Village of Waunakee Zoning Amendment Considerations
Prepared by Jason Valerius, AICP, MSA Professional Services, Inc.
April 2018
The Village is considering amendments to several sections of the zoning ordinance. These ordinances
have been in place for 20+ years and have sometimes been a source of discussion and debate when new
projects are proposed that are affected by these sections of our code. With the recent update to our
comprehensive plan, this is a good time to revisit and consider adjustments to the ordinance.

1. Include objective standards for Village ordinances that already allow exceptions to height
restrictions by conditional use permit.
Background
Currently the zoning code allows for office and multifamily residential buildings to exceed height
standards of 35 or 45 feet, by conditional use, but the code does not include any standards to evaluate
the conditional use application. Proposals for increased height often face neighbor and neighborhood
opposition. A change in state statutes in late 2017 has made the conditional use permit process more
rigorous, and limits the Village’s ability to consider public complaint in the decision to approve or deny a
conditional use permit (CUP).
Current ordinance language
Sec. 133‐374 defines Conditional uses in the R‐5 Multifamily District, including: “Buildings over 45 feet in
height”
Sec. 133‐458 defines Conditional uses in the O‐3 Administrative Office and Research and Development
District, including: “Buildings over 45 feet in height”
Sec. 133‐525 defines Conditional uses in the C‐1 General Commercial District, including: “Office
buildings exceeding 35 feet in height”
Sec 133‐586 and 133‐609 have a similar policy for the I‐1 and I‐2 Industrial Districts: (1) Maximum
building height. The maximum building height shall be 45 feet for the principal building and shall be 20 feet
for a detached accessory building, except where taller buildings are approved as conditional uses.
Sec 133‐838 has similar but slightly different language for the S‐1 Senior Housing District that would
seem not to allow increased heights for principle buildings: (1) Maximum building height. The maximum
building height for a principal building shall be 45 feet; for a detached accessory building, the height shall
be 20 feet, except where taller buildings are approved as conditional uses.
Article V – Conditional Uses describes nine “Standards for Approval”, including the following most
relevant standards:
(1)The establishment, maintenance or operation of the conditional use will not be detrimental to or
endanger the public health, safety, morals, comfort, or general welfare;
(2) The uses, values and enjoyment of other property in the neighborhood for purposes already
permitted shall be in no foreseeable manner substantially impaired or diminished by the
establishment, maintenance, or operation of the conditional use and the proposed use is compatible
with the use of adjacent land
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Comprehensive Plan
The Comprehensive Plan does not directly address this issue. The only policies relevant to height in O‐3
zoning are those emphasizing the importance of quality design in business parks. For residential
development the plan seeks compatibility with surrounding residential neighborhoods:
Page 73 ‐ 7. New residential developments that adjoin existing neighborhoods should include housing
that is compatible with adjoining established neighborhoods on portions of the development parcel
adjoining the existing neighborhoods.
Also relevant, from Page 43: 2.4. Work with developers proposing infill residential development, and
adjacent residents, to ensure compatibility with the existing neighborhood. Compatibility is
determined case‐by‐case and includes consideration of architectural design strategies to blend
larger structures with existing homes.
Possible Ordinance Changes
The conditional use standards in Article V could be expanded to more directly address issues related to
building height. The recent changes to the C‐1D district addressing this topic could be used (see
Attachment A). Also, consider changes to make the language describing allowances for increased height
consistent across all districts.
Potential Impacts
 Greater predictability for all parties
 Lower risk of legal challenge
 Less flexibility for the Plan Commission

2. Review restrictions on rezoning for multifamily use (Section 133‐16) and relation to
Comprehensive Plan. Policy may need to include entire Village, and not just identified
districts, and consider exceptions for senior living facilities.
Background
Currently the zoning code allows rezoning to R‐4, R‐5 or PUD with multifamily use only if multifamily is
less than 25% of all housing units within the Village. There is strong demand for multifamily units right
now, and many have been approved and/or built downtown in the C‐1D District. This demand is further
documented by a the 2017 housing study prepared for the Village by CARPC (see Attachment B). Based
on data from the American Community Survey (ACS), 2012‐2016, about 17% of Waunakee units are in
buildings with 3 or more units. For reference, that figure is 44% in Middleton, 38% in Sun Prairie, 45%
in Fitchburg, 22% in DeForest, 27% in Verona.
Current ordinance language

Sec. 133‐16. ‐ Restriction on rezoning for multifamily use.
(a)Intent. It is the intent of this section to promote the health, safety, and general welfare of the
residents of the village by limiting the total number of multifamily units, defined as three or more
attached dwelling units, available for occupancy in the village so that there will continue to be a
predominance of the population living in detached single‐ or two‐family residences.
(b) Determination for rezoning. No additional rezoning to R‐4, R‐5, or PUD with multifamily units
shall be allowed which would have the effect of allowing more than 25 percent of the total dwelling
units to be multifamily units. Dwelling units designed and approved as owner‐occupied
condominiums for which the condominium declaration under Wis. Stats. § 703.09 prohibits the rental

Page 2 of 8

thereof shall not be considered single‐, two‐ or multifamily residences for purposes of the
determination under this subsection. Any other condominium dwelling units shall be considered
multifamily dwelling units under this subsection. In implementing this subsection, the plan
commission may either deny or modify a proposed zoning amendment or conditional use permit or
direct the building inspector to not issue additional building permits, unless such issuance would be
consistent with the intent of this section.
(c) Applicability. This section shall not apply to properties that were rezoned to R‐4, R‐5 or PUD with
multifamily units prior to December 31, 1997.

