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Learn about options and requirements for updating your comprehensive plan, and tools and techniques for continuously improving and keeping your plan up-to-date. 



67% of local governments have 
zoning, land division or official 
mapping functions which require 
consistency with a comprehensive 
plan.   
 
84% have adopted a plan or 
started planning. 

• 1,500 adopted 
comprehensive plans 

• 100 communities w/ 
zoning, subdivision, 
or official mapping 
but no plan 

• Some communities 
have been making 
incremental changes 

• Early plans ready for 
10-year update 

Comprehensive 
Plan Status 
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Wisconsin Department of Administration, Division of Intergovernmental Relations, November 30, 2010
www.doa.state.wi.us/category.asp?linkcatid=750&linkid=128&locid=9



• Unforeseen or changing conditions 
• Changing community desires 
• Changes in political leadership 
• Plan not performing as expected 
• Errors in the original plan 

Why Update Your Plan?   

“The real issue is not the age of 
the plan, but its effectiveness.” 



• Set timeline and process for reviewing plan 
amendments: 
– Amendments considered upon request of 

landowner, developer, governing body, staff 
– Minor changes considered annually 
– Major review and rewrite at least once every 10 

years as required by state statutes 
 

• Strike balance between rigidity and flexibility in 
plan amendment process 

Plan Updates and Amendments 



Plan Updates and Amendments 

• Identify criteria for reviewing plan amendments 

 

Continued… 
(City of LaCrosse Comprehensive Plan) 
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CONFLUENCE: THE LA CROSSE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN (12/19/02 )
Chapter 14: Plan Implementation, pg. 14-7
Available online: http://www.cityoflacrosse.org/documentview.asp?DID=271





1. Review the vision and focus of your plan.  
– Identify issues that matter to your community. 
– Organize your plan around those topics.  
– Set a compelling yet achievable vision.  

Audit Plan for Performance 



9 Required Elements 

• Issues & Opportunities 
• Housing 
• Transportation 
• Utilities & Community Facilities 
• Agricultural, Natural & Cultural Resources 
• Economic Development 
• Intergovernmental Cooperation 
• Land Use 
• Implementation 



Planning Elements 

• Consider timing and relationship of elements 
• Focus on topics that are most important to your 

community  
• Consider reorganizing, simplifying or adding 

topics/chapters:  
 

 Energy  
 Food systems  
 Public health  
 Sustainability 
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The City of Eau Claire is developing a new chapter related to the promotion of human health in the built environment (places shaped by man). Sidewalks, bike trails, parks and community gardens are examples of how the built environment can play a positive role in reducing health risk factors.




Planning Elements 

Example: City of Brookfield  
Comprehensive Plan Chapters 

7. Sustainability 
8. Special Places 
9. Transportation 
10. Community Value 
11. Regionalism 
12. Implementation 

1. Vision 
2. Land Use 
3. Housing and Neighborhoods 
4. Jobs and Shopping 
5. Natural Resources & Recreation 
6. Education 
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http://www.ci.brookfield.wi.us/index.aspx?NID=629



Visioning 

Visioning is a process by which a 
community envisions the future it 

wants, and plans how to achieve it. 

Image: http://communityplanningandconsulting.com/gallery 
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1. Review the vision and focus of your plan.  
2. Review data, maps and projections.   

– Update to reflect changing conditions. 
– Consider impacts of different scenarios. 
– Use maps and text to guide desired timing and pattern 

of future development.  
 
 
 

Audit Plan for Performance 



Trends to Consider 

• What impacts will these trends have on your 
community?  
– Declining household size 
– Increase in Asian and Hispanic populations 
– Baby Boomer retirements 
– Preference for smaller homes close to services 
– Fewer young people driving 
– Strong commodity prices / agricultural land values 
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Also consider preferences of different generations when designing planning process 



Consistency Matrix 

Example: East Bay Township 
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http://www.eastbaytwp.org/downloads/comprehensive_plan_supp_2_2009.pdf
East Bay Charter Township, MI, Comprehensive Plan Supplement, 



1. Review the vision and focus of your plan.  
2. Review data, maps and projections.  
3. Review goals, objectives and policies.  

– Remove timid, non-committal or ambiguous language.  
– Prioritize and assign resources.  
– Develop performance measures. 
– Annually review and document progress towards plan 

implementation.  
 

Audit Plan for Performance 
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Remove timid, non-committal or ambiguous language (i.e. consider, may, explore).



Triage Approach 

KEEP 

REVISE DELETE 



• Example: Dane County 
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Dane County Comprehensive Plan Update, 2013



Prioritize and Assign Resources 

• Identify for each tool: 
– Timeline for implementation 
– Resources required 
– Party responsible for implementation 
– Indicators or measures of success 

Image: http://community 
planningandconsulting.com 
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In addition to identifying the goals and objectives by Planning Element, this section also
provides a “Status” for each goal and objective. These “Status” reports are intended to
provide the community, as well as Tribal leaders and departments, with an update of the
Plan’s progress. The “Status” of each goal and objective should be confirmed on an annual
basis.

