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THE IMPACT OF WISCONSIN’S PUBLIC PARTICIPATION 
REQUIREMENT ON LOCAL COMPREHENSIVE PLANS

It is generally acknowledged by urban 
planners that community participation 
in the planning process is essential 
for ensuring that plans refl ect the 
needs and wishes of residents in a 
community.  As Burby observed: 
“Strong plans stem from planning 
processes that involve a broad array 
of stakeholders, and strong plans 
accompanied by broad stakeholder 
involvement are needed if plans are to 
have a signifi cant effect on the actions 
of local governments” (2003, p. 33). 

State governments have also embraced 
community participation as essential 
to program effectiveness.  While 
participation requirements may vary 
by state government, the growth 
management plans of most states 
including Maryland, Georgia, and 
Vermont require, at a minimum, a 
public hearing before the approval of a 
local comprehensive plan. Wisconsin, 
like many other states seeking to 
manage growth, enacted Wisconsin 
Act 9, also known as the “Smart 
Growth” or “Comprehensive Planning 
Law” in December 1999.  The law 
requires communities that engage 
in zoning, subdivision or offi cial 
mapping actions to make decisions 
related to these programs consistent 
with an adopted comprehensive plan 
beginning on January 1, 2010.  The 
law also outlines specifi c procedures 
for involving the public in planning.  
It requires communities to adopt 
written procedures to involve the 
public throughout the preparation of 
a comprehensive plan, hold a public 
hearing prior to adoption of the plan, 

and widely distribute proposed or 
amended plans for public review 
and comment (Wisconsin Statutes § 
66.1001(4)). 

Methodology
This study examined the 
comprehensive planning processes of 
a sample of Wisconsin municipalities 
to see the effects that different 
community characteristics, inputs 
and processes have on participation 
outcomes.  At the time of this study 
(February 2006), the Wisconsin 
Department of Administration had 
received 473 adopted municipal 
comprehensive plans.  A random 
sample of 57 plans, including thirty-
seven town, ten village and ten city 
plans, were selected for review.  Four 
sources were referenced in evaluating 
community participation effectiveness: 
1) the public participation plans of 
the communities, 2) summaries of 
community meetings, 3) the content 
of adopted comprehensive plans, and 
4) interviews with key community 
personnel involved in preparing the 
comprehensive plans.  Community 
characteristics (such as population, 
education and income), as well as 
variables related to planning inputs, 
processes and outcomes (such 
as presence of an adopted public 
participation plan, number and type 
of participation techniques used, 
diversity of groups involved, and level 
of citizen infl uence) were recorded 
and analyzed for each community (see 
Table 1 on page 4). 
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Study Results
Table 1 compares the participation 
scores of incorporated and 
unincorporated municipalities and 
shows that these municipalities 
differ in six key areas: incorporated 
municipalities spent more per capita 
on conservation and development 
activities, involved both traditional 
and nontraditional groups, went 
beyond the traditional approaches 
to involve the public in the planning 
process, involved a greater number 
of stakeholders, used a wider variety 
of participation approaches, and gave 
residents greater control over the 
planning process than unincorporated 
municipalities.

Using multiple regression analysis, 
one process variable and three 
community characteristic variables 
were shown to have the most 
effect on citizen power, that is, 
the extent to which residents in a 
community were given control over 
the planning process (Arnstein, 
1969).  A community’s outreach 
efforts, such as the number and types 
of stakeholders involved, and the 
number and types of approaches 
used to involve the public in the 
planning process were key factors in 
determining the community’s public 
participation effectiveness.  Also, 
large communities, communities 
with a high proportion of residents 
that have a bachelor’s degree or 
higher, and those in which plans were 
prepared for a single jurisdiction 
rather than multiple jurisdictions 
showed more effectiveness in their 
public participation processes than 
those without these characteristics.  
Most of the communities that had low 
scores in their outreach efforts also 
scored low on the overall index of 
community participation.  By contrast 
communities with high outreach 
scores did remarkably well on the 
overall index. 