Comprehensive Plan
The Comprehensive Plan addresses this topic most directly in the section on Housing, Page 43:
2.5. Maintain regulations that require new developments maintain a ratio of 75 percent detached,
single family units and 25 percent attached units. Redevelopment projects and senior housing
projects are exempt from this policy.
Also relevant in the Housing section:
1.1. Encourage housing developers to integrate different housing types and levels of affordability,
especially within larger developments. This could include smaller, more affordable units accessible
to first‐time homebuyers.
1.3. Allow the development of low‐income and moderate‐income housing units when integrated
appropriately with the surrounding neighborhood. Avoid concentrating such units in one location
and avoid isolating such units from other housing.
1.1. Encourage senior housing in the community so that life‐long residents of the Waunakee area
have opportunities to remain in the community.
Possible Ordinance Changes
 Clarify that the 25/75 balance refers to total Village housing units
 Apply to all zoning districts that allow multifamily units
 Clarify that this standard could be applied to the entirety of a plat or development under
common control, not just the portion zoned for multifamily units, meaning that new multifamily
units can be balanced by new single family and duplex units in the same development
 Exempt senior housing from this ordinance
 Exempt redevelopment projects
 Revise to focus on occupied housing units, allowing for 1% vacancy in owner‐occupied units
(most of which are single‐family) and 5% vacancy in renter‐occupied units (most of which are in
multi‐family structures)
Potential Impacts
 Including C‐1D in this ordinance could prevent the long‐term concentration of multifamily units
downtown
 Exempting redevelopment from this standard would negate the inclusion of C‐1D in the
ordinance, because this is generally used only in areas already developed
 Exempting senior housing removes a potential impediment to such housing; if the Village were
to develop many new senior housing units, this could eventually limit the construction of new
multifamily units for other households
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3.

Clarification of lot area standard for C1‐D zoning.

Background
Currently the zoning code requires 1,200 square feet of lot area for each dwelling unit on the parcel in
the C1‐D district. Recognizing the spatial challenges of redevelopment in the downtown area, the Village
has previously approved a project based on an interpretation that “lot area” can include multiple parcels
if those other parcels are part of the same development and serving purposes required by that
development such as stormwater management and parking An ordinance revision could clarify and
affirm this interpretation of the ordinance (see Attachment C email exchange on this topic).
Current ordinance language

Sec. 133‐491. – Height and area requirements
(4) Lot area. The lot area per dwelling unit shall be 1,200 square feet.

Comprehensive Plan
The Comprehensive Plan does not directly address this issue. The most relevant policy is in the Central
Business District/Historic Downtown Planning Areas section on Page 78:
5. Encourage site planning that is “pedestrian‐friendly” and provides both sidewalks and interior
pedestrian circulation pathways.
The relevance is that allowing flexibility in the location of parking and stormwater facilities can improve
the improve site design and function on the most visible and higher‐traffic parts of the site.
Possible Ordinance Changes
 Revise the description of “lot area” to include multiple parcels, consistent with past practices
 Add additional standards such as a distance limit between parcels and/or restriction to specific
uses
Potential Impacts
 Fewer exceptions granted by Plan Commission
 Consistency with peer communities
 Improved site design on priority street frontages
 Increased density on the site with the dwelling units

4.

Clarification of minimum lot area requirements for PUD zoning.

Background
Currently the zoning code has a minimum lot size of either 2 or 5 acres depending on the uses involved.
There are sometimes smaller parcels that could benefit from flexibility in zoning standards. PUD zoning
is a process through which Plan Commission and applicant work together to negotiate site and building
standards that do not fit standard zoning requirements, such as lot size, setbacks and uses. The resulting
development still needs to be consistent with the Comprehensive Plan.
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Current ordinance language
Sec. 133‐893. ‐ General requirements.
(a) Minimum total area requirements. Areas designated as PUDs shall contain a minimum total
development area as follows:
Principal Uses

Minimum Area of PUD (in acres)

Residential PUD

5

Commercial PUD

2

Industrial PUD

5

Mixed use

5

Comprehensive Plan
The Comprehensive Plan does not directly address the issue of PUD minimum size, but there are several
objectives and policies that call for compact development, and high quality development. These are
relevant because the PUD process is a tool that can be used to allow the more efficient use of a site, and
also to achieve higher‐quality design. Applicable text from the General Land Use Goals, Objectives and
Policies:
Page 64: Objective 1.2 – Development will generally be compact, to make efficient use of land and
infrastructure while also protecting green spaces, farmland and community separation
Page 66: 4.1. Development along the community’s primary entrance corridors requires special
attention and design effort in the development process to ensure a strong and attractive entrance.
This should include the selection of high quality materials and designs for buildings, exceptional
landscaping, and buffering techniques to obscure the view of features not intended for view from a
highway, such as residential rear yards, garage doors and loading docks.
Possible Ordinance Changes
 Reduce the minimum area for all PUD types, or at least the residential and mixed use types, to 2
acres
 The Plan Commission may want to exclude the use of PUD zoning in certain parts of the
community
Potential Impacts
 More efficient use of land
 Higher‐quality materials and design
 A larger number of sites with unique zoning to track over time
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5.

