
A Plan to Increase Housing Choices in Response 
to Milwaukee’s Housing Shortage
Virtual Information Sessions – November 20 & 21, 2024

The meeting will begin in few minutes…

Zoom Information
• We are recording
• Use the chat function for any questions 

during the presentation

• Servicio de interpretación en 
español disponible

• Muaj txhais lus Hmoob



Community Members in search of housing
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ADUs

Cottage Courts Multi-family

Townhouses

Housing Types

Cottage CourtsCottage Courts

Duplex

Cottage CourtsCottage Courts
Triplex

Fourplex
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Duplex

Single-Family Detached
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What is Growing MKE? 

A citywide planning process about 
housing to advance:

• Housing Choice and Equity

• Fiscal Sustainability and 
Economic Development

• Environmental Sustainability 
and Resilience 
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What is Growing MKE? 

• Phase 1 - Proposed amendment 
the Citywide Policy Plan

• Policies & actions related to 
encouraging housing choice 
and growth

• Recommendations to update 
the City’s Zoning Code

• Phase 2 – Implementation –
Zoning Code Updates
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+ Citywide Plan 
+ 14 Area Plans 
+ Amendments

Comprehensive Planning in Milwaukee

• Guide future development by setting a collective vision 
and roadmap for the future.

• Updated based on changing needs in a community. 
• For Growing MKE, we looked at how to support evolving 

housing needs.

http://city.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cityDCD/planning/plans/Northeast/plan/NESplan.pdf
http://city.milwaukee.gov/ImageLibrary/Groups/cityDCD/planning/plans/Southeast/plan/SEPlan.pdf


We didn’t start from scratch….
Milwaukee’s Zoning 
Code & Comprehensive 
Plan are tailored to 
support:

• walkable 
neighborhoods, 

• mixed-use housing 
development, &

• housing choice.
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Advancing Plan Recommendations 
and City Goals from several recent 
planning processes along with the 
Mayor’s vision for economic 
prosperity.

• Climate and Equity Plan (2023)
• Equitable Growth through TOD 

Plan (2018)
• Collective Affordable Housing 

Strategic Plan (2021)
• Area planning projects



This is just one piece of the puzzle… 
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Ok, What does that mean?
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What is Zoning?
Why are we talking about it?



• Zoning is a written document of 
rules and a map that shows 
what zone each piece of land is 
part of. 

• Each zone has a unique set of 
rules that guide development –
uses & sizes/shape of buildings.

• These zoning rules are laws 
adopted by the City’s Common 
Council. ZONING MAP ZONING TEXT

Zoning Codes & Maps
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Milwaukee’s Zoning over time
• 1920 – Milwaukee’s first zoning code
• 1951 – A New Zoning Code was adopted with 

more regulations
• 1960s – Newly annexed areas zoned for low densities 
• 1985 – Zoning Code updated
• 2002 – A New Zoning Code was adopted
• 2002-2022 – Ongoing technical updates and 

periodically, more in-depth updates have been made 
based on plan recommendations

• 2023 – Growing MKE process began
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Milwaukee’s first zoning map, 1920



What does zoning for housing look like in Milwaukee?

40% of residentially zoned 
parcels allow only one 

housing unit

More than ½ of residentially 
zoned parcels allow 2+ 

housing units

Multi-family housing is allowed 
in ALL commercial districts, 
corridors, and downtown.
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“By-Right” Development

• Proposals meeting 
zoning code 
requirements do not 
require discretionary 
reviews 

13



14

Why did we take on this 
project now?

Why Policies + Zoning?  
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Market Trends
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Market Trends
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Housing in the Next 20 Years



Accessory Dwelling Units?

• Coach homes require 
special approvals or 
variances in all residential 
districts.  

• “In law suites” prohibited in 
single family districts
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“Missing Middle” Housing

• Styles of housing such as 
townhomes and other 
“missing middle” housing 
options are restricted in 
many districts

19



20

Advancing Equity in Zoning

“While fairer more inclusive zoning alone cannot 
end systemic racial and ethnic segregation, prevent 
the erosion of cultural communities that wish to 
remain intact, or dismantle long-established 
systems of privilege, it can be used as a tool to help 
achieve all of those goals.” 

