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Subdivision Regulations



Learning Objectives

• Subdivision regulations
• Purpose and relation to other tools
• Plats and certified survey maps
• State, county, and local roles
• Where to go for more information



Comprehensive Plan
describes the future 
vision of the 
community and how 
to achieve that vision.

Zoning Ordinance
regulates land use, 
density, and 
dimensions of lots 
and structures. 

Land / Subdivision 
Ordinance regulates 
the division of land, 
street and lot layout, 
and improvements.

Three Major Land Use Tools
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Lifespan of Land Uses
10 years



Lifespan of Buildings 
60-120 years

Person = 78 years



Lifespan of Lots, Blocks, Cities 
200+ years      

        
      
  

  
     

   
     
  



Land Use Toolkit

ActivitiesBuildings Communities

Zoning Ordinance
• Compatible uses

• Lot size, setbacks, height, 
etc. 

State Building Codes
• Plumbing, electrical, and 

construction standards

State Subdivision
• Legal property description

• Conflicts with planned 
public improvements, 
highway safety, etc.

Basic health and safety standards 

Quality and character of development

Form-based Codes
• Building form and 

placement

• Streetscape standards

• Quality of materials

Design Standards
• Building materials

• Architectural details

• Landscaping

Local Land Division
• Design and layout

• Public improvements



Tools that must be consistent with plan:

Comprehensive Plan

Zoning Ordinance Subdivision Ordinance Official Map

Guiding document:

New or amended zoning, land division, and 
official mapping ordinances must be 
consistent with the adopted plan.

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



• Legal process for dividing land and 
recording property

• Review for physical layout of new 
development, connections with 
existing development, public safety, 
and adequacy of improvements



Three Levels of Review
State

County

Local



Which of these divisions is considered a 
“subdivision” under state law? 

5 acres

5 acres

5 acres

5 acres

5 acres

Five 5-acre parcels 
created in one year

1 ac

Three 1-acre parcels 
created in one year

1 ac 1 ac

25 acres

1 ac 1 ac 1 ac

1 ac

1 ac

1 ac

Six 1-acre parcels 
created within 5 years

25 acres

   
  

  



5 acres

5 acres

5 acres

5 acres

5 acres

Five 5-acre parcels 
created in one year

1 ac

Three 1-acre parcels 
created in one year

1 ac 1 ac

25 acres

1 ac 1 ac 1 ac

1 ac

1 ac

1 ac

Six 1-acre parcels 
created within 5 years

25 acres

No
Parcels too large

No
Too few parcels

Yes!

Subdivision = creation of 5 or more parcels of 1.5 acres 
or less within a period of 5 years



State Subdivision Law

State provides minimum 
standards for subdivisions    
(Wis. Stat. ch. 236)
• Subdivision = creation of 5 or 

more parcels of 1½ acre or 
less within a 5-year period

• State reviews for surveying, 
layout, mapping, and plat 
submittal requirements 



Objecting Authorities

• The following agencies have authority to certify or 
“object” to state-defined subdivision plats:
– Department of Administration – all state-defined subdivisions 

are reviewed for compliance with surveying, layout, mapping and 
plat submittal requirements. (Wis. Stat. 236)

– Department of Transportation – subdivisions that abut a state 
trunk or connecting highway are reviewed for public safety issues 
and preservation of public interests/investments. (Trans 233)

– County Planning Agency – 18 counties review plats located in 
cities/villages for conflicts with parks, highways, airports, schools, 
and other planned public developments. (Wis. Stat. 236.12(2)(b))



Approving Authorities

• The following units of government have authority to 
“approve” of state-defined subdivision plats:
– County Planning Agency – if the subdivision is located in an 

unincorporated area of the county

– Town Board – if the subdivision is located in the town or an 
area whose annexation is being contested by the town

– City Council/Village Board – if the subdivision is located in a 
city/village or its extraterritorial plat review jurisdiction



Local Subdivision Regulations

Counties, towns, cities, villages 
may adopt local ordinances 
• May define subdivision differently       

(typically in terms of number or size 
of parcels created) 

• May impose additional requirements 
(design standards, improvements)

• May not alter time limits, deadlines, 
notice requirements or other 
protections for subdivider

 

 

When review authority overlaps, most restrictive provision applies



Local Subdivision Regulations

• Basic requirements and 
design standards related to:
– Roads
– Sewer and water lines
– Fire hydrants
– Drainage systems
– Sidewalks
– Street signs, lights
– And more…



Plats and 
Certified Survey Maps

   
  

  



Plat = a map of a subdivision 



160 acre parcel

Is a subdivision plat required?