Consider height standards for buildings in lots that abut more restrictive district boundaries
(rules similar to existing Section 133‐12(d) that addresses setbacks).

Background
Currently the zoning code sets height limits in each district, but has no special requirements to provide a
transition between a more permissive district that allows greater height, and a more restrictive district
with lower height limits. This can result in conflict and complaint when taller buildings are proposed,
especially next to single family and duplex residential uses.
Current ordinance language

The only current language addressing this issue is in Article I, under Sec. 133‐12 – Site
Regulations:
(d) Lots abutting more restrictive districts. Lots abutting more restrictive district boundaries shall
provide side and rear yards not less than those required in the more restrictive abutting district. The
street yard setbacks in the less restrictive district shall be modified for a distance of not less than 60
feet from the more restrictive district boundary line so such street yard setbacks shall be no less
than the average of the street yards required in both districts.
Comprehensive Plan
The Comprehensive Plan anticipates potential conflict between different uses and between new and
existing residential uses. Because the plan encourages diverse housing types within neighborhoods, the
conflict of greatest concern is between new and existing housing.
Housing, Page 43: 2.4. Work with developers proposing infill residential development, and adjacent
residents, to ensure compatibility with the existing neighborhood. Compatibility is determined
case‐by‐case and includes consideration of architectural design strategies to blend larger
structures with existing homes.
Community Residential Land Use, Page 73: 7. New residential developments that adjoin existing
neighborhoods should include housing that is compatible with adjoining established
neighborhoods on portions of the development parcel adjoining the existing neighborhoods.
The Plan also addresses the potential for conflict between commercial and residential uses, though this
is more focused on buffering of ground‐floor activities.
Page 74: 2. Land uses and developments adjoining residential uses must be compatible with these uses
and provide a buffer and visual screen between adjacent residences and commercial storage or
parking areas.

Possible Ordinance Changes
 Consider the addition of various strategies to improve compatibility where district abuts a more
restrictive district, including:
o A maximum difference in height relative to the adjacent development and/or relative to
the limits of the adjacent district (e.g. no more than one story or 15 feet taller than what
the adjacent district allows)
o Greater setbacks for height or stories above that allowed by the adjacent district
o For larger multifamily buildings, architectural strategies to reduce the apparent massing
of the building near smaller‐scale development
Potential Impacts
 Improved architectural transitions and compatibility between development types
 Less conflict during approval processes
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6. Consideration of modified parking standards for the C1‐D zoning district.
Background
The Village’s parking standards have been in place for more than 20 years, and generally exceed what
planners typically recommend for new development today. Current planning and development
practices seek to provide enough parking while also avoiding the negative consequences of excess
parking supply, such as inefficient land use, unattractive site design, and additional stomwater runoff.
The Plan Commission currently has the authority to grant parking exceptions and as a practice for larger
projects has used a reduced parking standard for the downtown area, citing various reasons (see, for
example, the Zoning Administrator’s comments supporting one such decision in Attachment D).
Ordinance changes could reduce the number of exceptions granted and improve consistency with
practices in nearby communities.
Current ordinance language

Current parking standards are described in Sec. 133‐995 – Parking Requirements. The full list is
available online1, and a sample follows:
Use

Minimum Parking Required

Dwellings: Multifamily

2.0 stalls for each dwelling unit

Dwellings: Elderly housing

1.2 stall for each dwelling unit

Retirement homes, nursing homes,
convents, monasteries

1 stall per resident

Restaurants, bars, clubs and lodges,
places of entertainment

1 stall for each 200 square feet of floor area used for
customer seating or 1 stall for every 3 seats available for
customers, whichever is greater

Retail business and commercial services

1 stall per 200 square feet of floor area used for customer
sales or service

Office buildings and professional offices

1 parking space per 300 square feet of floor area

Manufacturing and process plants
(including meat and food processing),
laboratories, and warehouses

1 stall per 1,000 square feet of floor area

Day care centers and other similar
facilities for children or adults

1 stall per employee during the maximum shift, plus 1 stall
per 10 students or persons licensed to attend