For the purpose of the Plan, “Status” is defined in the following ways:
Completed: This goal or objective has been achieved
Ongoing: This goal or objective has begun and is currently in progress
Pending: This goal or objective has been discussed, but action has not started
No Activity: This goal or objective has not been discussed

Oneida Nation Comprehensive Plan
http://www.oneidanation.org/uploadedFiles/Departments/Development/Sub_Pages/Comp%20Plan%20which%20includes%20Land%20Policy%20Framework.pdf
See pages 2-47 and 48 for specific examples



Monitoring Progress 

Example: City of Austin, Bicycle Master Plan 
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Graphic adapted from City of Austin 2009 Bicycle Plan Update.
www.ci.austin.tx.us/publicworks/downloads/05_implementation_funding.pdf



Monitoring Progress 

Example: City of Brookfield 
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City of Brookfield, 2009 Comprehensive Plan
http://www.ci.brookfield.wi.us/DocumentCenter/Home/View/1512



Monitoring Progress 

Annual Self-Audit 
• Hold joint meeting with governing body, plan 

commission, zoning board and staff  
• Monitor progress towards plan implementation 
• Summarize number and types of plan amendments, 

rezones, conditional uses, variances, appeals, etc.  
• Make recommendations to clarify plan or ordinance 

language that is unclear, inadequate, overly 
restrictive or otherwise problematic 

    See PC Handbook (chapter 6, pg. 11) or BOA Handbook (chapter 19) 
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We recommend that the plan commission meet annually with the governing body, planning and zoning staff, and zoning board to discuss concerns and make recommendations for policy changes. An annual summary of the number and specific type of development permits requested and granted can guide the plan commission in making recommendations. Excerpts from a sample report are provided at right. The plan commission should look for patterns that suggest opportunities to improve ordinance language clarity, effectiveness of standards, and administrative efficiency. It should evaluate the need to revise regulations and be prepared to make proactive recommendations to the governing body.
If local officials are granting frequent relief to certain provisions of the local ordinance, this may indicate that the regulations are not consistent with the goals of the comprehensive plan or are otherwise inappropriate. For example, if many people want to build a new home in an area designated for infill development, but a variance is needed to build close to the street like existing homes, the plan commission might suggest a reduced setback or setback averaging provision. Similarly, if many people are seeking and receiving conditional use permits for rather benign home occupations such as computer-based work, the plan commission may recommend permitting this use by right. Conversely, if a certain type of permitted use is proving problematic, they may recommend adding requirements to the ordinance or converting the permitted use to a conditional use, so that conditions may be applied to mitigate adverse impacts.
Reviewing the number and types of conditions applied to permits can also be helpful. While there is no maximum number of conditions that can be attached to an approval, the plan commission may wish to monitor the situation if a high number of conditions are routinely applied, or if the conditions are really significant. If a proven set of conditions are found to be effective for mitigating certain circumstances, the plan commission should recommend revising the ordinance to include the conditions as a requirement of the permit. 


Because the relationship between the governing body and plan commission is so important, the two should meet periodically to discuss community planning and land use issues. If the governing body has certain policies it wishes to pursue, the plan commission needs to understand those policies and how the governing body would like to achieve them. Conversely, plan commission members should share their concerns and ideas with the governing body. Ultimately, the two entities may not agree on policy or how to implement it, but at least each is informed so that they can make decisions and recommendations accordingly.




1. Review the vision and focus of your plan.  
2. Review data, maps and projections.  
3. Review goals, objectives and policies.  
4. Decide on scope of plan update.  

– Determine if you must revise or rewrite plan. 
– Consider plan format and organization.  
– Tell a story using images. 
– Involve the right people. 

 
 

Audit Plan for Performance 
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Pay attention to plan format.
Most of the recommendations of this handbook involve improving the substance of comprehensive plan updates.  But careful attention also needs to be given to how this substance is put together into a coherent, readable whole.  Some 1990s comprehensive plans with otherwise excellent content suffer from poor organization, confusing formats or a lack of focus on the most critical elements.  Other plans are just too long.  A plan with strong policies and strategies will not be effective if policy makers and the general public don’t read it. 
 
Early in the update process, discuss what format and organization will make the plan most accessible and easy to use.  As part of the review of your existing plan, evaluate not only the effectiveness of its strategies, but how its organization and format seem to work.  In some cases, you may decide to consider refinements; in others, you may decide to try an entirely new approach.
 
Some points to consider:
 
No matter how compelling the text, most readers will not wade through a document that is over 100 pages.
Keep the plan to a reasonable length.  No matter how compelling the text, most readers will not wade through a document that is over 100 pages.  Aim for a plan that is concise without sacrificing attention to important planning issues.  Discuss optimal length as you consider formatting options early in the process, and remain focused on this target as individual sections are developed and edited.  Consistent with Recommendation #3, don’t let inventory elements dominate your plan.  Even as you strive to address elements identified in state law and rules, be selective in what additional information and analysis is included.  Use findings that summarize pertinent information and its implications.  Consider putting background information supporting these findings in a plan appendix or in a separate plan volume.
Highlight the policy portion of your plan to the greatest possible extent, including goals, policies and implementation strategies.  Consider putting policy sections at the front of your plan, or begin with an executive summary of the plan’s most important policy elements.  Give prominence to policy-related sections such as the land use plan (and future land use map) and capital investment plan.  If your plan uses a format in which inventory and policy sections are integrated on a topic-by-topic basis, keep the inventory portion succinct, if necessary, referencing background information to be covered later.  In general, avoid an approach in which the first half of the plan is taken up by inventory and the policy sections get lost at the end of the plan.
Add images and graphics to your plan to emphasize important points and to provide relief from text.  Use charts and graphs to summarize information.  Pay attention to page composition and readability. In addition to graphics, use focus boxes and quotes to highlight important points, and leave adequate “white space” to make pages more readable.  
 