APA Equity in Zoning 
Policy Guide 
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Density and Growth are Economic Decisions



Impacts on Emerging and Local Developers
“Scale makes all the difference. The small-scale developer is limited by their size to a certain scope 
of project. They don’t have the team or the resources for mega-developments; they need to stick 
with small, simple buildings in a fairly concentrated area so they can easily keep an eye on 
things… Small developers are more likely to build duplexes, triplexes, quadplexes, live-work 
buildings, backyard cottages etc. Small developers depend on economies of resourcefulness and 
relationships, and that economic model is what makes small developers so adaptable in times of 
trouble… We are working toward a more generative real estate model, where local people can 
invest in their own neighborhoods and in that process, create new life and value that benefits 
their community. The kind of places we want to live in are built and maintained by people who 
really love them.”
-Incremental Development Alliance 
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This is just one piece of the puzzle… 
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Increasing and Preserving 
Black & Latino Homeownership
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Creating & Preserving 
Affordable Rental Housing  
More than 15 new 
Tax Incremental 
Districts to support 
affordable housing 
developments.  
Anti-Displacement 
Preference Policy 
for new City-assisted 
developments in 
neighborhoods at 
risk of displacement.  
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Planning Process
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Collaborative Process

• Lead: City of Milwaukee, 
Department of City Development

• Support: Zoning Analysis Consultant

• Support: Engagement Consultant

• Community Advisory Committee (19 residents)
• Technical Advisory Committee
• City of Milwaukee Technical Staff Advisors 

(DCD, DNS, MHD, ECO, & OEI)
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Overview of the Planning Process

Summer/Fall 2023 
Part 1. Check-in & 

Set Goals
- Discussed the 
state of housing in 
Milwaukee & how 
zoning in a piece of 
the puzzle
- Check-in: Goals 
for housing have 
been set by 
numerous plans 
and initiatives. Is 
anything missing? 
How will we choose 
to grow? 

Winter 2023 
Part 2. Draft 

Recommendations
- Continued to 
discuss how we will 
choose to grow.
- Discussed the 
draft 
recommendations 
for the plan 
amendment
- Recommendations 
were based on 
feedback in Part 1 
and previous 
planning efforts.

Spring 2024 
Part 3. Draft Plan

- Development of 
and public and 
review of the full 
draft plan.
- A updated 
proposed final 
draft was posted 
on July 15th and a 
Public Hearing on 
July 29th called for 
more 
engagement.

Fall 2024 
Part 4. Additional 

Engagement
- Engagement 
around the 
proposed plan. 
- Outreach to 
include additional 
visual 
communication 
and 
documentation of 
impacts.
- An updated plan 
proposed for 
adoption

2025
Adoption & Zoning 

Code Updates
- Common Council 
adopts the plan
- Updates to the 
Zoning Code
- Updates to the 
Zoning Code will 
need to be 
adopted by 
Common Council
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Support from AARP & Community 
Development Alliance helped hire 
the Engagement Consultant and 
an Engagement Specialist.

Directly engaged with over 1,750+ people through…
• 7 Open Houses + 2 online webinars
• 33 “Office Hours” at libraries
• 20 Pop-Up Engagement Events at senior centers, farmers’ 

markets, & other community events 
• 14 Focus Groups and Community Meetings –

residents, developers, designers
• 3 Community Advisory Committee meetings with resident leaders
• 3 Technical Advisory Committee meetings
Online
• 7,000+ community members engaging on 

engage.Milwaukee.gov/GrowingMKE (as of 10/28/24)
• 2 community-wide surveys
• 1300+ online views of meeting recordings & videos
Multi-lingual outreach materials throughout along with Open 
House meetings in English, Spanish & Hmong

~ 80% of in-person 
engagement occurred in 

QCTs/NRSAs

Engagement so far

http://www.engage.milwaukee.gov/GrowingMKE
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What We’ve Heard
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Themes from Public Comments throughout the process

• Growth
• Affordability
• Neighborhoods & 

Quality of Life
• Housing Diversity

• Building Design
• Sustainability & 

Resilience
• Transportation
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Growing MKE Goals
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Housing Choice & Equity
Everyone, regardless of age or 
ability, has healthy, stable housing 
that they can afford.

