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Adult Family Home (AFH)
Licensed by the State of Wis con sin, an Adult 
Family Home is a fa cil i ty hous ing three or four 
adults which pro vides care and treat ment 
above the lev el of room and board but less 
than nurs ing home care.  Anyone pro pos ing 
to operate an AFH must re ceive licensing 
from the State of Wis con sin.  To legally oc-
 cu py a proposed AFH location in the City of 
Mil wau kee, an oc cu pan cy per mit must also 
be obtained from the De vel op ment Cen ter.  

Board of Zoning Appeals (BOZA)
The Board of Zoning Appeals hears ap peals 
in matters relating to all zoning or di nanc es.  
If a proposed development re quires a spe-
 cial use or variance, the De vel op ment Cen-
ter cannot issue per mits for work to pro ceed 
unless BOZA grants the special use or vari-
 ance; in ad di tion, an oc cu pan cy per mit may 
not be issued by the De vel op ment Cen ter 
until all con di tions set by BOZA have been 
met.  Ap peals of BOZA de ci sions are heard 
at Cir cuit Court.  BOZA consists of fi ve reg-
 u lar members and one alternate ap point ed 
by the Mayor and con fi rmed by the Com mon 
Council.

Business Improvement District (BID) 
Business Improvement Districts are spe-
 cial assessment districts in which property 
own ers agree to have an additional charge 
placed on their tax bill in order to fund spe-
 cial activities such as capital im prove ments 
or business promotion.  DCD economic 
de vel op ment (ED) staff helps prop er ty 
own ers draft their pro posed op er at ing plan, 
set dis trict bound aries, and develop the  
spe cial as sess ment  formula.   Following 
the cre ation of the BID, DCD ED staff helps 

the BID Board, composed of BID prop er ty 
own ers who are appointed by the Mayor and 
con fi rmed by the Com mon Coun cil, be come 
fa mil iar with the pro ce dures to be fol lowed 
in preparing their an nu al plan.  If the BID is 
un der tak ing a cap i tal project, DCD ED staff 
as sists the BID board in pre par ing a de vel -
op ment and main te nance agreement. 

Certifi cate of Appropriateness (COA)
Once a historic structure, historic site, or 
his tor ic district designation has been lo cal ly 
designated and approved by the Com mon 
Coun cil, the struc ture, site or dis trict is un-
 der the pro tec tion of Mil wau kee's His tor ic 
Pres er va tion Or di nance.  No changes which 
re quire ex te ri or alteration, re con struc tion or 
dem o li tion may be made on a historic site or 
to a his tor ic build ing unless the own er fi rst 
ob tains a "Certifi cate of Ap pro pri ate ness" 
from the Historic Pres er va tion Com mis sion 
(HPC).  This cer tifi   cate is the Com mis sion's 
written af fi r ma tion that a pro posed change is 
sym pa thet ic to the his tor ic char ac ter of the 
prop er ty and is consistent with the in tent of 
the or di nance.  When a building permit is ap-
 plied for, the Mil wau kee Development Center  
will check to see if the prop er ty in ques tion is 
a des ig nat ed His tor ic Struc ture, His tor ic Site 
or within a His tor ic Dis trict.  If it is, the Devel-
opment Center will re quire the ap pli cant to 
ob tain a Cer tifi   cate of Ap pro pri ate ness from 
the HPC.  Many cer tifi   cates can be issued 
immediately by historic preservation staff, 
without Com mis sion approval.

Certifi ed Survey Map
Certifi ed Survey Maps are minor sub di vi -
sions which split existing parcels of land into 
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not more than four lots, all of which meet the 
City's zoning and engineering stan dards.

City Plan Commission (CPC) 
The City Plan Commission is the City's 
of fi  cial planning body.  Established under 
State statute, the CPC is responsible for 
master planning activities and advises the 
Mil wau kee Common Council on a variety 
of land development issues.  These is sues 
in clude zoning map changes, re vi sions in 
the zon ing ordinance, subdivision ap prov als,  
Busi ness Im prove ment Dis tricts, street 
and alley va ca tions, public land disposi-
tion and acquisition, new streets and the 
approval of development plans in certain 
overlay districts.  The CPC is com posed of 
sev en members ap point ed by the Mayor and 
con fi rmed by the Com mon Council.

Community Living Arrangement (CLA)
Community Living Arrangements refer to 
three types of facilities licensed by the State 
of Wisconsin:

 1. Residential Care Center (RCC):   
A fa cil i ty where 4 or more chil dren 
re side and are pro vid ed with care 
and main te nance for no more that 75 
days in any con sec u tive 12 month pe-
 ri od by per sons oth er than a rel a tive 
or guardian

 2. Group Home or Group Foster 
Home (GH): A facility where 5 to 8 
foster chil dren reside and are pro-
 vid ed with care and main te nance 
by per sons other than a rel a tive or 
guardian

 
3. Community Based Res i den tial 
Fa cil i ty (CBRF):  A facility where 
5 or more adults not re lat ed to 
the op er a tor re side and are pro-
 vid ed with care, treat ment or ser-

 vic es above the lev el of room and 
board but less than nurs ing care 

Anyone proposing to operate a CLA must 
receive licensing from the State of Wis-
 con sin.  

