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What is Growing MKE? 

• A citywide planning process 
about housing

• 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 after
adoption of the Plan

• Phase 2 - Implementation



3

+ 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 starting 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
& City Goals

“In this future I envision we will have one million residents 
and many more peaks to our skyline…[I will] evaluate City 
zoning codes to support higher density development 
and economic growth.”
-Mayor Cavalier Johnson, Economic Prosperity Vision (2022)
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Advancing Plan Recommendations & City Goals
“Reduce Vehicle Miles Traveled: less parking, more transit oriented development; update 
zoning code to increase density (e.g. allow accessory dwelling units), eliminate parking 
minimums on development.”

- Milwaukee’s Climate & Equity Plan, (2023)
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Advancing Plan 
Recommendations
& City Goals

“At the heart of this Plan is the goal of advancing 
racial equity by providing a quality affordable 
home for every Milwaukeean…Changes to local 
zoning codes should be pursued that allow additional 
types of housing options and choices in a wider range 
of neighborhoods.”
-Milwaukee’s Collective Affordable Housing Strategic 
Plan (2021)
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Advancing Plan 
Recommendations  
& City Goals
“Cities must plan proactively for how to make it easy for people 
to move around and embrace the growing demand for 
walkable urban neighborhoods…  [Transit Oriented 
Development] can create a rich mix of walkable places that offer 
shopping, entertainment, jobs and public spaces, which can all 
be reached on foot, bike or transit. Density is an Economic 
Decision…Updates to the City of Milwaukee zoning code will 
help facilitate the type of transit-oriented development 
envisioned by this Plan… Increase density… allow taller 
buildings… [and] creative enterprises in some residential 
districts.”  

-Equitable Growth through Transit Oriented 
Development Plan (2018)
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Advancing Plan Recommendations 
& City Goals
Area Plans and Strategic Plans call for greater housing diversity, access and choice.

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


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 Plan process began, zoning code 
update process beginning in 2025 
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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, 

including areas of the City with the 
largest numbers of vacant lots

Multi-family housing is 
allowed in ALL commercial 

districts, corridors, and 
downtown.
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Why did we take on this 
project now?

Why Policies + Zoning?  
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Market Trends

A “healthy” vacancy rate for rental housing is about 
8%. The rental vacancy rate in Milwaukee is about 
6.2%, indicating a fewer available housing units, 
resulting in higher demand and rent prices



16

Housing in the Next 20 Years



New Development: 
Two Decades of Housing Development
• New development from 2002 to 2023:

• Includes all housing units built from ground up, alterations, additions, 
residential units)

• Roughly 2,950 new developments with 22,670 housing units (and at 
the same time, about 9,800 housing units were lost)

• Many single family homes and larger multi-family homes newly 
constructed

New Development by Housing Units, 2002 to 2023
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RS Zoning Districts

• 40% of residentially zoned 
parcels allow only one 
housing unit

18



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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Limits on Number of New Homes

• Density regulated 
through “lot area per 
dwelling unit” and “floor 
area ratio”

• Do standards in the code 
align with City goals for 
housing choice and 
growth?
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“Missing Middle” Housing

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

21



Heavy Reliance on “Planned Developments” 

• ~40% of new housing 
built within last 20 years 
has occurred under 
Planned Development 
Zoning 

• ~100 new Planned 
Developments created
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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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Best Practices – Equity in Zoning
Growing MKE Plan recommendations incorporate several of the 
“substantive” recommendations in APA’s Equity in Zoning Policy 
Guide, including:

• …amend existing residential districts to allow more 
types of housing by right. 

• …allow a wider mix of residential and non-residential 
uses in existing zoning districts. 

• Reduce or remove limits on multi-household 
development density.

• …expand the list of residential use types permitted … 
to include one or more … forms of non-traditional 
and “missing middle” housing.

• Allow accessory dwelling units (ADUs) without the 
need for a public hearing.

“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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Growth & Equity
Rigorous recent studies demonstrate 
that: 

1. Increases in housing supply slow 
the growth in rents in the region; 

2. In some circumstances, new 
construction also reduces rents or 
rent growth in the surrounding area; 

3. The chains of moves sparked by 
new construction free up 
apartments that are then rented 
(or retained) by households across 
the income spectrum; 

4. While new supply is associated 
with gentrification, it has not been 
shown to cause significant 
displacement of lower-income 
households; and 

5. Easing land use restrictions, at 
least on a broad scale and in ways 
that change binding constraints on 
development, generally leads to 
more new housing over time, but 
only a fraction of the new capacity 
created because many other 
factors constrain the pace of new 
development.
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Density and Growth are Economic Decisions
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Density and Growth are Economic Decisions

• Recent developments with higher densities than currently allowed in 
majority of Milwaukee commercial districts generate 4-5x more tax 
revenue that those with densities allowed under current code.
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Density and Growth are Economic Decisions

• Lower density 1-2 family zoning districts require ~2x the public 
infrastructure as higher density 1-2 family districts, and generate ~1/2 
of tax base per acre

What does 70 homes 
look like?



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



  

Engagement Across Multiple Platforms
Asked the same questions across multiple platforms for each round of engagement.
Online surveys were a virtual version of the Open Houses. 
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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
• 5,800+ community members engaging on 

engage.Milwaukee.gov/GrowingMKE (as of 6/30/24)
• 2 community-wide surveys
• 800+ online views of meeting recordings
Multi-lingual outreach materials throughout along with  Open 
House meetings in English, Spanish & Hmong

~ 80% of in-person 
engagement occurred in 

QCTs/NRSAs

Engagement

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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Themes from Public Comments on the Draft Plan

Support for
• Housing Choice throughout the city
• Recognition of the need for more 

housing units
• Broad support for low-density middle 

housing
• Making it easier to build denser housing 

near transit, mixed-use
• Streamlining the development approval 

process

Concerns
• Real estate speculation
• Allowing small multi-family (5-8 unit 

buildings) by right and allowing triplexes 
will lead to more renters (esp. near UWM)

• Fear over the loss of homeownership 
comes from 1) a fear of rentals with 
absentee landlords and 2) fear that it will 
reduce the supply of single-family homes 

Other: mixed views on short-term rentals and parking



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
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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.
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USER-FRIENDLY 
PROCESS

Enhance customer service: Process is efficient, 
fair, and responsive to current needs and goals 
for housing growth, choice, and predictability. 

 Streamline review for certain types of approvals (e.g. DPD Minor Modifications)

 Increase accessible tools for applicants (graphical flow charts, etc.)

 Establish dedicated Zoning Section
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Changes to the Plan 
based on feedback
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April 30th Draft – Included a zoning 
code update recommendation to 
permit small multi-family buildings 
(5-8 units) in the RT3 & RT4 
districts by-right. 

The zoning code recommendation 
has been removed from the plan.

July 15th Final Draft – Includes a 
policy statement about small multi-
family buildings to provide guidance 
on where and when a small multi-
family building could be appropriate 
and in a manner that allows for 
additional alderperson and 
neighborhood review.



Thank you!

growingmke@milwaukee.gov

engage.milwaukee.gov/GrowingMKE

mailto:growingmke@milwaukee.gov
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