The extent to which you use the policies and information of your existing plan presents an issue that has a bearing on organization, cost, continuity with past planning efforts and ease of future updating.  A number of different approaches exist, each with pros and cons, which are discussed in Section III.  Approach to Integrating Existing Plan.  




Option 1:  Selectively Revise Portions of Plan  
– Time and cost-effective. 
– Works best if current plan is well-written/organized. 
– May make it difficult to take a fresh look at issues or 

problems. 
 

Update Options 
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http://media.virbcdn.com/files/c2/93e3c675d9aa137a-FIRSTDRAFTUPDATEDCh9.pdf
Town of Hortonia, Comprehensive Plan Update, 2015

III.  APPROACH TO INTEGRATING EXISTING PLAN
 
Many communities that developed comprehensive plans in the 1990s already had some form of plan document on the books.  Some of these documents were revised and updated both to meet the requirements of the Growth Management Law and to reflect current issues and opportunities.  But for the numerous towns whose existing comprehensive plans were modest in scope and detail, the typical approach was to scrap the earlier document and to start from scratch.  �Now, with much more substantial comprehensive plans in place, these communities are faced with an important decision regarding the extent to which their existing plan should be revised as part of an update process.  A number of different options exist, each with pros and cons regarding cost, organization, continuity with past planning efforts, ease of future updating and other factors.  
�ption 1:  Selectively Revised/Updated Plan
 
Even with a 10-year-old plan, you may find that much of its material is still relevant.  Rather than writing an entirely new plan, you may opt to selectively revise and update specific sections. 
 
Even with a 10-year-old plan, you may find that much of its material is still relevant.  
This approach has the advantage of focusing the plan update project on those portions of the plan that truly need updating.  It is generally more cost-effective and less time consuming than a total rewrite.  Inventory sections or maps that still provide accurate information can be left intact or given minor updates.  For the inventory, the focus should be on providing an up-to-date analysis of current and projected issues.  For the policy component, the emphasis should be on determining which policies and implementation strategies should be retained or revised in the updated plan, as well as what new policies and strategies are needed. This approach works best when the plan being updated is a well-written and organized document that lends itself to easy modification and addition.  
If, on the other hand, the original plan has significant weaknesses in organization or content, using it as a template for an updated plan may merely perpetuate the earlier plan’s weaknesses. 
 
Be aware that the approach of selectively revising an existing plan may have the effect of hampering efforts to take a fresh look at issues or problems, or embrace new policies. Sometimes a tendency exists to leave existing language alone, even when it is of limited usefulness or relevance.  And there are instances when selectively updating and revising existing language can be more cumbersome than rewriting – and lead to a less coherent product.
�Option 2:  New Policy Section/Updated Inventory
�A variation in the approach described above is to make necessary updates to the inventory sections, but to restructure and rewrite the policy sections of the plan.  This approach may lend itself best to a format in which the policy section is distinct rather than integrated with the inventory section.  The selectively revised inventory section might constitute one volume of the plan, and the rewritten policy section, which could include a review of major inventory findings, another.  To retain a degree of connection to the earlier plan, this section might also include a discussion of what policies and strategies were revised from the previous plan and why.  
 
This approach has the advantages of allowing a selective update of the inventory section, while providing an opportunity to take a fresh look at the policy section.  Most of the recommendations of this handbook pertain to the policy section of the plan, and their consideration may substantially change the content and emphasis of this section.  A rewrite also provides for more flexibility in reorganizing this most crucial section of the plan in a way that seems most effective and user-friendly.  
 
Option 3:  Plan Supplement
 
Some communities may evaluate their comprehensive plans and determine that they are working quite well.  Instead of substantially revising the existing plan or writing a whole new one, your community may choose instead to develop a plan “supplement” that highlights the information and policies that have been changed from the existing plan.  Under this approach, the previous plan would be retained essentially in its current form and serve as a compendium or appendix to the supplement.  
 
This may be the “easiest” and least costly approach to an update project.  It allows the community to build on its current plan, but avoids the need to integrate new information into an existing document or to create an entirely new comprehensive policy section.  The supplement may lend itself well to a discussion of how the existing plan can be strengthened by considering some of the recommendations of this handbook and other refinements.
 
A possible disadvantage of this approach is that, unless carefully handled, it may result in an overall format that is difficult or confusing to use.  The reader may need to jump back and forth between the supplement and the previous plan to ascertain what information is still current and what policies are still in force.  This limitation might be overcome by making the supplement a more comprehensive distillation of relevant policy-related components from the previous plan.  At this point, however, the supplement would begin to more closely resemble the format of Option 2 described above.  
 
A supplement may be most appropriate if the existing plan is relatively recent and effective, but the community wishes to make adjustments or to focus in on a particular issue or topic area.  In light of the weaknesses of the Land Use Plans and their linkages to Capital Investment Planning in many 1990s plan, a supplement that concentrates on these areas may allow for a relatively clean mid-course adjustment.  
 
Option 4:  Entirely New Plan
 
For a variety of reasons, a community may decide that it wants its plan update to be an entirely new document – one that references and uses some information from the previous plan, but which otherwise starts again from scratch in integrating the old and new into a coherent whole.  This approach would likely involve a review and update of the inventory and analysis section to focus on the most pertinent information.  The policy and implementation section would integrate existing, revised and new policies and strategies, with some sort of discussion of what changes were made from the current plan’s approach and why.
 