To legally occupy a proposed CLA location in 
the City of Milwaukee, an occupancy permit 
must also be obtained from the Develop-
ment Center.

Development In cen tive Zone (DIZ)
A Development Incentive Zone is a zoning 
overlay category that establishes site-ori-
ented performance standards for selected 
development areas. A DIZ clearly identifi es 
the City’s planning and design standards for 
allowable land uses and for development 
features such as vehicular and pedestrian 
access, signage, landscaping, and façade 
treatments. These land use and planning 
conditions are determined in advance of 
the development process, usually before a 
developer has proposed a project. 

Development Plans
Development Plans are documents sub-
 mit ted for review by Development Cen ter 
staff to determine if proposed construction 
conforms with local zoning and building 
codes, state building codes, and local, 
MMSD, and state environmental reg u la tions.  
Plans include construction drawings, cal cu -
la tions, plans of operation, and other infor-
mation required to determine code con for-
m ance.  Development plans are re viewed 
in the order in which they are re ceived, and 
review may be delayed until all requested 
information is supplied by the applicant.

Historic Preservation Com mis sion 
(HPC)
The Milwaukee Historic Pres er va tion Com-
 mis sion is responsible for des ig nat ing local 
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historic sites and districts and for ap prov ing 
ap pli ca tions for permission to alter his tor ic 
buildings.  The Commission assists in the 
preservation of the city's his tor ic and cul-
 tur al heritage by iden ti fy ing buildings, sites, 
ob jects and districts that refl ect el e ments 
of Mil wau kee's cultural, social, eco nom ic, 
po lit i cal and ar chi tec tur al history.  The Com-
 mis sion safe guards this historic legacy by 
rec om mend ing that the Com mon Coun cil 
des ig nate eligible prop er ties as lo cal his tor ic 
sites and local historic districts protected 
by spe cial design review pro ce dures. The 
nine members of the HPC are ap point ed by 
the Mayor and con fi rmed by the Com mon 
Coun cil.

Local Historic Site and District Des ig -
na tion
Any individual or group may nom i nate 
a build ing or place for des ig na tion as a 
His tor ic Struc ture, His tor ic Site, or Historic 
Dis trict.  The Historic Preservation Com-
 mis sion re views the applications and makes 
a rec om men da tion to the Com mon Council 
that a struc ture or site should be declared 
"His tor ic."  The Coun cil then acts upon the 
Com mis sion's rec om men da tion.  

Any struc ture, site or dis trict that pos-
 sess es ar chi tec tur al, cul tur al or historical 
sig nifi   cance to the City of Mil wau kee may 
be con sid ered for des ig na tion.  In gen er al, 
a structure, site or dis trict is con sid ered to 
pos sess these qual i ties if it meets one or 
more of the fol low ing criteria:

 • Exemplifi es the development of the 
cul tur al, economic, social or his tor ic 
heritage of the City of Mil wau kee, 
State of Wis con sin or the Unit ed 
States

 • Is the site of a signifi cant historic 
event

 • Is identifi ed with a person or per sons 
who signifi cantly con trib ut ed to the 
culture and development of the City 
of Milwaukee

 • Portrays the environment of a group 
of peo ple in an era of history char ac -
ter ized by a distinctive ar chi tec tur al 
style

 • Embodies the distinguishing char-
 ac ter is tics of an architectural type or 
specimen

 • Is the work of an artist, architect, 
crafts man, or master builder whose 
individual works have influenced 
the development of the City of Mil-
 wau kee

 • Embodies elements of ar chi -
tec tur al de sign, detail, materials, or 
crafts man ship which represent a 
sig nifi   cant architectural innovation

 • Is related to other distinctive areas 
which are eligible for preservation 
according to a plan based on an his-
 tor ic, cultural, or ar chi tec tur al mo tif

• Is uniquely located as a singular 
struc ture, object or place which rep-
 re sents an established and fa mil iar 
visual fea ture of a neigh bor hood, 
community, or the City of Milwau-
kee

National Register
The National Register of Historic Plac es is 
a federal program, op er at ing under the aus-
 pic es of the Na tion al Park Service branch 
of the US Department of the In te ri or, which 
des ig nates the offi cial list of the coun try's 
cul tur al properties wor thy of pres er va tion. 
To be el i gi ble for list ing in the National Reg-
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 is ter of His tor ic Places, a site, struc ture or 
district must be of sig nifi   cance to American 
history, ar chi tec ture, ar che ol o gy or culture. 
The pro gram has been in ex ist ence since 
1966 and is ad min is tered in Wisconsin 
through the His tor ic Pres er va tion Division 
of the State His tor i cal So ci ety.  In con trast, 
the Mil wau kee His tor ic Pres er va tion Com-
 mis sion is a mu nic i pal program es tab lished 
by the Mil wau kee Com mon Council.  

