
Room to Grow
How Zoning Affects Our Environment



Welcome

Andrew Ericson, University of Wisconsin – La Crosse

Natalie Heneghan, Habitat for Humanity of the Greater La Crosse Region



We are zoning enthusiasts.



Overview
Zoning basics

La Crosse's zoning code through the years

Zoning impact on the environment

Direct impact on La Crosse's Environment

What's next? What's possible?



Zoning



1910 - Baltimore 1916 - NYC 



Establish uniformity throughout an area

Govern property use

Manage appearance of properties

What does zoning do?



Zoning in La Crosse



“Times change and the community changes with them. A good zoning 
ordinance must change with the community to which it applies, or it may 
become a hindrance to orderly development.” 
- La Crosse Tribune, January 2, 1956

Zoning in La Crosse



From the 1930s through the 1990s, a series of zoning code rewrites occur in 
La Crosse. Key themes that emerge include:

• Public health

• Preserving property value

• Cleaning up patchwork laws + exceptions to the rule

Zoning in La Crosse



From the 1930s through the 1990s, a series of zoning code rewrites occur in 
La Crosse. Key themes that emerge include:

• Limiting encroachment of student housing

• Limiting encroachment of rentals of any kind

Zoning in La Crosse



By the late 1990s, single-family zoning dominates residential areas. R1, or 

Single Family Residential, composes the second highest percentage of land 

use at 19%, topped only by Conservancy at 22.9%.

Zoning in La Crosse



Other residential uses, including Low Density Multi-Family (duplexes, 

triplexes, etc.), Multi-Family Residential, and Special Residential total 4.5% 

of land use. 

Zoning in La Crosse



Missing Middle Housing



Lot size
Lot size increases over time with every new zoning rewrite

o Pre-1938 = less than 5,000 sq ft

o 1938-1966 = minimum 5,000 sq ft

o After 1966 = minimum 7,200  ft



Affordability

+215% ($196,600 in 2023)

+210%

+118%



Consequences:

• We're running out of space

• Buildable land rapidly increases in value, costs passed on to buyers and 
renters

Zoning in La Crosse



Consequences:

• We're running out of space

• Buildable land rapidly increases in value, costs passed on to buyers

• Homeownership is out of reach for more residents

• Housing demand goes elsewhere – suburbs

Zoning in La Crosse



Consequences:

• We're running out of space

• Buildable land rapidly increases in value, costs passed on to buyers

• Homeownership is out of reach for more residents

• Housing demand goes elsewhere – suburbs

• Car dependency built into our city – don't have density to uphold healthy 
transit infrastructure

• Parking lots 

Zoning in La Crosse



Zoning and the 

Environment
• Zoning can incentivize 

Sprawl:
oExcess Car Use

o Impervious Surfaces

oFragmentation and 
Encroachment of Ecosystems

oHigher Energy Inputs

• Zoning can incentivize Smart 
Growth
oWalkability/Bikeability

oTransit Friendly

oPreserves Open 
Space/Ecosystems (broadly)

oMore efficient use of energy



Emissions Reduction

Source: https://rmi.org/why-state-land-use-reform-should-be-a-priority-climate-lever-for-america/



Climate 

Impact per 

Capita

• Source: NYT, Climate Impact of Your 
Neighborhood, Mapped (Dec. 13, 2022)



Car Dependency



Car Dependency Continued



Transit
Minimum Density required for 
transit to be more carbon 

efficiency than driving - 3.4 
persons per acre 

Carbon benefits 
increase beyond that.

At 8.6 persons per acre 
benefits significantly shift up

By developed space in La 
Crosse (not including 

conservancy) 6.1 per acre.



Source: Forward La Crosse (comp plan)

Population Growth - City



1984- 93,721

2022 –120,294

https://usafacts.org/data/topics/people-society/population-and-demographics/our-changing-population/state/wisconsin/county/la-crosse-county/?endDate=2022-

01-01&startDate=1970-01-01

Population Growth - County



1984 to 2020 Onalaska



1984 to 2020 Holmen



2003 to 2025 La Crosse



2015 to 2022 La Crosse



Density Can be Green

Source: https://www.civicconservation.org/casestudy



Water 

• Lawns don't infiltrate as much as you think

• Low density means more off-site impervious infrastructure (roads, parking 
lots)

• Stormwater infrastructure (ex: rain gardens) can make up for more 
impervious surface.



https://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/protecting-water-resources-higher-density-development



https://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/protecting-water-resources-higher-density-development



https://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/protecting-water-resources-higher-density-development



https://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/protecting-water-resources-higher-density-development



https://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/protecting-water-resources-higher-density-development





Core Species vs Edge Species

https://www.natcapresearch.com/resources/what-is-the-fragmentation-of-ecosystems



2003 to 2024 La Crescent







What's next?



What's next? What's possible?

It's possible to write a zoning code that aligns with our goals for the 
environment, while also reducing cost of living, supporting schools, 
and building a healthy tax base.

Become a zoning enthusiast!



What's next? What's possible?







ACTIVITY

Build your "Sustainable La Crosse" through 
ZONING!





Activity Instructions
•Create a zoning legend 
oZoning Options

▪ Conservancy

▪ Lower Density Residential

▪ Higher Density Residential

▪ Lower Intensity Mixed Use

▪ Higher Intensity Mixed Use

▪ Commercial/Industrial

▪ Public/Other

•Rezone your "Sustainable La Crosse"

• Talk with others about your zoning decisions.



Group Share



What's next?
Visit www.forwardlacrosse.org/ to learn about the 2025 Zoning Code Update

Meet your councilmember: www.cityoflacrosse.org/your-government/city-
council 

Contact ALL councilmembers: email zzcouncilmembers@cityoflacrosse.org 

http://wforwardlacrosse.org/
https://www.cityoflacrosse.org/your-government/city-council
https://www.cityoflacrosse.org/your-government/city-council
mailto:zzcouncilmembers@cityoflacrosse.org


Thank you!
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