This approach has the advantage of providing a comprehensive update of the previous plan.  Although it may involve significant additional writing, it avoids the time-consuming and sometimes tedious task of trying to revise existing plan language and structure new components so that they work with existing ones.  This approach may have particular merit when the community feels that its existing plan lacks a coherent organization or has other major problems.
 
This approach has the disadvantage of making the plan update into a major undertaking that may exceed the financial and time resources of some communities.  The reinvention of the inventory section may itself prove to be an expensive and time-consuming exercise – a scenario that runs counter to the recommendation of this handbook to de-emphasize that component.  In taking this route, communities should be careful that the strengths and lessons of the earlier plan are not lost, and that the emphasis should remain on the policy section of the plan.



Option 2:  Update Inventory or Policy Section 
– Distinct inventory and policy sections can be updated 

independently.  
– Provides an opportunity to focus on policies.   
– Some time and cost savings over complete rewrite. 

Option 3:  Create Plan Supplement 
– Existing plan is retained in its current form. Supplement 

document highlights new information and policies. 
– May be difficult to ascertain which policies are current. 
– Easiest, least costly approach. 

Update Options 
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III.  APPROACH TO INTEGRATING EXISTING PLAN
 
Many communities that developed comprehensive plans in the 1990s already had some form of plan document on the books.  Some of these documents were revised and updated both to meet the requirements of the Growth Management Law and to reflect current issues and opportunities.  But for the numerous towns whose existing comprehensive plans were modest in scope and detail, the typical approach was to scrap the earlier document and to start from scratch.  �Now, with much more substantial comprehensive plans in place, these communities are faced with an important decision regarding the extent to which their existing plan should be revised as part of an update process.  A number of different options exist, each with pros and cons regarding cost, organization, continuity with past planning efforts, ease of future updating and other factors.  
�ption 1:  Selectively Revised/Updated Plan
 
Even with a 10-year-old plan, you may find that much of its material is still relevant.  Rather than writing an entirely new plan, you may opt to selectively revise and update specific sections. 
 
Even with a 10-year-old plan, you may find that much of its material is still relevant.  
This approach has the advantage of focusing the plan update project on those portions of the plan that truly need updating.  It is generally more cost-effective and less time consuming than a total rewrite.  Inventory sections or maps that still provide accurate information can be left intact or given minor updates.  For the inventory, the focus should be on providing an up-to-date analysis of current and projected issues.  For the policy component, the emphasis should be on determining which policies and implementation strategies should be retained or revised in the updated plan, as well as what new policies and strategies are needed. This approach works best when the plan being updated is a well-written and organized document that lends itself to easy modification and addition.  
If, on the other hand, the original plan has significant weaknesses in organization or content, using it as a template for an updated plan may merely perpetuate the earlier plan’s weaknesses. 
 
Be aware that the approach of selectively revising an existing plan may have the effect of hampering efforts to take a fresh look at issues or problems, or embrace new policies. Sometimes a tendency exists to leave existing language alone, even when it is of limited usefulness or relevance.  And there are instances when selectively updating and revising existing language can be more cumbersome than rewriting – and lead to a less coherent product.
�Option 2:  New Policy Section/Updated Inventory
�A variation in the approach described above is to make necessary updates to the inventory sections, but to restructure and rewrite the policy sections of the plan.  This approach may lend itself best to a format in which the policy section is distinct rather than integrated with the inventory section.  The selectively revised inventory section might constitute one volume of the plan, and the rewritten policy section, which could include a review of major inventory findings, another.  To retain a degree of connection to the earlier plan, this section might also include a discussion of what policies and strategies were revised from the previous plan and why.  
 
This approach has the advantages of allowing a selective update of the inventory section, while providing an opportunity to take a fresh look at the policy section.  Most of the recommendations of this handbook pertain to the policy section of the plan, and their consideration may substantially change the content and emphasis of this section.  A rewrite also provides for more flexibility in reorganizing this most crucial section of the plan in a way that seems most effective and user-friendly.  
 
Option 3:  Plan Supplement
 
Some communities may evaluate their comprehensive plans and determine that they are working quite well.  Instead of substantially revising the existing plan or writing a whole new one, your community may choose instead to develop a plan “supplement” that highlights the information and policies that have been changed from the existing plan.  Under this approach, the previous plan would be retained essentially in its current form and serve as a compendium or appendix to the supplement.  
 
This may be the “easiest” and least costly approach to an update project.  It allows the community to build on its current plan, but avoids the need to integrate new information into an existing document or to create an entirely new comprehensive policy section.  The supplement may lend itself well to a discussion of how the existing plan can be strengthened by considering some of the recommendations of this handbook and other refinements.
 
A possible disadvantage of this approach is that, unless carefully handled, it may result in an overall format that is difficult or confusing to use.  The reader may need to jump back and forth between the supplement and the previous plan to ascertain what information is still current and what policies are still in force.  This limitation might be overcome by making the supplement a more comprehensive distillation of relevant policy-related components from the previous plan.  At this point, however, the supplement would begin to more closely resemble the format of Option 2 described above.  
 
A supplement may be most appropriate if the existing plan is relatively recent and effective, but the community wishes to make adjustments or to focus in on a particular issue or topic area.  In light of the weaknesses of the Land Use Plans and their linkages to Capital Investment Planning in many 1990s plan, a supplement that concentrates on these areas may allow for a relatively clean mid-course adjustment.  
 