1

https://library.municode.com/wi/waunakee/codes/code_of_ordinances (search “parking” or “133‐995”)
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Comprehensive Plan
The Comprehensive Plan does not directly address the amount of parking that is required, instead
simply directing compliance with Village ordinance. For example, this language:
Commercial Land Use section, Page 75: 8. Commercial developments must meet all signage and parking
requirements of the Village Zoning Ordinance, unless granted waiver or variance as afforded by
the Village Ordinance.
However, the Plan addresses the desire for more efficient parking here:
Economic Prosperity, Page 45: 2.4. Encourage shared‐use of parking facilities between uses with
complementary peak use periods.
Also addressed is the design and location of parking, which would be easier to satisfy if less parking is
required:
Central Business District/Historic Downtown Planning Area, Page 78: c. Require parking to be located in
the rear or side yards, preserving lawn in the front yards.
And also on Page 81: Parking
• Parking is discouraged in front yard setback areas.
• Rear lot parking should be used. Parking adjacent to Main Street or other
streets should be screened.
Possible Ordinance Changes
 Review and revise the standards to require less parking, with comparison to nearby
communities
 Consider various strategies to use land for parking more efficiently, for example:
o Shared parking between complementary uses
o Credit for adjacent, on‐street parking
o Credit for proximity to public off‐street parking
Potential Impacts
 Better site design
 Lower cost of development
 Greater risk of parking scarcity during peak demand periods or events

7. There may be additional items that are a result of discussions over the next few weeks.
As the Village Plan Commission and staff work through these changes to the zoning code, we anticipate
there will be additional changes proposed to our zoning ordinances.
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ATTACHMENT A

VILLAGE OF WAUNAKEE
AMENDMENT TO CHAPTER 133 (ZONING) OF THE CODE OF ORDINANCES,
VILLAGE OF WAUNAKEE, WISCONSIN
REGARDING HEIGHT RESTRICTIONS
IN THE C-1D DOWNTOWN COMMERCIAL DISTRICT
RECITALS
A.

Pursuant Wis. Stat. §§ 61.35 and 62.23, the Village Board of the Village of
Waunakee has the authority to amend Village zoning ordinances, including zoning
ordinances affecting height restrictions.

B.

On February 12, 2018, the Village of Waunakee Plan Commission held a public
meeting, which included a public hearing, regarding the proposed amendment to
Chapter 133 contained in this ordinance (the “Zoning Amendment”), and
recommended approval of the Zoning Amendment to the Village Board.

C.

On February 19, 2018, the Village Board held a public hearing regarding the
Zoning Amendment at which citizens were provided an opportunity to comment
on the Zoning Amendment. The public hearing was preceded by the publication
of a class 2 notice under chapter 985 of the Wisconsin Statutes.

D.

The Village Board has determined that it is in the public interest to adopt the
Zoning Amendment.

NOW, THEREFORE, the Village Board of the Village of Waunakee, Dane County,
Wisconsin, do ordain that Chapter 133 of the Code of Ordinances, Village of Waunakee,
Wisconsin is amended as follows:
1.

Section 133-489(c) is created to read as follows:
(c)
Buildings taller than the maximum height permitted in section 133-491. In
addition to the standards set forth in Section 133-936, a building taller than the
maximum height permitted in section 133-491 is subject to the following
standards:
The height of the building shall not exceed 55 feet.
(1)
(2)
All part(s) of the building that are above 45 feet in height shall be
setback a minimum of 30 feet from any road right of way.
(3)
The total surface square footage of the part(s) of the building that is
above 45 feet cannot exceed 25% of the total square footage of the first
floor of the building.
1

2.

Section 133-491(1) is amended to read as follows:
(1)

Maximum building height. The maximum building height shall be 45 feet
for the principal building and shall be 20 feet for a detached accessory
building, except where taller buildings are approved as conditional uses.

The foregoing ordinance was duly adopted by the Village Board of the Village of
Waunakee at a meeting held on February 19, 2018.

APPROVED:
_________________________________
Chris Zeller, Village President
ATTEST:
_________________________________
Julee Helt, Village Clerk
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ATTACHMENT B

Housing in the Village of Waunakee
An inventory and analysis of current conditions, inventory, and trends in housing in the Village of
Waunakee;
Requested by the Waunakee Village Board on May 15, 2017 of the staff of the Capital Area Regional
Planning Commission

Sean Higgins, AICP, Senior Community Planner
Matt Covert, Community Planner

Capital Area Regional Planning Commission
210 Martin Luther King Jr Blvd, Rm 362 | 608.266.4137
1

Background
Waunakee is a large village in north-central Dane County, situated roughly between Middleton
and DeForest. Its population has doubled in the past 20 years, as has its median household
income. Its identity as a residential community is borne out by construction of single-family
homes, and while its construction of multifamily units has not kept pace with some other
rapidly growing Dane County communities, a large project approved in 2013 and another one
expected to be approved in 2017 hint at an evolution of the village’s housing supply and
demand.

In light of this context, Waunakee
is undertaking a review of its
planning approach to housing. As
part of that process, the Waunakee Village Board has requested the assistance of the staff of
the Capital Area Regional Planning Commission (RPC) in providing research and study of the
village’s housing mix.
The overall study has the following outline:
1) Today’s Conditions – housing stock, demographics
2) Trends and Projections
3) Strategic Outcomes
The Village aims to use this study to answer the questions of:
•
•
•

Is the village meeting its current housing needs?
Where is it missing the mark?
What will the village need to prepare for in order to meet future housing needs?