Scenario 1
Jack and Jill propose creating 
5 lots that are each 1.5 acres 
in size. 

YES!



160 acre parcel

Who has plat review authority?

Scenario 1 – revisited 
The subdivision is located in a 
town approximately 1 mile 
from the nearest village.  

The county has a subdivision 
ordinance.  

The town and village do not. 

Answer: 
state, county and town 



Extraterritorial plat 
approval

• Extends 3 miles from a first, 
second, or third class city

• 1.5 miles from a fourth 
class city or village

• Overlapping jurisdiction 
divided at equidistant point

• A city or village must have an adopted subdivision 
ordinance or official map to exercise this authority

• It may not require public improvements or deny 
approval on the basis of use (extraterritorial zoning)



160 acre parcel

Is a subdivision plat required?

Scenario 2
Jack and Jill propose creating 
25 lots ranging in size from 5-
10 acres. 



Is a subdivision plat required?

No. parcels Parcel size Time
State 5 or more 1.5 acres or less 5 years
Calumet Co. 5 or more 1.5 acres or less 5 years
Winnebago Co. 5 or more 5 acres or less 5 years
Brown Co. 5 or more 10 acres or less 5 years
Outagamie Co. 5 or more Any size 5 years

Maybe

It depends on local regulations…

No

Yes

No

Yes



160 acre parcel

• Layout, access and safety 
(sight lines, turning radius, 
emergency vehicle access, etc.)

• Public improvements (provision 
of street lights, curb, gutter, etc.)

• Efficient use of public 
facilities/services (road length, 
proximity to existing utilities, etc.)

• Preservation of natural features
(steep slopes, shorelands, wetlands, 
forests, etc.)

• Compatibility with adjacent 
uses (use, intensity, scale, etc.) 

What can you review for?



What can you review for?

• Plat approval may only be conditioned on:
– Compliance with local ordinances in place at time of submittal
– Consistency with comprehensive plan or official map
– Provision of public improvements or financial guarantees 

(contained in a town/village/city subdivision ordinance)
– Satisfaction of objections raised by state agencies
– Other requirements of Wis. Stat. Ch. 236

Short answer… items contained in an adopted
comprehensive plan, ordinance or official map.



Certified Survey Map
Expedited process for land divisions that do not meet state or 
local definition of subdivision (based on number or size):

• Survey, monument, and map by professional land surveyor
• CSM dedicating streets or other land must be submitted to 

governing body – 90 days to act
• CSM filed with county register of deeds



Typical Process



2
Preliminary Plat 
Approval
If required by local 
ordinance OR
submitted by 
applicant

Act within 90 days

3
Final Plat 
Approval
Submission of 
detailed engineering 
and design drawings 
that comply with 
Wis. Stat. Ch. 236

Act within 60 days

1
Pre-Application 
Conference
Informal review 
intended to spot 
problems upfront

If requested or 
required by local 
ordinance

Final plat is entitled to approval if it complies 
with local plans/ordinance, meets objections 
of state agencies, and substantially conforms 
with an approved preliminary plat.





Preliminary Plat drawn to scale including location of streets, 
utility lines, parks, storm drainage, sewer and water lines, etc.… 



Accompanied by:
Surveyor’s certificate of compliance,                    
Owner’s certificate of dedication,   
Consent of mortgagee, 
Certificate of taxes paid,                                    
Description of easements, and              
Local government approvals.

Final Plat including subdivision 
name, legal description, street 
names, boundaries, measurements 
and other engineering data.  

Must follow accepted printing, 
layout and binding standards.



Who does what? • Subdivision plats must be 
referred to the plan 
commission for review 
and recommendation. 

• The governing body may 
delegate preliminary or 
final plat approval 
authority to the plan 
commission.

• Final plats dedicating 
streets, highways or other 
lands must be approved 
by the governing body.