Option 4:  Entirely New Plan
 
For a variety of reasons, a community may decide that it wants its plan update to be an entirely new document – one that references and uses some information from the previous plan, but which otherwise starts again from scratch in integrating the old and new into a coherent whole.  This approach would likely involve a review and update of the inventory and analysis section to focus on the most pertinent information.  The policy and implementation section would integrate existing, revised and new policies and strategies, with some sort of discussion of what changes were made from the current plan’s approach and why.
 
This approach has the advantage of providing a comprehensive update of the previous plan.  Although it may involve significant additional writing, it avoids the time-consuming and sometimes tedious task of trying to revise existing plan language and structure new components so that they work with existing ones.  This approach may have particular merit when the community feels that its existing plan lacks a coherent organization or has other major problems.
 
This approach has the disadvantage of making the plan update into a major undertaking that may exceed the financial and time resources of some communities.  The reinvention of the inventory section may itself prove to be an expensive and time-consuming exercise – a scenario that runs counter to the recommendation of this handbook to de-emphasize that component.  In taking this route, communities should be careful that the strengths and lessons of the earlier plan are not lost, and that the emphasis should remain on the policy section of the plan.



Option 4:  Create Entirely New Plan 
– Major undertaking – new plan written from scratch.    
– Avoids time-consuming and potentially tedious task of 

working with existing plan language or format.  
– Works best if existing plan requires major overhaul. 
 

Update Options 
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III.  APPROACH TO INTEGRATING EXISTING PLAN
 
Many communities that developed comprehensive plans in the 1990s already had some form of plan document on the books.  Some of these documents were revised and updated both to meet the requirements of the Growth Management Law and to reflect current issues and opportunities.  But for the numerous towns whose existing comprehensive plans were modest in scope and detail, the typical approach was to scrap the earlier document and to start from scratch.  �Now, with much more substantial comprehensive plans in place, these communities are faced with an important decision regarding the extent to which their existing plan should be revised as part of an update process.  A number of different options exist, each with pros and cons regarding cost, organization, continuity with past planning efforts, ease of future updating and other factors.  
�ption 1:  Selectively Revised/Updated Plan
 
Even with a 10-year-old plan, you may find that much of its material is still relevant.  Rather than writing an entirely new plan, you may opt to selectively revise and update specific sections. 
 
Even with a 10-year-old plan, you may find that much of its material is still relevant.  
This approach has the advantage of focusing the plan update project on those portions of the plan that truly need updating.  It is generally more cost-effective and less time consuming than a total rewrite.  Inventory sections or maps that still provide accurate information can be left intact or given minor updates.  For the inventory, the focus should be on providing an up-to-date analysis of current and projected issues.  For the policy component, the emphasis should be on determining which policies and implementation strategies should be retained or revised in the updated plan, as well as what new policies and strategies are needed. This approach works best when the plan being updated is a well-written and organized document that lends itself to easy modification and addition.  
If, on the other hand, the original plan has significant weaknesses in organization or content, using it as a template for an updated plan may merely perpetuate the earlier plan’s weaknesses. 
 
Be aware that the approach of selectively revising an existing plan may have the effect of hampering efforts to take a fresh look at issues or problems, or embrace new policies. Sometimes a tendency exists to leave existing language alone, even when it is of limited usefulness or relevance.  And there are instances when selectively updating and revising existing language can be more cumbersome than rewriting – and lead to a less coherent product.
�Option 2:  New Policy Section/Updated Inventory
�A variation in the approach described above is to make necessary updates to the inventory sections, but to restructure and rewrite the policy sections of the plan.  This approach may lend itself best to a format in which the policy section is distinct rather than integrated with the inventory section.  The selectively revised inventory section might constitute one volume of the plan, and the rewritten policy section, which could include a review of major inventory findings, another.  To retain a degree of connection to the earlier plan, this section might also include a discussion of what policies and strategies were revised from the previous plan and why.  
 
This approach has the advantages of allowing a selective update of the inventory section, while providing an opportunity to take a fresh look at the policy section.  Most of the recommendations of this handbook pertain to the policy section of the plan, and their consideration may substantially change the content and emphasis of this section.  A rewrite also provides for more flexibility in reorganizing this most crucial section of the plan in a way that seems most effective and user-friendly.  
 
Option 3:  Plan Supplement
 
Some communities may evaluate their comprehensive plans and determine that they are working quite well.  Instead of substantially revising the existing plan or writing a whole new one, your community may choose instead to develop a plan “supplement” that highlights the information and policies that have been changed from the existing plan.  Under this approach, the previous plan would be retained essentially in its current form and serve as a compendium or appendix to the supplement.  
 
This may be the “easiest” and least costly approach to an update project.  It allows the community to build on its current plan, but avoids the need to integrate new information into an existing document or to create an entirely new comprehensive policy section.  The supplement may lend itself well to a discussion of how the existing plan can be strengthened by considering some of the recommendations of this handbook and other refinements.
 
A possible disadvantage of this approach is that, unless carefully handled, it may result in an overall format that is difficult or confusing to use.  The reader may need to jump back and forth between the supplement and the previous plan to ascertain what information is still current and what policies are still in force.  This limitation might be overcome by making the supplement a more comprehensive distillation of relevant policy-related components from the previous plan.  At this point, however, the supplement would begin to more closely resemble the format of Option 2 described above.  
 
