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Outline for this session 
1) Why protect water quality? 

2) 3 steps to protecting water quality 

3) Ordinances to help protect water quality 

 Natural lawn ordinances 

 Shoreland zoning 

 Shoreland-wetland zoning 

 Rick’s topics 

 

 



Why protect water quality? 

“More polluted lakes have less valuable property than do 
cleaner lakes.”  

E.L. David, Water Resources Research, 1968 



Why protect water quality? 
 
 A study of over 1200 waterfront properties in 

Minnesota found when water clarity changed by 3 
feet changes in property prices for these lakes are in 
the magnitude of tens of thousands to millions of 
dollars. 

Krysel et al, 2003. 



Enjoying healthy lakes & rivers:    
Part of who we are in WI 



Healthy watersheds make healthy lakes and higher 
property values 



All water is connected 

 Water quality depends on what happens on the land 

 

 



3 ways to protect water quality and 
waterfront property investments 
1. Curb pollutants at their source such as fertilizers, 

household toxins, eroding soils, malfunctioning septic 
systems 

 

2. Cut runoff that picks up pollutants and carries them to 
the waterway by minimizing the hard surfaces that 
create runoff 

 

3. Capture and cleanse pollutant-carrying runoff before it 
reaches the waterway – with shoreland buffers, rain 
barrels or rain gardens 

From: Protecting your waterfront investment 



Why natural lawn ordinances? 

 Protect natural lawns from weed 
ordinances that commonly require 
removal of plant growth greater 
than 10” high 

 Differentiate between a natural 
lawn/prairie/woodland and an 
unkempt lot 

 People know what trees and 
shrubs are, but many aren’t 
familiar with native prairie and 
woodland plants 

 To limit the spread of invasive 
species 



Native lawns/yards 

1. Curb pollutants at their source 
 Hold soil in place 

 Don’t need fertilizers or pesticides 

2. Cut runoff 
 Slow runoff 

 Create little/no runoff 

3. Capture and cleanse runoff    
(if placed in right location) 

 Allow more water to soak in 

 Absorb nutrients in runoff 

 

4. Provide wildlife food & shelter 



Curb pollutants  
Eliminate fertilizer use 

One pound of phosphorus in 
runoff can result in 500 pounds 
of algae growth! 

 
If you follow the instructions on a bag of 

fertilizer containing phosphorus you 
may be adding over 50# of P to a half-
acre lot each year 

 

Starting in 2010 only  no-P turf fertilizers 
with limited exceptions in WI 

 

Is this law being followed in 
your community? 

 



Curb pollutants 
Minimize use of toxic products 

Pesticide free parks in: 
Whitefish Bay 
Shorewood 
 
May WI municipalities 
regulate pesticide use on 
private property?             
No answer from WI AG  
 



Top lawn pesticides 
The EPA reviewed the top 10 lawn and garden pesticides 
and found:                 

 6 are possible carcinogens & 2 are not classifiable 

 



Evolution from weed laws to 
natural lawn ordinances 

 1st generation : list of noxious/invasive plants 
and requirement to remove grasses/plants 
higher than 10” 

 

 2nd generation: 1980s Madison law required 
homeowners to file an application/plan for a 
natural lawn and get a majority of their 
neighbors to approve 

 



Evolution from weed laws to 
natural lawn ordinances 

 3rd generation: simplified laws allowed 
natural lawns without neighbor approval or 
city permission.  
 Invasive and noxious weeds still prohibited 

 Setback at perimeter of lot (4-10’) may be 
required to be less than 10” except for trees 
and shrubs; compromise that allows most of 
the lot in native plants yet shows tending 

 

 

 

Native 

Mowed 



Evolution from weed laws to 
natural lawn ordinances 

 3rd generation: “modified weed law” with 
broadly worded exceptions allowing 

 Native plantings 

 Wooded areas 

 Wildlife plantings 

 Erosion control 

 Governmental programs 

 Cultivation 

 Etc. 

 

 



Shoreland zoning 
 

 Overlay zone around lakes and 
streams 

 Required outside of cities and 
villages since 1968 

 State minimum standards; 
revised in 2010 after 8 years of 
public input 

 Used by some cities and 
villages 

 

 

 

 Purposes: further the maintenance of safe and healthful 
conditions; prevent and control water pollution; protect 
spawning grounds, fish and aquatic life; control building 
sites, placement of structure and land uses and reserve shore 
cover and natural beauty.”  
 