The village has specifically asked RPC staff to provide data and analysis on (1) above. The
following report addresses that request.
2

1. How many housing units of what types are in the Village of Waunakee today?
As of June 2017, the Village of Waunakee contains 3,487 single-family homes, 373 duplex rental units,
and 794 multifamily rental units for a total of 4,654 non-condominium housing units. In addition, the
village is home to 572 condos (273 of which are in 2-unit structures and 299 of which are in multifamily
structures). This adds up to a total of 5,226 housing units in the village.

a. Single Family
The 3,487 built single-family homes in Waunakee represent 66.7 percent of all dwelling units in the
village. This compares to 53.3 percent of dwellings countywide that are single-family detached (ACS
5-Year Estimates, Table CP04).
Size of Single-Family Lots, Acres

Min
Max
Average
Median

Waunakee

All Dane Co.
Cities and
Villages*

0.09

0.04

2.78
0.29

11.90
0.28

0.27

0.24

Source: Dane County Land Use Inventory
2015; Dane County tax parcel geospatial
data, June 14, 2017
*12 smallest and 12 largest lots excluded to
account for idiosyncratic parcel splits and
remnant agricultural residences within
city/village boundaries, respectively

These houses are located on lots that are, on average, larger than most within cities and villages in
Dane County.
3

b. Multifamily Housing
Inventory
Waunakee contains a
total of 794 units of
multifamily housing on
58 lots. This category
covers apartment
buildings, senior housing,
and residential units that
are part of a mixed-use
structure.
As the chart above shows, small multifamily structures are by far the most common. Eight-unit
multifamily developments are the second-most common arrangement and contribute the greatest
number of total units to the village’s multifamily supply.
Location
Waunakee’s multifamily housing units
are mostly found near its Main Street,
(see map left, above). Many of the
small commercial buildings on and near
Main Street have one or two
multifamily units on the upper floors,
which accounts for most of Waunakee’s
smallest multifamily structures.
Senior housing makes up 380 of those
794 total units in multifamily structures.
There are five senior housing
complexes in the village, ranging from
20 to 203 units.
Two other major elements of
Waunakee’s housing stock are duplex
rental units and condominiums (left,
below). As noted under Section 1 of this
report on page 3, Waunakee has 373 of
the former and 572 of the latter as of
June 2017. Duplexes can be found
throughout Downtown-adjacent
neighborhoods and along busy
4

thoroughfares; condominiums are more scattered and often on larger lots.

2. What are the Past Trends in Housing Mix and Construction?
According to the building permit database maintained by the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban
Development and analyzed yearly by the Capital Area Regional Planning Commission, the Village of
Waunakee has permitted the construction of 2,388 single-family homes, 200 duplex units, and 621
multifamily units since 1990.

Trends in subdivision design and lot size for Waunakee’s single family homes shows a similar peak in the
size of residential lots from 2000 through 2015. As the scatter plot below shows, the average lot size of
the 16 subdivision plats approved since 1999 generally increased in the first half of last decade, topping
off at nearly four tenths of an acre in a 2004 subdivision. By contrast, the three subdivision plats
approved since the Great Recession
have lots averaging near or below
three tenths of an acre. These data
reinforce statements by village staff
that recent single-family home
development is trending toward
more compact in recent years.
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Waunakee’s yearly permit
totals for single family homes
peaked in 2004, but they
have returned to a level on
par with the steady permit
totals of 1993-2002. Despite
84 permits for multifamily
units being issued in 2013,
the village has otherwise seen
many years of little or zero
multifamily permits issued
since the Great Recession. This trend runs counter to Dane County overall, which has seen slower singlefamily growth and very rapid growth in multifamily permits. (Waunakee, like other Dane County
communities, has issued permits for very few duplex units in the past 10 years.)
In comparing Waunakee in 2000 to Waunakee in 2015 (above), single-family homes and condos have
increased as a percentage of total units, while duplexes and all multifamily units have decreased as a
percentage. While all groups of unit types saw a numeric increase, the large number of single-family
detached homes and condos constructed during the past 15 years of rapid growth dominate the census
figures and confirm (at a more detailed level) the broader trends observed in the building permit data.

3. What can demographic data tell us about who is living where in Waunakee?
Age
The latest data from the intercensal American Community Survey peg Waunakee at 12,846 residents.
(The actual population is no doubt slightly higher, as the ACS data’s survey window is 2011 to 2015.)
Waunakee has higher percentages of residents under the age of 18 and between the ages of 35 and 59
than does Dane County as a whole. Waunakee’s median age is 38.6, compared with 34.6 for the county
(owing to the village’s comparative lack of college-aged residents).
When compared to peer
communities DeForest,
McFarland, Oregon, Stoughton,
and Verona (see table on next
page), Waunakee has the thirdhighest median age
(McFarland’s median age is
41.1). Waunakee leads its peer
communities in the percentage
of residents under 18 and has
the second-highest percentage
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of residents between 35 and 59 (Verona is 40.4 percent aged 35 to 59, while Waunakee is 39.9 percent).
Waunakee