The fi ndings of this study support 
the planning literature and previous 
research fi ndings on community 
participation that show “good 

processes reach out to all stakeholders, 
share information openly and 
readily, engage people in meaningful 
interaction, and attempt to satisfy 
multiple interest positions” (Webler 
and Tuler 2006, p. 718; also see 
Cooper, Bryer and Meek 2006).

Lessons from Wisconsin’s Experience
The objective of this research was 
to identify factors that contribute to 
effective community participation 
in the preparation of comprehensive 
plans.  The fi ndings show that the 
guidelines established by the state of 
Wisconsin for public participation, 
including the preparation and 
adoption of a public participation 
plan, notifi cation of opportunities 
for public participation, and a public 
hearing prior to plan adoption, were 
met by all communities.  Furthermore, 
issues and opportunities identifi ed by 
residents were generally refl ected in 
the fi nal plans and programs of most 
communities.  Nonetheless, many 
communities still had low scores on 
the community participation index 
primarily because of poor outreach 
efforts. 

One way to rectify this problem is 
for states to provide incentives to 
encourage the use of innovative 
approaches that go beyond 
conventional methods of eliciting 
participation.  While potentially time 
consuming, some of these innovative 
approaches, such as the use of 
advisory committees and photography 
journals, have been shown to increase 
the effectiveness of participation.  
In assessing proposals for funding, 
greater weight should also be given by 
state funding agencies to community 
outreach efforts, especially those 
involving non-traditional ways of 
involving the public in planning.  
Furthermore, state funding agencies, 
such as the Wisconsin Department of 
Administration should be following 
up with communities to make sure 
that the techniques they suggest for 
involving the public in planning in 
their grant applications are actually 
implemented.

continued from page 1
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While the state’s comprehensive 
planning law and grant program 
promote multi-jurisdictional planning 
among municipalities as a way 
to increase inter-governmental 
and collaborative solutions to 
problems, this research found that 
multi-jurisdictional plans were less 

effective in generating effective 
participation.  Thus, the state should 
weigh the benefi ts of rewarding multi-
jurisdictional planning efforts against 
the impacts such an approach has on 
community participation outcomes. 

Table 1: Community Participation Index
Incorporated 
Municipalities 

(20)

Unincorporated 
Municipalities 

(37)

Total 
(57)

Community Characteristics
Municipality is incorporated 20 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 20 (35.0%)
Population (2000) 3,730 944 1,921
Population growth rate (1990-2000) 12.74 6.95 8.97
Percent population with bachelor’s degree or 
higher 17.7% 14.4% 15.6%
Median income (2000) $41,671 $43,078 $42,584
Input Variables
Have written procedures for public participation 20 (100%) 37 (100%) 57 (100%)
High planning capacity (plan prepared by in-
house planning staff) 2 (10.0%) 0 (0%) 2 (3.5%)
Single jurisdiction plan 7 (35.0%) 12 (32.4%) 19 (33.3%)
Per capita development expenditures exceed 
state average ($70.08) 4 (20.0%) 1 (2.7%) **5 (8.8%)
Process Variables
Involved residents in pre-planning 16 (80.0%) 22 (59.5%) 38 (66.7%)
Involved residents in planning 20 (100%) 37 (100%) 57 (100%)
Have procedures to involve residents in post-
planning 1 (5.0%) 1 (2.7%) 2 (3.5%)
Involved both traditional and nontraditional 
groups in planning 8 (40.0%) 4 (10.8%) **12 (21.1%)
Involved more than fi ve groups in planning 6 (30.0%) 2 (5.4%) **8 (14.0%)
Used nontraditional approaches to involve public 7 (35.0%) 4 (10.8%) **11 (19.3%)
Used more than 5 approaches to involve public 14 (70.0%) 11 (29.7%) **25 (43.9%)
Outcome Variables
Gave citizens “power” over planning process 13 (65.0%) 15 (40.5%) *28 (49.1%)
High correlation between resident-expressed 
goals and comprehensive plan goals 18 (90.0%) 33 (89.2%) 51 (89.5%)
Participation Score based on Input, Process and Outcome Variables
Maximum possible score 45 45 45
Lowest score 16 17 16
Highest score 42 39 42
Average score 27 22.5 24
Number scoring above average 7 ( 35.0%) 12 (32.4%) 19 (33.3%)
** Signifi cance at the .05 level
* Signifi cance at the .10 level.