Milwaukee is a city of 
vibrant neighborhoods with 
amenities that can be 
reached by foot, bike or 
transit.

Walkable & 
Connected

Sustainable & 
Resilient

Milwaukee is an economically resilient with 
family-supporting jobs, and a strong tax base to 
support City services and thriving businesses. 

Economic Development

Housing stock is healthy, 
and neighborhoods are 
safe with jobs and 
resources within a close 
distance.

Healthy & 
Thriving

Housing stock is resilient 
and new development 
helps reduce our carbon 
footprint through building 
design and location.
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Plan Amendment Policies

Increase Housing Choice & Access

Social Connections & Health

Walkable Neighborhoods & Transit-Oriented 
Development

Neighborhood Development &  Urban Design
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I. Housing Choice & Access
• Diversifying housing types for all people and income 

levels and stages of life
• Increasing access to housing development by 

improving zoning processes
• Supporting homeownership efforts and programs for 

existing homeowners
• Assistance for homeless
• Public housing and community service programs

II. Social Connections & Health
• Supporting neighborhoods through investment and 

placemaking
• Monitoring short-term rentals
• Tenant support – eviction prevention, advocating for 

fair rental practices
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III. Walkable Neighborhoods & Transit-Oriented 
Development
• Policies supporting development near transit and mixed 

use development
• Encouraging neighborhood-scale businesses in 

neighborhoods

IV. Neighborhood Development & Urban Design
• Adaptive reuse and rehabilitation of existing housing 

stock
• Zoning-related actions for reviewing and updating design 

and form standards 
• Sustainability best practices



What is a policy?
• In planning, a policy is a guiding principle or statement that informs decisions 

about how land can be used.
• A policy may also guide future efforts to improve the physical, social, and 

economic conditions of the city. 
• Policies are designed to support a community’s overall goals, in topics such 

as housing, economic development, and sustainability. 
• However, plan policies are not regulations. They cannot create new or change 

existing programs, regulations, or funding for specific priorities on their own. 

For Example: A policy might say… Allow for accessory dwelling units in all 
neighborhoods. This policy would guide future zoning decisions and development 
approvals to allow for accessory dwelling units in more neighborhoods.
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Zoning
Recommendations



N Weil St, image credit: Google Earth Pro

How do we 
encourage 

more housing 
diversity 
in more 

neighborhoods?
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Recommendation #1: Update the zoning code to allow more 
types of neighborhood-scale housing in more neighborhoods
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How else do we 
encourage 

housing 
diversity 

in more areas 
of the city?
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Brady Street, image credit: visitmilwaukee.org

How do we 
make sure new 
development 

supports 
walkable 

neighborhoods?
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Building Widths Parking Structures

Facades Windows Composition

Update current design standards to enhance livability.



This Plan update does…

 Update the City’s Comprehensive Plan (a set of basic 
guiding documents to help inform future decisions).

 Acknowledge the fundamental role of zoning in creating 
historic inequities and segregation. 

 Provide a citywide framework for equitable long-term 
growth without displacement.

 Include policies that promote homeownership and 
affordable rental options in all neighborhoods.

 Include recommendations for future zoning reforms that 
could increase housing options and reduce housing costs 
while retaining the character of existing neighborhoods.

This Plan update does NOT…

× Modify any existing program or regulation, or propose any 
specific development project.

× Influence the zoning and land use decisions in places 
outside of the City of Milwaukee.

× Solve the affordability crisis, or directly set the price of new 
and existing homes.

× Propose specific program design details for the housing 
financing strategies needed to solve all pieces of the 
affordable housing puzzle.

× Discourage the development of new detached single-family 
homes. 

× Encourage the development of larger multi-family 
buildings in 1- & 2- family residential neighborhoods.

Growing MKE Plan Update Summary
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What we’ve been up to…
• Small-scale Community Engagement

• Benefit & Harm Analysis

• Graphics & Website updates



Up Next…
• Public Meeting Open Houses 

• TBD – Pulaski High School Cafeteria (5-7pm) 

• December 12th – WI Black Historic Society/Museum (5-7pm)

• Additional Information & Communication Materials

• Small-scale Community Engagement

growingmke@milwaukee.gov

engage.milwaukee.gov/GrowingMKE

mailto:growingmke@milwaukee.gov
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