
 
Proposed changes allow more repair, 
rebuilding of waterfront homes   

Current provisions regarding "nonconforming 
structures" -- buildings constructed before the current 
rule and built closer to the water than the rule allows -- 
have long been the bane of some property owners and 
county zoning officials as being too confusing and 
limiting.   

Proposed changes to NR 115 would significantly 
change how these nonconforming structures are 
treated. Most notably, landowners would gain more 
leeway in repairing, rebuilding, and even expanding 
some of these structures in exchange for restoring a 
natural buffer by the water and taking other mitigating 
steps.    

Now, structural repairs, expansions and improvements 
to nonconforming structures cannot exceed 50 percent 
of the current equalized assessed value over the 
lifetime of the structure. To exceed that cap or expand 
a building, an owner must move the structure back at 
least 75 feet from the water, depending on what the 
county ordinance establishes as the setback distance. 
The statewide minimum setback is 75 feet; counties 
can adopt that standard or a more protective one.      

Under proposed changes to NR 115, nonconforming 
structures could have unlimited repairs, and be rebuilt 
entirely, and in some cases, be expanded, if they 
complied with standards based on the size of the 
structure and how close it is to the water and took steps 
to mitigate the impacts of their construction project.    

For example, a home within 35 feet of the water could 
be torn down and rebuilt in the same size, same place. 
A home farther from the water could, in some cases, be 
torn down and expanded.   

When owners pursue major projects that require a 
county building permit or other county permit, they 
would be required to take actions to mitigate the 
potential impacts of their project that could include:     

 

Restoring native vegetation within the 35-foot 
primary buffer;  

 

Getting their septic system inspected and upgraded 
if necessary; 

 

Developing and implementing an erosion control 
plan;  

 

They may also be required to remove accessory 
structures within the 35 foot primary buffer that 
don't have an exemption.  

                     

Primary buffer of primary importance  
Loons, like the one seen nesting above, fish, turtles and 
frogs are some of Wisconsin's most popular waterfront 
residents. They also suffer the most when development 
that's not done in an environmentally-friendly way 
eliminates the native plants, trees and shrubs on land right 
next to the water and replaces them with a lawn.    

This area, called the pr imary buffer , extends 35 feet 
landward and it's cr itical for clean water , good habitat, 
and natural scenic beauty.  The primary buffer provides 
nesting and transition areas for waterfowl, songbirds and 
turtles; downed trees that provide habitat for feeding and 
spawning fish, and native plants and shrubs that help filter 
polluted runoff, preserving water quality for all.   

Proposed changes to statewide minimum shoreland 
protection standards seek to maintain the primary buffer in 
a natural state and to restore it when property owners 
pursue a major change that trips a trigger. With a few 
exceptions, buildings are not to be located in this area. 

For more information

 

Learn more about on the proposed changes to Wisconsin's 
shoreland protection rules, research concerning the 
importance of these critical habitat areas, and other 
information, please visit our Web site. Go to 
www.dnr.wi.gov, then use the drop down topic menu and 
select "shoreland management."   
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