A supplement may be most appropriate if the existing plan is relatively recent and effective, but the community wishes to make adjustments or to focus in on a particular issue or topic area.  In light of the weaknesses of the Land Use Plans and their linkages to Capital Investment Planning in many 1990s plan, a supplement that concentrates on these areas may allow for a relatively clean mid-course adjustment.  
 
Option 4:  Entirely New Plan
 
For a variety of reasons, a community may decide that it wants its plan update to be an entirely new document – one that references and uses some information from the previous plan, but which otherwise starts again from scratch in integrating the old and new into a coherent whole.  This approach would likely involve a review and update of the inventory and analysis section to focus on the most pertinent information.  The policy and implementation section would integrate existing, revised and new policies and strategies, with some sort of discussion of what changes were made from the current plan’s approach and why.
 
This approach has the advantage of providing a comprehensive update of the previous plan.  Although it may involve significant additional writing, it avoids the time-consuming and sometimes tedious task of trying to revise existing plan language and structure new components so that they work with existing ones.  This approach may have particular merit when the community feels that its existing plan lacks a coherent organization or has other major problems.
 
This approach has the disadvantage of making the plan update into a major undertaking that may exceed the financial and time resources of some communities.  The reinvention of the inventory section may itself prove to be an expensive and time-consuming exercise – a scenario that runs counter to the recommendation of this handbook to de-emphasize that component.  In taking this route, communities should be careful that the strengths and lessons of the earlier plan are not lost, and that the emphasis should remain on the policy section of the plan.



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

Example: City of Monona 
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Document Design 

• Organization and structure (table of contents, 
numbering, index, appendix) 

• Writing style (avoid legalese where possible)  
• Cross-referencing (say it once) 

• Tables (summarize a lot of data) 

• Graphics (show what you mean) 

• White space and  contrast 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instruction Manual for Advanced Regulatory Drafting, APA National Conference, April 2008



• Illustrate your plan, 
ordinances and 
related materials 
with pictures, 
diagrams and non-
technical language 

Graphics 

• Prepare a glossy, informational brochure or 
poster plan summarizing the plan’s main 
points  

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Graphic: Comprehensive Plan, Town of Pilsen, Bayfield County, WI
http://www.bayfieldcounty.org/assets/files/zoning/Comp-Land-Use-Planning/towns/2011/2011-Pilsen-Comp-Plan-Brochure.pdf




Political Process 

Involve elected officials on a regular basis long 
before you have something for them to adopt 
 

Why are we doing this? 
What are the current regulations? 
What are the proposed changes? 
How will the proposed changes impact 

constituents? 
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Political Process 

Involve constituents: 
Developers,  
Neighborhood groups,  
 Environmental groups,  
Design professionals,  
 Business owners,  
Other community groups 

 

Identify “project champions” – officials/citizens who 
will move project forward and keep it on the agenda 
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Instruction Manual for Advanced Regulatory Drafting, APA National Conference, April 2008



Drafting Team 

• Staff 
• Consultant 
• Governing body 
• Plan commission 
• Advisory committee 
• Special interests/knowledge 
• Legal counsel 



A plan for planning 

– What is the purpose of the planning effort? 
– What geographic area will you cover? Will this be a 

multi-jurisdictional effort? 
– Who is going to use the plan, and how?  
– What is the form, content, and appearance of the plan? 
– Who is going to prepare the plan?  
– How will you fund the process?  
– What process will you follow when preparing the plan? 
– What education and relationships do you need to build 

before getting started? 



Recommended Resource 

Plan Commission Handbook (CLUE, 2012) 
www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue/Pages/publications-resources/PlanCommissions.aspx 

 
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 
Plus forms, worksheets, glossaries and recommended resources 
 



Recommended Resource 

Sample Documents for Comprehensive Plan 
Amendments (SEWRPC, 2010) 
www.sewrpc.org/SEWRPC/communityassistance/ProjectPlanningServices.htm 
 

– Application form 
– Public hearing notice 
– Plan commission resolution recommending plan 

amendment 
– Local government ordinance adopting plan amendment 
– Sample public participation procedures 
– Local government resolution adopting procedures 





Signs of a Good Plan 

• Legally sound 
• Reflects community desires 
• Result of public involvement 
• Users understand it 
• Local officials can apply it 



Rebecca Roberts 
Center for Land Use Education  

www.uwsp.edu/cnr-ap/clue 
rroberts@uwsp.edu 

715-346-4322 
  

 

Thank You! 



• Beginning January 1, 2010, changes to zoning, 
land division and official mapping ordinances 
must be consistent with an adopted comp plan 
– Plans must address 9 elements 
– Written procedures for public participation  
– Distribution of plans for review  
– Adopt plan by ordinance 
– Update at least once every 10 years 

Comprehensive Planning Law 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Quick audience poll:  How many are working on a comprehensive plan?  Recently completed?  Not yet started?

Nine required elements include: Issues and opportunities; Housing; Transportation; Utilities and Community Facilities; Agricultural, Natural and Cultural Facilities; Economic Development; Intergovernmental Cooperation; Land Use; and Implementation.

Standard procedures for adopting the comprehensive plan include: the plan commission recommending the plan to the governing body; the governing body adopting and enacting the plan by ordinance; and the local government filing the ordinance.