Neighborhood Conservation Overlay 
Zone (NC)
The Neighborhood Conservation Overlay 
Zone is intended to provide a vehicle to 
initiate and implement programs for the 
revitalization or conservation of older areas 
or districts possessing distinctive features, 
identity, or character worthy of retention and 
enhancement. A Neighborhood Conserva-
tion Overlay Zone takes effect through adop-
tion of a neighborhood conservation plan 
and a set of guidelines that will facilitate 
maintenance and protection of the neigh-
borhood character and the development 
of vacant or underused lots. Incompatible 
mixes of uses will be reduced or prohibited 
by adding limitations to the list of permitted, 
limited and special uses of the base zoning 
district.

Occupancy Certifi cate 
An occupancy certifi cate verifi es (1) that 
the use of a commercial property conforms 
to the City of Milwaukee Zoning Code or 
has received authorization for a special 
use or variance from the Board of Zoning 
Ap peals and (2) that the property has been 
in spect ed and found to be free of building 
code vi o la tions.  All businesses are required 
by City Ordinance to post their occupancy 
cer tifi   cate.

Offi cial Map 
A map which contains both an in ven to ry 

of all existing public rights-of-way and an 
in ven to ry of public rights-of-way planned 
for fu ture street widenings or extensions.  
The primary purpose of the Offi cial Map is 
to restrict build ing con struc tion on private 
prop er ty where fu ture streets are planned.

Overlay Zones
Overlay Zones are spe cial zon ing dis tricts 
where new de vel op ments must fol low de-
 sign guide lines and, in some cases, use 
re stric tions established by the City.  A Site 
Plan Over lay Zone re tains the reg u la tions 
of the un der ly ing zon ing district and adds 
design standards, while both the Develop-
ment In cen tive Zone and the Neighbor-
hood Con ser va tion Overlay Zone replace 
the lot re quire ments of the un der ly ing zon-
 ing dis trict with per for mance stan dards and 
modify the range of per mit ted uses.

Planned Development
A Planned Development is a spe cial zon ing 
district where written project descriptions, 
development standards, use restrictions, 
and site plans be come the zon ing reg u -
la tions which con trol how a specifi c parcel 
of land can be de vel oped and used.

Redevelopment Authority of the City of 
Milwaukee (RACM)
The Redevelopment Authority of the City of 
Milwaukee (RACM) is an independent cor-
 po ra tion which derives its power from State 
law.  It is composed of seven mem bers ap-
 point ed by the Mayor and con fi rmed by the 
Common Council.  The pur pose of RACM 
is to elim i nate blight and to foster and pro-
 mote development.  To wards that end, the 
Au thor i ty, staffed by DCD, pre pares and 
im ple ments re de vel op ment plans to guide 
land use and re in vest ment; ac quires and im-
 proves, clears, and/or sells real prop er ty in 
fur ther ance of blight elim i na tion and hous ing 
and eco nom ic de vel op ment objectives; is 
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em pow ered to bor row money, is sue bonds, 
and make loans; and can condemn property 
through em i nent domain to achieve public 
and private de vel op ment ob jec tives. 

Renewal District
A Renewal District is an area, larg er than 
a Spot Acquisition, which is designated by 
RACM as blighted and which is acquired 
by RACM for resale for the purpose of re-
 ha bil i ta tion or development.  DCD pre pares 
a re new al plan for each district, in clud ing 
a pro posed re-use plan. If any par cels are 
be ing resold for development, RACM may 
de mol ish buildings on the site before sale.

Site Plan Review Overlay District 
(SPROD) The Site Plan Review Overlay 
District  adds design and building placement 
standards over and above those required by 
the base zoning district. These standards 
are intended to provide improved buffers, 
pedestrian and vehicular access, and neigh-
borhood compatibility and transition.

Special Use
A special use, known in some com mu ni ties 
as a special ex cep tion or conditional use, is 
a pro posed use of a property which is gen er -
al ly acceptable in a par tic u lar zon ing dis trict 
but which, because of its char ac ter is tics and 
the char ac ter is tics of the zoning dis trict in 
which it would be located, requires review on 
a case by case basis to de ter mine wheth er 
it should be per mit ted, con di tion al ly permit-
ted, or denied.  (In con trast, a vari ance is 
re quired when a pro posed de vel op ment 
con fl icts with the City Zon ing Code; see the 
description of vari ance in this glossary for 
more information.)  An ex am ple of a spe-
 cial use is a carry-out restaurant in a district 
zoned for local busi ness.  