DeForest

Oregon

Stoughton

Verona

McFarland

38.6
30.3%
39.9%

34.8
28.7%
35.1%

36.2
28.7%
37.5%

39.3
24.1%
34.3%

38.0
29.3%
40.4%

41.4
22.2
36.4

Median Age
Percentage Under 18
Percentage 35 to 59

Source: ACS 2011-2015 5-Year Estimates, Table S0101: AGE AND SEX

Racial and Ethnic Groups
According to the ACS, Waunakee is 94 percent white alone. 135 residents are black alone, 148 are Asian
alone, and 524 are Hispanic or Latino. (The U.S. Census Bureau considers Hispanic or Latino an ethnicity
as opposed to a racial group, so the count of Latino residents double-counts people of various racial
groups.) Both Dane County as a whole and Waunakee specifically have become much more diverse in
recent years. Between the 2000 and 2010 censuses, Waunakee’s black population grew fourfold, the
Asian population grew threefold, and the Hispanic or Latino population more than doubled. While the
nonwhite population in the village is still small numerically and percentage-wise, the sharp percentage
increases in these groups over a ten-year timespan shows that the increasing racial and ethnic diversity
seen countywide certainly does not exclude Waunakee.
Households and Household Size
As of the 2015 5-year estimates, there are 4,634 households in the village, 3,599 of which are family
households. This means the average household size is 2.77 people per household, much higher than the
county as a whole. The median household income is $90,581, while the median income for families is
$107,945. (The median household income has increased by 53 percentage points since 2000.)
Waunakee
Average Household Size
Median Income - All Households
Median Income - Families
Median Income- Non-Family Households

DeForest

McFarland

Oregon

Stoughton

Verona

Dane
County

2.77

2.57

2.45

2.58

2.42

2.46

2.35

$90,581

$69,418

$67,961

$73,565

$59,657

$87,286

$62,865

$107,945

$83,870

$96,078

$87,824

$74,760

$105,547

$84,619

$39,306

$36,551

$48,688

$42,847

$35,547

$55,972

$39,514

Sources: ACS 2011-2015 5-Year Estimates, Tables S1901 (INCOME IN THE PAST 12 MONTHS (IN 2015 INFLATION-ADJUSTED DOLLARS)), and
DP05 (ACS DEMOGRAPHIC AND HOUSING ESTIMATES)

As the table above shows, Waunakee also has the largest average household size among its peer
communities. It also has the highest median income for all households and for family households. It also
has the largest gap in median income between family households and non-family households of all peer
communities.
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Tenure in Housing Units (Owners vs. Renters)
More than three quarters (75.2
percent) of households in
Waunakee live in owneroccupied units (including
condos), while 24.8 percent live
in rental units. The average
owner-occupied household has
a household size of 2.96,
compared to 2.13 people per
household for renter
households.
By contrast, in 2000, 66.3 percent of occupied housing units were owner-occupied and 33.7 percent
were renter-occupied, a swing of 8.9 percentage points over 15 years.
Of the peer communities
considered in this analysis,
Waunakee is the only one to
have had a substantial increase
in the percentage of occupied
housing units that are owneroccupied from 2000 to 2015.
(Stoughton and McFarland both
saw much smaller increases in
owner-occupied percentage.)
DeForest, Oregon, and Verona
all saw decreases in the
percentage of occupied housing units that are owner-occupied, though the changes were small and
within margins of error. Waunakee’s significant increase could potentially indicate that its ownership
mix moved in the opposite direction not just of the county as a whole, but also compared to most of its
peer communities, in the past 15 years.
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Size of Housing Units
Similarly large changes can be seen in
the kinds of homes residents inhabit
over time. The percentage of total
occupied housing units with 1, 2, or 3
bedrooms declined from 2000 to
2015, while the percentage of units
with 4 or more bedrooms increased
significantly. The total number of
rooms per housing unit also grew
significantly, from 6.1 rooms per
house to 6.9. This suggests that the houses (predominately single-family homes) built since 2000 have
been overwhelmingly larger than the housing stock prior to 2000.
Note: As the analysis of trends in lot size on page 5 of this report shows, many of these larger-lot single
family home subdivisions were approved before the 2008 recession and housing crisis, whereas recently
approved developments indicate a move toward more compact development.
Households in owner-occupied units generally pay a smaller percentage of their income toward housing,
with 18.2 percent of such households paying more than 30 percent of their income in housing expenses
compared with 36.7 percent of renter households. (For more on this topic broken out by household
income ranges, see section 4, pages 11-13.)

