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Updating Your Comprehensive Plan



Key Takeaways

• Using and updating your comprehensive plan 
• Legal requirements 
• Examples 
• Sources of assistance
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What is a
Comprehensive Plan?



When we plan, we’re 
deciding how we want our 
community to look, 
function, and feel. We 
create a comprehensive 
plan, but this is not just the 
title of a document, it’s the 
description of a process, 
too. 

– Village of Little Chute



Comprehensive Plan
• Statement of community’s long-term vision 
• Guide to physical, social, and economic development
• Includes goals, objectives, policies, data and maps
• Programs and actions to implement plan

Image: City of New London Plan Commission, http://communityplanningandconsulting.com

(Wis Stat. 66.1001)



Nine Required Elements

Issues & Opportunities

Housing

Transportation

Utilities & Community Facilities

Agricultural, Natural & Cultural Resources

Economic Development

Intergovernmental Cooperation

Land Use

Implementation



Wisconsin’s Comprehensive 
Planning Law provides 
structure for the plan and 
process:

• Written public participation procedures
• Distribute for review and comment
• Class 1 notice 30 days prior to public hearing
• Plan commission recommends plan by resolution
• Governing body adopts plan by ordinance
• File with DOA, RPC, local governments, library
• Update at least once every 10 years



Questions

• Do you have a copy of your plan? 
• When did you last update it? 
• How are you using your plan? 

Common Answers
• Consult when making land use decisions
• Action planning and monitoring progress
• Influence budgeting and capital planning 
• Support grant applications
• Other – type in chat box
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2023 Wisconsin Comprehensive Plan and Local Land Regulations Inventory Report
https://doa.wi.gov/DIR/2023-Comp-Plan-and-Land-Regs-Inventory-Report.pdf 

Comprehensive Plan Status



Review and reaffirm existing plan, or originally adopted plan with 
amendments made periodically since the plan was adopted

Minor updates, corrections, or refinements to the plan

A more substantial update, but short of a full plan update

A full update of the plan

Define Scope of Update

Image: https://www.sewrpc.org/Local-Planning/Comprehensive-Planning



Define Scope of Update

It is up to local community 

Image: www.mymonona.com/DocumentCenter/Home/View/927



A few simple updates to consider

• Develop an implementation checklist
• Address a new or emerging issue
• Revisit vision, goals, objectives, policies
• Insert new census data
• Update future land use map 
• Update graphics, formatting, organization
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Action Planning and 
Monitoring Progress



• City of Bayfield, 
Bayfield County

• Population 600

https://www.cityofbayfield.com/2019--
2029-comprehensive-plan.html

“The Comprehensive Plan will be reviewed, 
and the Action lists in each Chapter will be 
revised, on an annual basis through 2029. 
The plan will be updated as a whole in 2030.“
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Comprehensive Plan Goals & Objectives 

Responsibility



Priority Actions



Monitoring Progress
Date: 
Committee:
Committee Chair:
Action:
Priority:
Proposed Completion Date: 
Status: (circle one) complete - ongoing - not 
started
Does this action need revision? 
If yes, please provide revised language, 
time frame, priority (to be inserted in table) 
Summarize status: (progress, challenges, 
next steps)
Budget implications: 



Structural Updates to the 
Comprehensive Plan

content, presentation format, partners



https://www.redcliff-nsn.gov/compplan/index.php

• Red Cliff Band of Lake 
Superior Chippewa

• Northern Bayfield County
• Population 1,400

Prepared by Red Cliff Tribal Council with 
assistance from Red Cliff Planning Department, 

Northwest Regional Planning Commission, 
and Stranberg & Associates







https://townofsevastopolwi.gov/comprehensive-plan/

• Town of Sevastapol, 
Door County, WI

• Population 2,700
• Graphic plan and 

interactive storymap





https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/0bed32fd14044e3ab4ec0ab90f1be79a



• Multijurisdictional 
Plan for Walworth 
County (and 13 of 16 
participating towns)

• Pop 105,400

https://www.co.walworth.wi.us/419/Multi-
Jurisdictional-Comprehensive-Plan



Land Use Map for Walworth County: 2050



https://www.vision2050sewis.org/
2024-update

• Regional plans for 
7-county region 
– land use, transportation, 

housing, natural areas, 
park and open space, etc.

• Population 2 million



Housing directed to 
sewered communities

Monitoring results

Vision for regional housing 



Using the Plan for 
Decision-Making

development constraints, public input, 
future land use to inform policy



• Town of Seneca, Wood 
County, WI 

• Mix of forest, wetlands  
and agriculture

• Population 1,200

https://www.ncwrpc.org/wood/seneca/

Prepared by Town of Seneca Zoning Committee with assistance from 
North Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission



Basement Limitations - Soils



Limitations for Local Roads and Streets

 Green – good performance and very low maintenance can be expected.

 Yellow – limitations can be overcome by special planning; moderate 
maintenance expected.

 Red – limitations cannot be overcome without major soil reclamation, special 
design, or expensive installation procedures; poor performance/ high 
maintenance expected.