Property owners are in formed by the De vel -
op ment Center when they need a spe cial 

use and are directed to ap ply at the Board 
of Zon ing Appeals (BOZA).  Ap pli cants 
must ap pear at the BOZA hear ing and 
prove that:

• The proposed use is for the pub lic con-
 ve nience at this par tic u lar location.

• The proposed use is designed, lo-
 cat ed, and operated in a way that will 
protect the public health, safe ty, and 
welfare at this particular location.

• The proposed use will not have a neg-
 a tive affect on neighbors or the neigh-
 bor hood.

Spot Acquisition Project
A Spot Acquisition Project is a small area 
that is designated by RACM as blighted; the 
Spot Ac qui si tion area can be one par cel, a 
por tion of a parcel, or a small num ber of par-
 cels.  RACM acquires the par cels for resale 
either for re ha bil i ta tion or de vel op ment.  If 
a par cel is being resold for de vel op ment, 
RACM may demolish any build ings on the 
parcel before sale.   Unlike Renewal Dis-
 tricts, no re new al plan is required.

Street or Alley Vacation
A street or alley vacation is the pro cess 
of abandoning improved or unimproved 
pub lic rights-of-way.  In most instances, the 
aban doned right-of-way reverts back to the 
abut ting owner if it was originally ded i cat ed 
as part of a prior subdivision.

Subdivision Plat
A subdivision plat is an en gi neer ing map 
showing the subdivision of a tract of land 
into fi ve or more lots for development and 
sale and show ing the dedication of the pub lic 
street rights-of-way for access to the lots.  
The subdivider is re quired to fi  nance the re-
 quired im prove ments, such as sewer, wa ter, 
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and paving within the street right-of-way. 

Variance (Building Code)
A variance to the State of Wisconsin build-
 ing code allows  construction that does 
not strictly adhere to the provisions of the 
code.  Variances to the building code are 
grant ed by the Wisconsin De part ment of 
Com merce.

Variance (Zoning Code)
There are two kinds of zoning vari anc es--
use and dimensional.  In a use vari ance, the 
use pro posed for a property is not al lowed 
by the City's Zoning Code; an ex am ple is 
a gro cery store in a res i den tial ly zoned 
dis trict.  In a dimensional vari ance, the pro-
 posed use is al lowed by the Zon ing Code, 
but the pro posed de vel op ment con flicts 
with the Zon ing Code's set back, sideyard, 
and lot area re quire ments for the district. 
The De vel op ment Center de ter mines when 
a zoning vari ance is need ed.  A vari ance 
must then be applied for at the Board of 
Zoning Ap peals (BOZA).  To be granted 
the vari ance, the ap pli cant must prove that 
be cause of the physical na ture of the land, 
it cannot be developed with out vi o lat ing the 
City's Zon ing Code.  A vari ance can not be 
grant ed unless the prop er ty own er or a legal 
rep re sen ta tive ap pears at the BOZA hear ing 
considering the ap peal and proves that the 
fol low ing conditions exist:

 • Unnecessary Hardship: With out a 
vari ance, the owner cannot use the 
prop er ty because of the phys i cal na-
 ture of the prop er ty and not be cause 
of the cir cum stanc es of the person 
making the ap peal. The hard ship 
must be unique to the par cel of land 
in question and not af fect all of the 
properties in the zon ing dis trict.  Loss 
of money or fi  nan cial dif fi  cul ty is not 
in it self grounds for a vari ance, and 

a hard ship created by the prop er ty 
own er is not grounds for a vari ance.

 
 • Unusual Property Limitations: 

Prop er ty limitations are usually the 
cause for the "unnecessary hard ship" 
that must be prov en. Ex am ples are 
the shape or size of the property or 
the steep slope of the property lim-
 it ing reasonable use of the land.

 • Absence of Harm and Pro tec tion 
of the Public Interest: The vari ance 
must not cause harm to neighbors or 
to the pub lic.

Zoning Map Amendment 
The City’s Zoning Code divides the city into 
zoning districts, which establish various 
reg u la tions, and standards for each dis trict 
in tend ed to regulate the use of prop er ty and 
control the size, location, and height of build-
 ings.  A Zoning Map Amend ment is a change 
in a zoning district’s bound ary or the cre ation 
of a new zoning district bound ary. 
 
Zoning Text Amendment
A Zoning Text Amendment is a change in 
the written regulations governing zoning 
dis tricts; this includes both the creation of a 
new district’s zoning regulations or the mod-
 i fi  ca tion of an existing district’s regulations. 