contined on page 9
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MAPPING MEANING AND THE MEANING OF MAPS:  USING GIS 
ANALYSIS TO EXAMINE LAND OWNERSHIP PATTERNS

By Dan McFarlane, Graduate Research Assistant 
and Anna Haines, Ph.D., Associate Professor and Land Use Specialist

If you are a resident or visitor to 
Wisconsin, you may have noticed 
changes on the land in the past few 
decades, mostly in the form of new 
homes where farmland or forests 
previously existed.  Some call these 
new land uses sprawl, others call it 
market demand; but whatever it is, 
change is occurring.  In addition to 
changes in land use, changes in land 
ownership and parcel size are also 
taking place.  The growing demand 
for rural residential and recreational 
land can break up large tracts of 
productive lands.  Many communities 
in Wisconsin are concerned about 
the loss of farmland and forests and 
have started to manage that change 
through various means.  Studies have 
shown that viable farming and forestry 
operations are more effi cient when 
located in large contiguous blocks of 
land.  Improved land management 
techniques can contribute to the 
preservation of these areas.

New mapping tools can help to 
identify areas of concern and target 
regions for either land preservation 
or potential future development.  
Advances in digital mapping 
technology, such as Geographic 
Information Systems (GIS), have 
allowed counties to modernize their 
tax parcel information from a paper 
format into an integrated spatial 
database.  Similar advances in spatial 
analysis have allowed researchers to 
display the geographic distribution 
of landscape features, distinguish 
patterns, and measure relationships, 
thereby improving the ability of 
planners and citizens to understand 
potential factors driving land 
ownership patterns.  The ability to 
present results in colorful maps makes 

interpretation straightforward and 
much easier to communicate.  This 
project demonstrates how a person 
doesn’t need to be a statistical genius 
to utilize and understand landscape 
patterns.
 
Methods
Spatial tools1 such as Hot Spot 
Analysis and Cluster Analysis were 
used to identify concentrations or 
clusters of various parcel attributes 
such as size, land use, or zip codes.  
The statistics indicate the extent to 
which each parcel is surrounded 
by similar values.  Using parcel 
acreages we mapped and color-coded 
parcels based on clusters of large and 

Patterns of Land Ownership 
in Portage County.  
Spatial statistical analysis 
shows that features such 
as roads, shorelines, and 
proximity to public lands 
infl uence the clustering of 
small parcels.

1  Technical Note: We used ESRI ArcGIS because it 
is the industry standard mapping software program.  Most counties use this program and have access to the 
spatial tools mentioned.  To measure clusters of similar values, we used a search radius of one-quarter mile.  
The resulting maps were symbolized based on the calculated Gi fi eld.  In addition to mapping the Gi-values, 
one can also map the calculated Z-scores showing where values are statistically signifi cant.  
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shown in red because they contain small, 
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Transportation.  Access to major 
transportation routes plays an important 
role in land development.  This on/off ramp 
in rural Columbia County has resulted 
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Public Land.  Clusters of small parcels 
sometimes occur near public lands.  Land 
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many reasons including public access to 
recreation and assurance that adjacent 
lands will not be developed.

Large Parcels.  Areas of clustered large 
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number of reasons.  Farming and forestry 
operations on larger land holdings tend 
to be more manageable and sustainable. 
Keeping these areas intact can benefi t 
these industries.
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small parcels.  Because landowners 
sometimes retain ownership of new 
lots after subdividing their property, 
this analysis was performed on 
tax parcel boundaries rather than 
ownership boundaries.  Using the tax 
parcels, we show where potential new 
ownership may occur. 