4. How much does housing in Waunakee cost?
Current Assessed Value and Listed Value (Single-Family Homes)
The median single-family home in
Waunakee is assessed at $310,500 in
June of 2017. Values are highest in
neighborhoods in the northwest and
south ends of town, where newer
subdivisions have been built with larger
homes on larger lots.
According to the Zillow Home Value
Index, which tracks listed value and sale
price, the median price of a home in
Waunakee is $321,600, an increase of 7
percent over the past year. Zillow
expects home prices in Waunakee to
increase 2.1 percent over the coming
9

year. The median value of homes currently listed for sale is $399,900. Zillow projects that the recently
hot market for single family homes will cool in the coming year.
The current median assessment on a single-family home, $310,500, is 77.4 percentage points higher
than the census-reported median value in 2000. When taking into account the 53 percent increase in
median household income over the same time period, we see that the median house has increased in
value at almost a 25 percent faster clip than the median household income since 2000.

Vacancy Rates (Multifamily Housing)
An indicator of the strength of the rental
housing market is vacancy rate, or the
percentage of all available multifamily
rental units currently unoccupied.
Vacancy rates are low across Dane
County. This indicates strong demand in
the rental housing market regionally
compared to supply. Waunakee is no
different; in fact, the vacancy rate of the
zip code occupied mostly by Waunakee
is lower than most areas around the
region (see chart at left).
Housing experts generally regard a 5
percent vacancy rate as indicative of a healthy rental market. The 53597 zip code, a stand-in for the
Village, had a vacancy rate of about 1.5 percent in the first quarter of 2017. Rates have fluctuated
between 0.5 percent and 2 percent since falling from a high of near 3 percent in 2014.
Very low vacancy rates, like what we observe in Waunakee, mean that landlords can use higher
standards for tenants and can raise rents higher than they could if there were more open units available.
Note: The zip code containing Waunakee, 53597, also contains a number of rental units in the Town of
Westport and in the Bishops Bay development. These units may affect the zip code’s vacancy rate one
way or another, but in the absence of compelling information indicating that those units have vacancy
rates consistently lower or higher than the units within the village, our working assumption is that the
data for 53597 are an acceptable representation of Waunakee.
Rents
The latest census data peg Waunakee’s median rent at around $1,000 a month as of 2015. In 2000, that
figure was $715 per month. These figures are both higher than those for Dane County as a whole
($923/month and $641/month), but both have increased at roughly the same rate, which is faster than
the rate of inflation.
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According to online housing
marketplace and data source
Zillow, median rents in Waunakee
have fluctuated around $1,350
per month since 2012 (see right).
Rents in the Waunakee area have
been higher than the county as a
whole since Zillow began tracking
these local data in 2012, though
the gap has narrowed over time.
More detailed data on rent by
unit size and number of bedrooms are not available from the Census or from Zillow due to small sample
sizes. Such data would be a good avenue for future research into housing in the Village.
Cost Burden
A special Census Bureau tabulation of ACS data, called HUD-CHAS, allows us to estimate “cost burden”
for a variety of demographic groups. A household is said to be cost burdened if it spends more than 30
percent of its after tax income on housing (whether renting or owning). “Severely cost burdened”
households spend more than 50 percent of their income on housing. Cost burden is important because
research shows that households that pay more than 30 (and especially more than 50) percent on
housing have a harder time paying for other basic necessities, like food, health care, and child care.
In 2014 (the most recent year for which this detailed tabulation is available), there were around 1,000
households making less than or equal to the area median income in Waunakee who were paying more
than 30 percent of their income toward housing expenses. Fifty-six and a half percent of these
households owned their housing unit, while 43.5 percent were renters. In sum, these 1,000 costburdened households are around 22 percent of all households, compared to 30 percent of households
county-wide who are cost burdened.
For the purposes of this analysis, we looked at cost burden at various income levels for renters and for
owners in Waunakee. We find that in comparing the 2005-2009 period to the 2010-2014 period, there
was a significant drop in the number of renter households making between 30 and 50 percent of the
HUD Area Median Family Income (HAMFI) who were cost burdened, but an equally-sized increase in the
number of households in the next income category (50 to 80 percent of HAMFI) who were cost
burdened. This change (seen in the chart on page 12) could be due to households making slightly more
money but being unable to change how much they pay for housing, increasing rents due to the tight
rental housing market that fly below the radar of census data, or other factors. The HUD Area Median
Family Income for 2009 was $80,000, and for 2014 it was $80,800. (For reference, Waunakee’s median
income in 2014, according to the American Community Survey, was $90,365, so the true number of
cost-burdened households making less than the region’s median income is likely higher than reported in
the HUD tabulation.)
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We also observe an increase in the number of extremely low income renters (making 30 percent or less
of the HAMFI) who are extremely cost burdened.
As the chart below shows, owner-occupied households are certainly not immune to cost burden. While
many fewer households below 50 percent of HAMFI are of sufficient financial means to own a home,
they do exist. Our analysis shows most very low income to moderately low income owner household
groups saw a decrease in the level of cost burden from the 2005-2009 period to the 2010-2014 period.
However, owner households between 80 and 100 percent of the area median income saw a sharp
increase in the number of those households that are moderately cost burdened.