(Wis. Stat. 62.23(5) and 236.10(3))



Design 
Considerations



Patterns of Development

A-Altstadt
• Era of pedestrian  

and horseback
• Historic core
• Irregular streets    

and buildings
• Buildings front street

B-Bilateral
• Era of horse and 

carriage
• Urban core or 

extensions of city
• Gridiron streets
• Buildings front street

C-Conjoint
• Era of public 

transport and cars
• Citywide or 

suburban extension
• Buildings set back 

or fronting street

D-Distributory
• Era of the car
• Citywide or 

suburban extension
• Access only to minor 

roads
• Building set back



Patterns of Development



Traditional Neighborhood Design

• Range of housing types
• Network of connected streets
• Public spaces and amenities within walking distance

 

https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue/Documents/PlanImplementation/Traditional_Neighborhood_Design.pdf

https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue/Documents/PlanImplementation/Traditional_Neighborhood_Design.pdf


Cluster / Conservation Development

• Buildings grouped on small 
lots to preserve open 
space

• May be accompanied by 
density bonus

• Open space typically 
protected with 
conservation easement

www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue/ Documents/PlanImplementation/Conservation_Design.pdf 



Solar Subdivisions

• Orientation of 
streets and 
buildings to 
capture solar 
energy



Homework
Visit sites in your community after development 
and review against approved plans

How would you amend your process or standards to 
provide better outcomes?  



Recommended 
Resources 

   
  

 



https://doa.wi.gov/Pages/LocalGovtsGrants/WisconsinPlattingManual.aspx

For More Information



https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue/Pages/publications-resources/PlanCommissions.aspx

For More Information



Land Use Training & Resources

https://fyi.extension.wisc.edu/landusetraining/

https://fyi.extension.wisc.edu/landusetraining/


Recorded Webinars
Role of the Plan Commission

This webinar introduces three primary tools for 
land use decision-making: the comprehensive 
plan, zoning ordinance, and subdivision ordinance. 
We take a closer look at zoning decisions and 
review rules that apply when elected and 
appointed officials adopt and apply ordinances.

Role of the Zoning Board

This webinar covers decisions typically assigned 
to the zoning board of adjustment or appeals, 
including variances, administrative appeals, and 
conditional uses. We take a closer look at the 
quasi-judicial role of the zoning board and how 
their decisions impact communities.

https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue/Pages/Webinars/Zoning%20Webinars.aspx

https://www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue/Pages/Webinars/Zoning%20Webinars.aspx


Upcoming Webinars
Zoning Fundamentals
April 29, 10-11 am

Discuss what zoning is and why most Wisconsin 
communities have adopted it. Explore the role of 
local government bodies in adopting, amending 
and administering zoning.

Meeting & Hearing Conduct
May 18, 1-2 pm 

Learn how to conduct more effective meetings 
and hearings. Understand legislative and quasi-
judicial decision-makers and the importance of 
creating an effective record of decisions.

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/planning-and-zoning-webinars-registration-139559924491

Industrial

Residential

Airport 

Commercial

Conservancy

https://urldefense.com/v3/__https:/nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https*3A*2F*2Fwww.eventbrite.com*2Fe*2Fplanning-and-zoning-webinars-registration-139559924491&data=04*7C01*7Cfrankn*40uwm.edu*7C1f919941f01e4379f88408d8f866b089*7C0bca7ac3fcb64efd89eb6de97603cf21*7C0*7C0*7C637532467236921155*7CUnknown*7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0*3D*7C1000&sdata=GRIcb8hhMptvTWb9Pqo7Nj7yOMWASXKpQk61LnX1ijE*3D&reserved=0__;JSUlJSUlJSUlJSUlJSUlJSUl!!OgRYtnnXsQ!eFeRpFW6UN39nSdhpGSc64dGIYZEua-wiWm5kV9kbNvVPBSeYcKyBzQ6L-WZS4Jp$


Upcoming Webinars
Annual Case Law and 
Legislative Update
May 4, 10:30-noon

Review recent court decisions and legislation 
from the past year affecting planning and land 
use decision-making in Wisconsin. 

Public Participation in Land 
Use Decision-Making
June 15, 10-11:30 am 

Learn how to modify existing procedures and plan 
for more effective public involvement. Designed 
for local land use decision-makers. 

https://charge.wisc.edu/LocalGovernment/Workshops.aspx

https://charge.wisc.edu/LocalGovernment/Workshops.aspx


Rebecca Roberts
Center for Land Use Education
715-346-4322
rroberts@uwsp.edu

Thank You!
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