

Native plant roots are 5-15 feet deep, 
holding much more soil and P in place

Blue grass cannot hold as much soil in place as native plants because blue grass has much shorter 
roots. Blue grass can lead to loss of shoreline, erosion, and sediment covering fish spawning beds.  



When trees and native plants (buffer) are removed

Added water from hard surfaces and POWTS also destabilize shorelines



Minimize erosion and fertilizer use
Most lawn and garden soils contain 

adequate and often excessive levels 
of phosphorus

Eroding shorelines fertilize the lake

One pound of phosphorus can result in 
500 pounds of algae growth!

It’s the law. You cannot apply fertilizer 
containing phosphorus to lawns 
unless you qualify for an exemption



from poop

phosphorus, nitrogen

covers spawning beds

What can buffers do if they’re big enough?

The 35-foot buffer required in shoreland zoning does not keep bacteria from poop out of the water. In 
many situations, it doesn’t keep P and sediment out of the water, and it isn’t enough for wildlife.





No buffer
Fewer fish
• Harder to hunt by sight
• Erosion covers spawning 

beds, smothering eggs

Fewer frogs
 No shelter

healthylakeswi.com



Wisconsin Loons More Likely on 
Lakes with Clearer Water
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Why shoreline setbacks?

Shoreline buffer
35

 ft
.

 To keep the shoreline 
buffer intact during 
and after home 
construction

 To reduce pollutant-
carrying runoff 
entering lake or 
stream 

 To keep the 
home/structure on 
stable ground

 To maintain habitat 
for frogs, birds and 
other wildlife

Area for heavy equipment 
during construction



Shoreland zoning standards

35
 ft
.

1. Minimum lot sizes
2. Shoreline buffers
3. Building setbacks
4. Impervious surface limits
5. Height
6. NC structures 
7. Filling, grading, dredging limits





Review
• The quality of a lake or river depends on what’s happening on the 

land around it

• Shoreland zoning can be an effective tool to protect our lakes, 
streams and fisheries through lot sizes, setbacks, buffers and more

• From 1968‐2015 the state set minimum shoreland standards, and 
counties could voluntarily adopt higher standards for the lakes and 
streams most affected by development. 54 counties did adopt 
higher standards for some of their local lakes

• In 2015, the WI Legislature set one‐size‐fits‐all shoreland standards 
statewide. Counties can not currently have higher shoreland 
standards, but communities can have larger lot sizes through land 
division ordinances.



New bill: AB1110/SB1090 

• Returns local control of shoreland zoning 
by eliminating a 2015 provision. This bill 
would allow counties to again voluntarily 
have higher shoreland standards

• Introduced in March 2022 by Rep. 
Shankland

• Co‐authored by 10 representatives and 5 
senators

• https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/2021/pro
posals/reg/asm/bill/ab1110



Webinar Resources Page



Do you plan to take any of these actions after 
attending this session? (select all that apply)

Consider ordering shoreland zoning handouts 

Share webinar resources with my community

Focus on shoreland zoning purposes when making 
decisions



Spring Zoning Webinar Series

May 3

Zoning 
Fundamentals

May 5

Role of the 
Zoning Board

May 11

Role of the Plan 
Commission

May 17

Shoreland 
Zoning

May 19

Zoning to Protect 
Groundwater

www.eventbrite.com/e/zoning‐webinars‐spring‐2022‐tickets‐298685475297



Shoreland Zoning Program

Mike Wenholz - Shoreland Program Coordinator
Dale Rezabek – Shoreland Specialist



Thank you

Comments?
Questions? Lynn Markham

Extension
UW-Stevens Point
lmarkham@uwsp.edu



Demographics

Understanding the demographics of our participant helps us improve 
Extension programs and services. Asking for the following also helps us 
meet our institutional requirements for compliance with Federal non‐
discrimination policies. Providing us with this information is voluntary. 

If you have questions about this survey or why Extension collects this 
information, please contact Kim Waldman, Compliance Coordinator & 
Equity Strategist, UW‐Madison Division of Extension, (608) 263‐2776, 
kim.waldman@wisc.edu