Source: Wood County Soil Survey





• Town of Tainter, 
Dunn County, WI

• Lakes and rivers area 
west of Eau Claire 

• Population 2,200

http://www.townoftainter.org/index_files/
DP_TownComprehensivePlan.php



1,244 mailed surveys
50% return rate

Questions related to 
• Housing
• High speed internet
• Recreation
• Agriculture 
• Efforts to guide 

future development
• Public safety
• Communication

= results inform policy 
in comprehensive plan







Examine area within 
1/4 mile for impacts: 
• Agriculture and 

rural character
• Environmentally 

sensitive areas
• Transportation and 

infrastructure
• Emergency access
• Land use conflicts 

and nuisances 

= basis to provide 
input to county on 
zoning amendments



• Village of Mount 
Horeb, Dane County

• Driftless region west 
of Madison

• Pop 8,000

https://www.mounthorebwi.info/205/
Village-Planning





Future land use map



Ex. 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”



Ex. Village of Mount Horeb – Future Land Use Map

Plan specifies conditions 
under which growth may 
occur:

“development of this area 
is constrained by utility 
capacity…”
“gross density is limited to 
2.25 dwelling units per acre 
unless alternative utility 
arrangements are made”



• Town of Grand Chute, 
Outagamie County 
(metropolitan)

• Population 24,000

https://town-of-grand-chute-gis-mapping-
hub-townofgrandchute.hub.arcgis.com/



Plan organized based on urban transect





Natural landscapes and 
ecosystems

Large lot size, setbacks and 
buffers

Moderate lot size, traditional 
setbacks, terrace trees

Higher density development, 
high quality landscaping and 
building materials

Large development sites, 
high quality landscaping and 
building materials

Design guidelines



Limit facility expansion, 
stormwater mitigation

Monitor private well and 
septic systems

Expand and connect 
suburban facilities

Track water main breaks 
and illicit discharges

Expand urban facilities 
with continued growth

Analyze capacity for 
growth, model best 
management practices



Planning Grants



Planning Grants

• Numerous grant opportunities!!!
– Many require updated plans to be eligible 
– Bonus points when you plan for/prioritize projects
– Ready source of data and maps to justify project 

and determine eligibility (ex. low-mod income)

• Partner with county, RPC, or consultants to 
update plans and seek grants



REQUIRED
Comprehensive Outdoor Recreation Plan:
(Required) The project is identified in or supports 
a goal identified in a Comprehensive Outdoor 
Recreation Plan approved by the applicant or the 
county where the applicant resides. 

BONUS POINTS
Comprehensive Plan:
(1 point) The applicant has or is developing a 
comprehensive plan with provisions that 
support intergovernmental cooperation. 
(1 point) The proposed project is supported 
by or included in the applicant’s 
comprehensive plan. 

River/Lake Management Plan:
(1 point) For land acquisition projects, the 
proposed acquisition will contribute 
significantly to the overall success of an 
urban river project or comprehensive 
riverway or lake management plan. 

Other Plans:
(1 point) The project is referenced in or 
supports other applicable plans, such as a 
local green space plan, integrated resource 
management plan, riverfront restoration 
plan, water quality plan, or other applicable 
plan adopted by the governing body

https://dnr.wisconsin.gov/topic/Stewardship/ApplyLUG





AwardCommunity Year

$17,333Dunn County2022

$50,000City of Berlin2021

$23,633City of Rhinelander2021

$14,447City of Shawano2021

$50,000City of Bayfield2020

$50,000City of Marinette2020

$33,667City of Park Falls2020

$13,200Village of Ontario2020

$50,000Village of Luck2019

$36,000Town of Bridge Creek2019

$22,400Village of LaFarge2019

$19,213Village of Siren2019

$18,000City of Stanley2019

$9,100Village of Wausaukee2019

ELIGIBLE:
• Comprehensive plans
• Individual project plans
• Community development plans
• Capital improvement plans
• Small area and neighborhood plans
• Local analysis of impediments to fair housing
• Downtown revitalization plans
• Functional plans
• Environmental and historic preservation plans

REQUIREMENTS:
• 51% Low-Moderate Income
• 2:1 match: ($2 CDBG for every $1 local)

AVAILABLE:
• $50,000 max award
• $250,000 available annually
• Non-competitive, accepted continuously

https://energyandhousing.wi.gov/Pages/AgencyResources/CDBG-PLNG.aspx





Recommended 
Resources



Regional Planning Commissions

• Planning 
• Data and research
• Mapping
• Transportation
• Economic 

development
• Grants and funding

https://www.awrpc.org



Plan Update Resources

• Sample public participation procedures
• Sample public hearing notice
• Sample resolution and ordinance to update plan
• Consultants for comprehensive planning 

https://www.sewrpc.org/Local-Planning/Comprehensive-Planning



Plan Update Resources

• Library of adopted plans
• Element guides
• Legal and procedural requirements
• Links to data, mapping and agency resources

https://doa.wi.gov/Pages/LocalGovtsGrants/Comprehensive-Planning.aspx



Plan Commission Handbook

I. Introduction to the Plan Commission 
II. Procedural Responsibilities
III. Community Planning
IV. Public Participation
V. Plan Implementation
V. Ordinance Administration
VI. Zoning Regulations
VII. Subdivision Regulations

Includes forms, worksheets, glossaries 
and recommended resources

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



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