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Land Use and 

Wetlands



 Wetlands are wastelands

 Wetlands breed disease and 

pestilence

 Wetlands are obstacles to 

progress

Negative Historical 

Perspectives



 Half of pre-settlement 

wetlands are gone

 Wetland services are not 

well known

 Not valued similarly as 

lakes and rivers

 Believed to be replaceable

 Disturbed and small 

wetlands are written off

Undervaluation



Identification Problems

 Not all have standing water

 Some have trees, other 
wetlands do not

 Difficult to distinguish 
between margins of lakes, 
rivers, and forests

 “Shallows”, “floodplain 
forest”

 Delineating boundaries 
requires professional 
expertise



Private property 

rights

Public need for 

wetland functions

A Balancing Act



Lack of understanding and 

valuation of wetlands, and wetland 

laws, leads to CONTROVERSY

Communication Challenges



Elected officials and landowners may not 

fully understand the wetland permit 

decision making process

“The Corps of Engineers says this isn’t a wetland but 

WDNR says it is!” 

“We’ve offered to replace twice as many wetlands as 

we fill and the regulators still say no….it doesn’t make 

any sense!”

“WDNR exercises too much discretion….”

Regulatory Tensions



Local land use approvals and state and 

federal wetland regulatory programs are 

not well integrated

“I received all the permits and approvals I needed 

from my town board, then WDNR comes in and tells 

me I’ve broken the law!”

Regulatory Tensions



Addressing Wetland 

Protection Challenges

LAND USE AND 

WETLANDS

A Local Decision Makers’ 

Guide to Wetland 

Conservation

Partners:

WI Towns Association

WI Land & Water Conservation Association

WI Assoc. of Land Conservation Employees

1000 Friends of Wisconsin

UWEX Basin Education Initiative & Center for Land 
Use Education

WI Department of Natural Resources



To improve wetland protection and 

reduce wetland regulatory tensions by:

 Improving local leaders’ understanding of 

wetlands and wetland laws 

 Encouraging more consideration for 

wetland concerns in local land use 

decisions 

 Improving communication with landowners 

about wetland permit requirements

Project Goals



Audiences

 Town, village, city, or county:
 Elected, appointed and volunteer 

officials

 Planning, zoning, and land 
conservation commissions or 
committees

 Administrators and staff 

 Citizens and organizations 
interested in protecting local 
wetlands



 About Wisconsin’s wetlands

 How wetlands benefit your 

community

 Common questions about 

wetland permits

 What can local governments 

do to protect wetlands?

 Tools for wetland 

identification

Contents of the Guide



About Wisconsin’s Wetlands



How Wetlands Benefit 

Your Community

 Improve Quality of Life

 Reduce Flooding

 Improve Water Quality

 Increase Hunting, Fishing, 
& Recreation Spending



Common Questions about 

Wetland Permits

 What wetlands are regulated?

 What activities are regulated?

 When are permits approved or denied?

 Is shoreland-wetland zoning enough?

 Can you fill a wetland as long as one is 
restored nearby?
 The myths of mitigation



What Can Local Governments do 

to Protect and Restore Wetlands?

 Establish “avoid and 
minimize” standards for 
project review

 Implement wetland land use 
controls

 Help landowners avoid 
unauthorized wetland 
impacts

 Encourage wetland 
restoration



Tools for Identifying 

Wetlands

 Included WDNR’s 3-step process

 Step 1:  Review Maps

 Step 2:  Look for Physical Clues

 Step 3:  Consult a Professional



Outreach

 Mailings

 1 copy to every WTA-member towns & villages, 
county conservationist & land conservation 
committee members

 Press Release 

 Newsletters

 Conferences

 WI Towns Association 



Role of Lake 

Leaders & Citizens



Become wetland savvy

 Understand wetlands and wetland laws

 Identify community leaders and other 

citizens supporting wetland protection 

 Collaborate with community leaders

 Includes developers, realtors, contractors, etc. 



Encourage Local Action

 Use tools, such as Local Decision Makers’ 
Guide, to educate local officials about:
 Community benefits of wetlands

 Regulatory and nonregulatory approaches

 Educate community leaders & media



Participate in the Process

 Open meetings law requirements

 Public hearings and meetings

 Ensure proper implementation and 
enforcement
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For more information, contact:
Kyle Magyera Policy Specialist

Kyle.magyera@wisconsinwetlands.org

608-250-9971

Questions?

www.wisconsinwetlands.org/localgovs