Interpreting the Results
If one were to look at a published plat 
book, identifying parcel patterns can 
be diffi cult.  With this analysis (see 
maps on pages 5-8), we are able to 
show the spatial pattern of parcels on 
a county-wide scale, with red “hot 
spots” indicating concentrations of 
small parcels and blue “hot spots” 
indicating 
concentrations 
of large 
parcels.  
Naturally, 
cities 

and villages show up as red hot spots 
indicating clustered small parcels.  
With this method, we are also able to 
pick out other hot spots in more distant 
rural areas.  For example, shorelines 
along rivers and lakes are heavily 
clustered with small parcels.  Access 
ramps to interstate highways, ridge 
tops and areas adjacent to public lands 
also appear to infl uence the clustering 
of small parcels.  Features such as lack 
of water bodies, exclusive agriculture 
zoning, industrial forests, and public 
lands appear to infl uence the grouping 
of large parcels.   

Conclusion
With easy-to-use tools included with 
most GIS software packages, it is 
possible to measure and display land 
ownership patterns using tax parcel 
data.  Whether a community’s goal 
is to protect farmlands, forests, or 
habitat corridors, understanding the 
patterns and spatial relationships 
of land ownership can help make 
better decisions regarding land use 
planning.  The maps can help both 
planners and policy-makers visualize 
the parcel landscape and communicate 
important patterns back to the 
public.  This analysis can also help 
improve decision-making regarding 
the location of future growth, land 
acquisition, farmland protection, and 
other policies. 
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To conclude, state laws that require 
public participation in the preparation 
of local comprehensive plans have 
the potential to increase the level 
and effectiveness of community 
participation in planning.  To 
achieve optimum results, however, 
state funding should be targeted to 
participation processes that encourage 
planners to involve a wide variety 
of stakeholders through the use of 

non-traditional and unconventional 
methods.  State governments should 
also institute mechanisms for 
evaluating local government planning 
processes to ensure that there is 
follow-through between proposed 
public participation efforts and actual 
efforts. 

Michael A. Burayidi, Ph.D. is a Professor 
of Urban Planning and Coordinator of the 
Urban and Regional Studies Program at 
the University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh.

continued from page 4

CLUE INTRODUCES NEW ONLINE CALENDAR OF EVENTS

The Center for Land Use Education 
recently updated its online calendar 
of events located at: www.uwsp.edu/
cnr/landcenter/events.html.  The new 
calendar uses GoogleTM Calendar to 
organize planning and land use related 
events throughout the state.  Events 
are color-coded and searchable by 
seven general content areas including: 

Planning, zoning and land use 1. 
controls
Agriculture and 2. 
natural resources
Energy and 3. 
sustainability
Training for local 4. 
offi cials
Local government 5. 
associations
Public 6. 
participation
GIS and related 7. 
technologies

To submit an event, 
contact Becky 
Roberts at 715-
346-4322 or email 
rroberts@uwsp.
edu.  Please include 
the name of your 
event, time, date, 
location, and a short 
description.  Where 
applicable, include a 
phone number, email 
address, or website to 
contact for additional 
information.
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For most of us in Wisconsin, the water 
we drink comes from right below our 
feet.  In fact, 97% of communities rely 
on groundwater as their drinking water 
source. Groundwater is Wisconsin’s 
invisible resource – our buried 
treasure.  Protecting groundwater 
from contamination and overuse is 
vital to the health of Wisconsin’s 
people, ecosystems, communities, and 
economy.

The Challenge
Many Wisconsin communities are 
facing groundwater stress in various 

forms and can benefi t or have 
benefi ted from groundwater planning.  
For example:

Chemical contamination of a • 
municipal well in the City of 
Waupaca by a dry cleaning 
business led the city council and 
local businesses  to adopt multiple 
water conservation measures after 
being faced with reduced pumping 
capacity. 
High nitrate levels in a municipal • 
well in the City of Chippewa Falls 
led the county board to adopt a 
county-wide wellhead protection 

IS YOUR COMMUNITY PLANNING TO PROTECT ITS DRINKING 
WATER?
By Lynn Markham, Land Use Specialist
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ordinance. 
Private well testing and drinking • 
water education programs in Iowa 
County led to greater awareness, 
installation of household water 
fi lters, greater use of the county’s 
well abandonment program and 
participation in a comprehensive 
groundwater study to guide local 
land use planning. 
Rapid population growth in • 
Washington County led the Town 
of Richfi eld to develop a water 
budget for the town and then 
adopt a groundwater protection 
ordinance that regulates water use 
in new developments. 