1. Written public participation procedures 
adopted by governing body 

– Methods for fostering public participation 
– Methods for distributing proposed, alternative 

or amended elements of comprehensive plan 
– Opportunity for written comments and 

response by local government 
 

Legal Process 

(Wis Stat. 66.1001(4)) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
66.1001(4)  Procedures for adopting comprehensive plans. A local governmental unit shall comply with all of the following before its comprehensive plan may take effect: 
66.1001(4)(a) (a) The governing body of a local governmental unit shall adopt written procedures that are designed to foster public participation, including open discussion, communication programs, information services, and public meetings for which advance notice has been provided, in every stage of the preparation of a comprehensive plan. The written procedures shall provide for wide distribution of proposed, alternative, or amended elements of a comprehensive plan and shall provide an opportunity for written comments on the plan to be submitted by members of the public to the governing body and for the governing body to respond to such written comments. The written procedures shall describe the methods the governing body of a local governmental unit will use to distribute proposed, alternative, or amended elements of a comprehensive plan to owners of property, or to persons who have a leasehold interest in property pursuant to which the persons may extract nonmetallic mineral resources in or on property, in which the allowable use or intensity of use of the property is changed by the comprehensive plan. 
66.1001(4)(b) (b) The plan commission or other body of a local governmental unit that is authorized to prepare or amend a comprehensive plan may recommend the adoption or amendment of a comprehensive plan only by adopting a resolution by a majority vote of the entire commission. The vote shall be recorded in the official minutes of the plan commission or other body. The resolution shall refer to maps and other descriptive materials that relate to one or more elements of a comprehensive plan. One copy of an adopted comprehensive plan, or of an amendment to such a plan, shall be sent to all of the following: 
66.1001(4)(b)1. 1. Every governmental body that is located in whole or in part within the boundaries of the local governmental unit. 
66.1001(4)(b)2. 2. The clerk of every local governmental unit that is adjacent to the local governmental unit that is the subject of the plan that is adopted or amended as described in par. (b) (intro.). 
66.1001(4)(b)4. 4. After September 1, 2005, the department of administration. 
66.1001(4)(b)5. 5. The regional planning commission in which the local governmental unit is located. 
66.1001(4)(b)6. 6. The public library that serves the area in which the local governmental unit is located. 
66.1001(4)(c) (c) No comprehensive plan that is recommended for adoption or amendment under par. (b) may take effect until the political subdivision enacts an ordinance or the regional planning commission adopts a resolution that adopts the plan or amendment. The political subdivision may not enact an ordinance or the regional planning commission may not adopt a resolution under this paragraph unless the comprehensive plan contains all of the elements specified in sub. (2). An ordinance may be enacted or a resolution may be adopted under this paragraph only by a majority vote of the members-elect, as defined in s. 59.001 (2m), of the governing body. One copy of a comprehensive plan enacted or adopted under this paragraph shall be sent to all of the entities specified under par. (b). 
66.1001(4)(d) (d) No political subdivision may enact an ordinance or no regional planning commission may adopt a resolution under par. (c) unless the political subdivision or regional planning commission holds at least one public hearing at which the proposed ordinance or resolution is discussed. That hearing must be preceded by a class 1 notice under ch. 985 that is published at least 30 days before the hearing is held. The political subdivision or regional planning commission may also provide notice of the hearing by any other means it considers appropriate. The class 1 notice shall contain at least the following information: 
66.1001(4)(d)1. 1. The date, time and place of the hearing. 
66.1001(4)(d)2. 2. A summary, which may include a map, of the proposed comprehensive plan or amendment to such a plan. 
66.1001(4)(d)3. 3. The name of an individual employed by the local governmental unit who may provide additional information regarding the proposed ordinance. 
66.1001(4)(d)4. 4. Information relating to where and when the proposed comprehensive plan or amendment to such a plan may be inspected before the hearing, and how a copy of the plan or amendment may be obtained. 
66.1001(4)(e) (e) At least 30 days before the hearing described in par. (d) is held, a local governmental unit shall provide written notice to all of the following: 
66.1001(4)(e)1. 1. An operator who has obtained, or made application for, a permit that is described under s. 295.12 (3) (d). 
66.1001(4)(e)2. 2. A person who has registered a marketable nonmetallic mineral deposit under s. 295.20. 
66.1001(4)(e)3. 3. Any other property owner or leaseholder who has an interest in property pursuant to which the person may extract nonmetallic mineral resources, if the property owner or leaseholder requests in writing that the local governmental unit provide the property owner or leaseholder notice of the hearing described in par. (d). 
66.1001(4)(f) (f) A political subdivision shall maintain a list of persons who submit a written request to receive notice of any proposed ordinance, described under par. (c), that affects the allowable use of the property owned by the person. At least 30 days before the hearing described in par. (d) is held a political subdivision shall provide written notice, including a copy of the proposed ordinance, to all such persons. The notice shall be by mail or in any reasonable form that is agreed to by the person and the political subdivision. The political subdivision may charge each person on the list who receives a notice a fee that does not exceed the approximate cost of providing the notice to the person. 