 

 Shoreland-wetland zoning applies to cities and villages 
 

 



Shoreland zoning standards 

 Lot sizes 

 

 Shoreland setbacks 

 

 Shoreline buffers 

 

 Impervious surfaces 

 

 Mitigation 

 

 Protection of wetlands in the shoreland area 

 



Lawns are compacted 
Lawns  

 create 7X more runoff  

  deliver 7X more phosphorus 
to adjacent waters than do 
wooded areas 
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Shoreline buffers New NR 115 
 First 35 feet near water, no 

vegetation removal except 
 Access and viewing corridors 
 Shoreline restoration activities & 

invasive species control 
 Dead, dying or diseased trees and 

shrubs when replaced with native 
vegetation 

 Sound forestry practices on larger 
tracts of land 

 Where mowing currently occurs 
counties may allow “keep what you 
have” 
 

 Some counties require larger 
buffer strips – up to 275 feet wide 

 



Recommended Shoreline Buffer Widths

A Research Summary
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Effects of impervious surfaces 
 More runoff and erosion 

 More pollutants entering water 

 Increased algae growth 

 Fewer fish & insect species 

 



Less than 8%  8-12%  Greater than 12% 
Increasing impervious surface in the watershed 

Decreasing number of fish & fish species 

Less than 8% 8 - 12% Greater than 12% 
Iowa darter 

Black crappie 

Channel catfish 

Yellow perch 

Rock bass 

Hornyhead chub 

Sand shiner 

Southern redbelly dace 

 

Golden shiner 

Northern pike 

Largemouth bass 

Bluntnose minnow 

Johnny darter 

Common shiner 

 

Creek chub 

Fathead minnow 

Green sunfish 

White sucker 

Brook stickleback 

Creek chub 

Fathead minnow 

Green sunfish 

White sucker 

Brook stickleback 

Golden shiner 

Northern pike 

Largemouth bass 

Bluntnose minnow 

Johnny darter 

Common shiner 

 

Creek chub 

Fathead minnow 

Green sunfish 

White sucker 

Brook stickleback 

Fish found in streams when impervious surface in the watershed was: 

Wang et al. 2000 

2008 study 

of 164 WI 

lakes found 

the same 

trend 



Impervious surface standards 
 

 What is the standard? 
 Keep what you have 
 Up to 15% impervious: no permit is needed 
 Between 15% - 30% ok with a permit and mitigation 
 No increases in impervious surfaces over 30% 

 
 
 
 

 



Impervious Surface 
Example 

 

 

15% of 20,000 sq. ft. lot 
 

 

1500 sq. ft. house footprint 

740 sq. ft. garage 

660 sq. ft. driveway 

100 sq. ft. sidewalk 

3000 sq. ft. total 

 



Shoreland mitigation 
 Mitigation is used to balance impacts of increased 

impervious surfaces or building expansion close to shore 
 A menu approach is common 
 Example: Choose practices that add up to 5 points 

 
 Mitigation practice  Points  

Buffer restoration 35 feet from OHWM 3 points 

Buffer restoration 10 feet from OHWM 1 point 

Rain garden that captures runoff from 1000 sq. ft. of imp. 
surface 

1 point 

Removing 1000 sq. ft. of impervious surfaces 1 point 

Directing downspouts away from lake 1 point 

Downspouts connected to French drain 2 points 

Other practices agreed to by zoning administrator Up to 2 points 



 
 

Effective rain gardens are sited and sized to  

capture and infiltrate runoff   



Shoreland wetlands 
 Apply in cities, villages and unincorporated areas 

 Wetlands greater than 5 acres located in shoreland 
areas on WWI maps are limited to the following uses 

• Hiking, fishing, trapping, hunting, boating 

• Livestock grazing 

• Harvesting wild crops 

• Existing ag & forestry 

• Parks & utility crossings 

• Other uses prohibited 

 

Wellhead 
protection 
ordinances 



Summary 
 Healthy, natural shorelands provide healthy lakes and 

rivers with good fishing and higher property values 

 3 ways to protect water quality 

 Curb pollutants 

 Cut runoff 

 Capture & cleanse runoff 

 Ordinances to protect water quality 

 Natural lawn ordinances 

 Shoreland zoning 

 Shoreland-wetland zoning 

 Wellhead protection ordinances 

 



Resources 
Wild Ones. Native lawn ordinances 

 www.for-wild.org/weedlaws/weedlaw.html 

Monona native lawn ordinance, section 8-1-5c  

 www.mymonona.com/ImageFiles/MUNICIPAL%20CODE%20May%20
2011.pdf 

WI Shoreland Zoning Revision NR 115  Guidebook by the Wisconsin 
County Code Administrators 

 www.ncwrpc.org/NR115/  

Impervious surfaces 

 www.uwsp.edu/cnr/landcenter/pdffiles/Imp_Surf_Shoreland_Dev_Den
sity.pdf  

Protecting your waterfront investment 

 www.uwsp.edu/cnr/landcenter/Publications/waterfront.pdf 
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