While a large amount of information 
and data exist, many Wisconsin 
communities may not have the 
resources or expertise to locate, 
evaluate, and incorporate appropriate 
groundwater information and data in 
their plans.  In many instances, it may 
be diffi cult for a community to know 
where to begin.

New Groundwater Planning Website
To address this problem, CLUE and 
the USGS Wisconsin Water Science 
Center created a website called 
Protecting Wisconsin’s Groundwater 
Through Comprehensive Planning.  
The website incorporates data from 
16 federal, state and local agencies, 
and is intended to make Wisconsin 
groundwater information and data 
accessible and usable.  The website 
makes it easier for government 
offi cials and planners to incorporate 
groundwater into their comprehensive 
planning processes.  Communities 
that have already adopted their 
comprehensive plans will have an 
opportunity to incorporate additional 
groundwater data from this website 
during plan revisions.

This web site is located at http://
wi.water.usgs.gov/gwcomp and is 
organized into four sections: Learn, 
Integrate, Find and Browse. 

Learn
The Learn section is designed to 
help you learn more about how 
groundwater is used in Wisconsin and 

what scientifi c researchers have found 
regarding how groundwater moves 
and how it can be contaminated.  
This section also provides links to a 
number of fact sheets about planning 
for groundwater, a recent report 
about many groundwater issues in 
Wisconsin, and a few key reports 
about the connections between land, 
groundwater, and lakes and streams. 

Integrate
The Integrate section is designed 
to help you integrate groundwater 
into your comprehensive plan.  This 
section includes groundwater-specifi c 
recommendations for fi ve steps of the 
planning process:

Step 1: Review pre-planning actions 
Step 2: Inventory groundwater data 

and analyze trends 
Step 3: Develop groundwater goals, 

objectives and policies 
Step 4: Prioritize policies 
Step 5: Decide how to monitor 

progress 

Find
The Find section provides an 
executive summary and full report 
about groundwater in each of 
Wisconsin’s 72 counties including: 

Sources of drinking water • 
Groundwater protection policies• 
Money spent on cleanup• 
Groundwater use• 
Susceptibility of groundwater to • 
pollutants 
Groundwater quality • 
Potential sources of contaminants • 

Browse
The Browse section contains: 

References for the footnotes in the • 
text 
Links to web resources for data • 
and information 
Links to groundwater programs at • 
state and federal agencies 
Links to assist in locating • 
groundwater and planning 
expertise. 
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The following workshops are offered in partnership with county Cooperative Extension 
faculty, local planning and zoning offi ces, and Center for Land Use Education staff.  
For additional information contact the local Community Resource Development 
Educator listed or visit the Center for Land Use Education workshops page: 
www.uwsp.edu/cnr/landcenter/workshops.html

Monroe County Workshop Series
October 2, 2007 – Public Participation – Leon, WI• 
October 23, 2007 – Plan Elements, Part 1 – Leon, WI• 
November 6, 2007 – Plan Elements, Part 2 – Leon, WI• 
December 4, 2007 – Plan Implementation – Leon, WI• 

Contact Amy Schanhofer at 608-269-8722 or email amy.schanhofer@ces.uwex.edu 

Columbia and Sauk County Workshop Series
October 29, 2007 – Getting Started with Comprehensive Planning – Portage, WI • 

Contact Kathleen Haas at 608-742-9683 or email kathleen.haas@ces.uwex.edu 
November 28, 2007 – Implementing Your Comprehensive Plan – Baraboo, WI• 

Contact Jennifer Erickson at 608-355-3250 or email jennifer.erickson@ces.uwex.edu 

Outagamie County Workshop 
November 15, 2007 – Basics of the Plan Commission – Town of Bovina, WI • 

Contact Jim Resick at 920-832-5121 or email james.resick@ces.uwex.edu 

Ozaukee and Washington County Workshop 
December 6, 2007 – Comprehensive Planning Implementation - Newburg, WI• 

Contact Paul Roback at 262-238-8289 or email paul.roback@ces.uwex.edu