�(4) Procedures for adopting comprehensive plans. A local governmental unit shall comply with all of the following before its comprehensive plan may take effect:�
66.1001(4)(a)      �(a) The governing body of a local governmental unit shall adopt written procedures that are designed to foster public participation, including open discussion, communication programs, information services, and public meetings for which advance notice has been provided, in every stage of the preparation of a comprehensive plan. The written procedures shall provide for wide distribution of proposed, alternative, or amended elements of a comprehensive plan and shall provide an opportunity for written comments on the plan to be submitted by members of the public to the governing body and for the governing body to respond to such written comments. The written procedures shall describe the methods the governing body of a local governmental unit will use to distribute proposed, alternative, or amended elements of a comprehensive plan to owners of property, or to persons who have a leasehold interest in property pursuant to which the persons may extract nonmetallic mineral resources in or on property, in which the allowable use or intensity of use of the property is changed by the comprehensive plan.�




2. Publish class 1 notice at least 30 days prior to     
public hearing on proposed plan/amendment 

Legal Process 

(Wis Stat. 66.1001(4)) 

1. Date, time and place of hearing 
2. Summary, which may include map, of 

proposed plan or amendment 
3. Local government contact  
4. Info to inspect or obtain plan prior to hearing 

(Send notice to nonmetallic mineral mining interests 
and those who have submitted a written request) 
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66.1001(4)(d)      �(d) No political subdivision may enact an ordinance or no regional planning commission may adopt a resolution under par. (c) unless the political subdivision or regional planning commission holds at least one public hearing at which the proposed ordinance or resolution is discussed. That hearing must be preceded by a class 1 notice under ch. 985 that is published at least 30 days before the hearing is held. The political subdivision or regional planning commission may also provide notice of the hearing by any other means it considers appropriate. The class 1 notice shall contain at least the following information:��66.1001(4)(d)1.      �1. The date, time and place of the hearing.��66.1001(4)(d)2.      �2. A summary, which may include a map, of the proposed comprehensive plan or amendment to such a plan.�
66.1001(4)(d)3.      �3. The name of an individual employed by the local governmental unit who may provide additional information regarding the proposed ordinance.��66.1001(4)(d)4.      �4. Information relating to where and when the proposed comprehensive plan or amendment to such a plan may be inspected before the hearing, and how a copy of the plan or amendment may be obtained.�
66.1001(4)(e)      �(e) At least 30 days before the hearing described in par. (d) is held, a local governmental unit shall provide written notice to all of the following:�
66.1001(4)(e)1.      �1. An operator who has obtained, or made application for, a permit that is described under s. 295.12 (3) (d).�
66.1001(4)(e)2.      �2. A person who has registered a marketable nonmetallic mineral deposit under s. 295.20.��66.1001(4)(e)3.      �3. Any other property owner or leaseholder who has an interest in property pursuant to which the person may extract nonmetallic mineral resources, if the property owner or leaseholder requests in writing that the local governmental unit provide the property owner or leaseholder notice of the hearing described in par. (d).��66.1001(4)(f)      �(f) A political subdivision shall maintain a list of persons who submit a written request to receive notice of any proposed ordinance, described under par. (c), that affects the allowable use of the property owned by the person. At least 30 days before the hearing described in par. (d) is held a political subdivision shall provide written notice, including a copy of the proposed ordinance, to all such persons. The notice shall be by mail or in any reasonable form that is agreed to by the person and the political subdivision. The political subdivision may charge each person on the list who receives a notice a fee that does not exceed the approximate cost of providing the notice to the person.�




3. Local government approval 
– Plan Commission adopts resolution 

recommending adoption of plan (majority vote 
required) 

– Governing Body adopts comprehensive plan by 
ordinance (majority vote required) 

 

Legal Process 

(Wis Stat. 66.1001(4)) 
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66.1001(4)(b)      �(b) The plan commission or other body of a local governmental unit that is authorized to prepare or amend a comprehensive plan may recommend the adoption or amendment of a comprehensive plan only by adopting a resolution by a majority vote of the entire commission. The vote shall be recorded in the official minutes of the plan commission or other body. The resolution shall refer to maps and other descriptive materials that relate to one or more elements of a comprehensive plan. �
66.1001(4)(c)      �(c) No comprehensive plan that is recommended for adoption or amendment under par. (b) may take effect until the political subdivision enacts an ordinance or the regional planning commission adopts a resolution that adopts the plan or amendment. The political subdivision may not enact an ordinance or the regional planning commission may not adopt a resolution under this paragraph unless the comprehensive plan contains all of the elements specified in sub. (2). An ordinance may be enacted or a resolution may be adopted under this paragraph only by a majority vote of the members-elect, as defined in s. 59.001 (2m), of the governing body. �




4. One copy of an adopted comprehensive 
plan or amendment must be sent to: 

– Wisconsin Department of Administration 
– Regional Planning Commission 
– County and adjacent units of government 
– Public library  

 

 

Legal Process 

(Wis Stat. 66.1001(4)) 
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66.1001(4)(b)      �….One copy of an adopted comprehensive plan, or of an amendment to such a plan, shall be sent to all of the following:�
66.1001(4)(b)1.      �1. Every governmental body that is located in whole or in part within the boundaries of the local governmental unit.��66.1001(4)(b)2.      �2. The clerk of every local governmental unit that is adjacent to the local governmental unit that is the subject of the plan that is adopted or amended as described in par. (b) (intro.).�
66.1001(4)(b)3.      �3. The Wisconsin land council.�
66.1001(4)(b)4.      �4. After September 1, 2005, the department of administration.�
66.1001(4)(b)5.      �5. The regional planning commission in which the local governmental unit is located.�
66.1001(4)(b)6.      �6. The public library that serves the area in which the local governmental unit is located.�
�
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