The “cost burden” data, when taken together, indicate that the greatest changes in cost burden over a
10-year period occurred for adjacent income groups, with more higher-income households and fewer
12

lower-income households facing moderate cost burden. Possible explanations for this include housing
prices that have risen faster than incomes, a surfeit of new, higher-priced units coming on the market,
or individual households moving up the income ladder but continuing to live in units that place a burden
on their household budgets.
Note: Income categories about 100 percent of the area median income are not reported here. HUD does
provide those numbers, but for the purposes of this analysis, RPC staff assumed that households making
above the median income who are paying more than 30 percent of their income toward housing are
doing so out of choice rather than due to income limitations and lack of options.

5. Conclusion and Future Steps
The Village of Waunakee has grown rapidly over the past generation. Most of the increased population
has been accommodated by construction of single-family homes. In the first half of the decade from
2000 to 2010, a period of rapid growth in the village, large homes on comparatively large lots were
common, while recent home construction (particularly since the Great Recession) has emphasized more
compact homes on smaller lots.
Waunakee’s residents are older, live in larger households, and are more likely to live in a single-family
detached home than Dane County residents on the whole. While a relatively small percentage of the
village’s population is comprised of people of color, Waunakee is much more diverse, as a percentage
basis, than it was 15 years ago.
The village is an increasingly expensive place to live. Single-family homes have appreciated in value
almost 25 percent faster than the median income has increased. Although Waunakee’s recent hot home
market is expected to cool off somewhat in the coming year, prices remain relatively high. Some of the
tension between incomes and prices can be seen in an analysis of cost burden, where we see a sizable
increase in the number of Waunakee households making within 20 percent of the area median income
who are burdened by the cost of their houses. In the rental market, rents have increased faster than
inflation but roughly at the same rate as in the county overall in the past 15 years. The past three years
have seen virtually no long-term increase in rents, as opposed to the rise in single-family home prices.
Despite the lack of increase in rents of late, an increasing number of moderately low income renter
households are cost burdened. It is unclear whether this is because of few new units coming online since
2007, an imbalance in the rental market that village-level data are not detailed enough to measure, or
some other factors. Recent growth in condominiums and senior housing (as well as the expected
approval this year of around 100 multifamily units) indicate increasing attention paid to the diversity of
housing choices, but we recommend the village conduct a more detailed survey of advertised versus
contracted rents by structure and unit type.
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Notes for Waunakee’s Comprehensive Plan Relating to Housing
The following Policies/Programs in Waunakee’s Comprehensive Plan relate to housing supply and
demand as described in this analysis (emphasis added):
•

•
•

•

•

•
•

Policy 1.1 – Encourage housing developers to integrate different housing types and levels of
affordability, especially within larger developments. This could include smaller, more
affordable units accessible to first-time homebuyers.
Policy 1.2 – Preserve and rehabilitate existing stock of affordable housing.
Policy 1.3 - Allow the development of low-income and moderate-income housing units when
integrated appropriately with the surrounding neighborhood. Avoid concentrating such units in
one location and avoid isolating such units from other housing.
Policy 2.1 – Encourage subdividers and developers to consider Traditional Neighborhood
Developments (TND) that utilize smaller lots, include mixed-uses, foster pedestrian use, and
promote neighborhood interaction.
Policy 2.5 – Maintain regulations that require new developments maintain a ratio of 75 percent
detached, single family units and 25 percent attached units. Redevelopment projects and
senior housing projects are exempt from this policy.
Policy 3.3 – Maintain the average number of additional single-family detached dwelling units
approved at no more than 125 dwelling units per calendar year.
Policy 3.4 – Maintain the inventory of approved residential development lots and dwelling
units to provide at least a 3-year supply and no more than a 9-year supply.

Waunakee is not the only Dane County municipality whose comprehensive plan (in this case, a joint
comprehensive plan with the Town of Westport) contains policies designed to set goals for a particular
type of housing development or to moderate the pace of growth. Since the Comprehensive Plan also
calls for a housing market analysis to evaluate “[…] demand for various types of housing in the Village
and Town”, the village should consider using the data and trends highlighted in this report (and in other
works, like the “Community Indicators Report” from the Waunakee-Westport Comprehensive Plan) to
clarify and hone the language in the Plan.
In particular, Policy 2.5 (on the ratio of detached and attached dwellings) could deal with structure type
and/or ownership, depending on interpretation. Meanwhile, Policy 1.1 calls for different housing types
at various cost levels, including “smaller, more affordable units accessible to first-time homebuyers.”
This could reasonably be interpreted to mean more single-family attached ownership units. The village
could consider examining or more thoroughly defining its position on housing tenure versus structure
type in the housing element of its comprehensive plan.
Meanwhile, we understand Policies 3.3 and 3.4 as aiming to moderate the pace of new development to
ensure consistent supply of lots and to make sure the school district is able to plan for and absorb new
students. However, Policy 3.3 in particular singles out single-family detached dwelling units. As we see in
the data, single-family homes have been increasing in price faster than incomes in Waunakee,
potentially contributing to a sharp increase in the number of households in owner-occupied housing
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units making near the median area income who are cost burdened. If the village does seek (vis a vis
Policy 1.1 and others) to encourage appropriately located multifamily and smaller, more affordable
single-family units, the village could consider developing its policy toward the supply of single-family
attached housing.
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