
7

TABLE OF CONTENTS	 		

Housing

7 - 2 	 I S S U E S  A N D  O P P O R T U N I T I E S 	

	

7 - 5 	 G O A L S ,  P O L I C I E S  A N D 
	 A C T I O N S 	

	
	
	

			 

CITY OF SUN PRAIRIE
Comprehensive Plan 2019-2039

Volume 2:
Goals, Policies & Actions



7 – 2 |  C I T Y  O F  S U N  P R A I R I E  CO M P R E H E N S I V E  P L A N

The characteristics of the City’s hous-
ing stock are described in Volume 1 
of this Plan. It is critical to strategi-
cally plan for investment in the City’s 
existing housing stock, including new 
units of various types and repair and 
reinvestment in existing housing.

The goals, policies and actions in 
this chapter are based on input from 
the public, City staff and various City 
committees and elected officials. The 
chapter begins with a summary of 
critical issues and opportunities.  Sev-
eral of the policies and actions are 
bolded to signify high priority.

The planning process includes a review of data that describe current con-
ditions related to housing (See Volume 1) and includes many forms of 
input from stakeholders throughout the community.  The following issues 
and opportunities stand out as most relevant to the goals, policies and 
actions in this chapter.

#1 Housing 
Growth

This Comprehensive Planning pro-
cess revealed housing as THE issue 
of the moment. The community sur-
vey and the public forums collected 
many comments about housing, 
ranging from calls for more work-
force and high end housing to calls 
to stop housing development alto-
gether.  A survey question about the 
pace of development over the past 
five years showed anxiety about 
multi-family residential growth. Sev-
enty-one percent (71%) of survey 
respondents said that multi-family 

residential development was “too fast” over the past 5 years.  

This reaction to multi-family housing growth is consistent with the mood in 
many communities across the region and the state. The real estate market 
trended heavily toward multi-family housing after the Great Recession, and 
individual projects have frequently featured 100+ units. These projects also 
include desirable amenities that become feasible at that scale, including 
exercise rooms, underground parking, and on-site management. This trend 
has been a response to strong market demand for these units, which have 
quickly filled. The Madison area, including Sun Prairie, has seen historically 
low vacancy rates for rental housing, under 2.5%, and is now seeing those 
rates rise to around 4%. This is still low compared to a desirable vacancy rate 
in the 5-7% range that balances the interests of landlords and tenants, but it 
shows that the influx of new units is starting to balance the market.

In Sun Prairie, the development of attached-unit housing, including large 
apartment buildings, has been strong over the past five years, but not ex-
treme. The past five years (2014-2018) have seen about 1,000 multi-family 
units constructed, compared to about 800 single-family and duplex units 
(~56% of all units). To put that into 30 years of context, about 50% of the 
more than 9,000 new units constructed since 1990 have been multi-family 
units. But of all the construction and growth occurring in the community, new 
multi-family housing has been most prominent – it is often taller than other 
buildings, typically 3-4 stories in Sun Prairie, and it is generally located near 
major transportation corridors. The high visibility of multi-family housing has 
made it a lightning rod for concerns about growth. Meanwhile, single-family 
housing has grown more slowly and more quietly - 750 units in the past 
five years compared to the more than 1,200 new single-family homes built 
2001-2005. And most of this growth has occurred without the need for new 
lot creation, gradually depleting a large supply of platted lots on the market 
when the recession hit.

I S S U E S  &  O P P O R T U N I T I E S
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Neighborhood 
Sat is fac t ion
The 2018 Community Sur-
vey asked people what factors 
make a good neighborhood and 
“safety”, “parks”, and “walkabil-
ity” topped the list. When asked 
about the condition of things like 
lighting, property upkeep, street 
trees, safety, walkability, etc., 
74% of respondents rated their 
neighborhoods as either “good” 
or “excellent”. 

Workforce Housing
The 2018 Community Survey 
asked people if they agree or 
disagree with this statement: 
“there is a need for more hous-
ing in the City of Sun Prairie that 
is affordable to working families 
and individuals”. Sixty-three per-
cent (63%) of renters and 47% 
of homeowners agreed with that 
statement.

V O I C E S
F R O M  T H E 

C O M M U N I T Y
#2

Neighborhood 
Design

Communities are typically inter-
ested in having a good balance 
of housing types and they wonder 
what the “right” balance is.  But 
there is no “right” balance of hous-
ing across a community, because 
the mix of housing units is shaped 
by market forces and markets dif-
fer with the price of land, the qual-
ity of transportation options, the 
proximity of employment centers, 
and other factors.  However, the 
distribution of housing types in a 
community and the design of indi-
vidual projects have a huge impact 

on quality of life and equity in the community. Having a diverse mix of hous-
ing types and well-designed buildings and developments within each neigh-
borhood is vital to the long-term health of the neighborhood and the City as 
a whole.

A current issue of concern in Sun Prairie is a concentration of older, multi-
family housing in the central Main St. area, west of downtown and close to 
USH 151, coupled with the construction of more multi-family housing in that 
corridor as part of redevelopment efforts along this important Main Street 
corridor.  At the same time, recent neighborhood growth at the north edge of 
the city has featured mostly large lots and high-cost homes.  The disparity in 
household incomes between these areas was recently highlighted by a deci-
sion to accommodate school growth by building a new elementary school 
near the new high-cost neighborhood. The lack of income balance between 
these neighborhoods led to a difficult situation for the community, a choice 
between equity in education environments and a bussing program to bal-
ance the schools. This is a complex challenge with many factors to consider, 
but one such factor is the distribution of housing types.

Long term quality and comfort in neighborhoods depends upon good urban 
design. Balanced neighborhoods include a mix of housing types and often 
some neighborhood commercial uses too. But commercial uses and larger multifamily developments can have 
an adverse effect on other nearby housing if not well-designed to handle traffic safely, control lighting and noise, 
and transition building massing from larger to smaller in multiple steps. Infill redevelopment projects need careful 
design to achieve a comfortable fit for the new uses. Also, good design is necessary at the individual building level, 
including thoughtful unit layout, attractive exteriors and good materials that are able to retain a quality appearance 
for decades. Buildings with low quality at the time of construction are almost certain to deteriorate quickly and can 
discourage good unit maintenance.

In recent decades, developers of new residential neighborhoods have shown a preference toward including larger-
scale multi-family buildings and complexes in those neighborhoods. City residents have expressed a preference 
for the multi-family component of new residential neighborhoods to be provided by smaller-scale varieties of at-
tached housing, such as duplex, four-plex, and townhouse formats. At present, Sun Prairie has a larger percentage 
of its housing units in these smaller-scale varieties of attached housing than other cities in Dane County.  This plan 
provides ample locations for larger-scale multi-family buildings and complexes, including, but not limited to, (a) re-
development projects in the downtown and central W. Main Street corridor, (b) the area along W. Main Street in the 
West Prairie Village subdivision covered by a previously approved General Development Plan, and (c) areas marked 
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#3 Home
Affordabi l i t y

Large-scale economic trends are 
bringing housing affordability into 
focus as a prominent issue across 
the country. While the household 
income of the top 5% of US house-
holds has more than doubled in 
the past 50 years, middle income 
households have seen only about a 
10% increase in that period. Mean-
while, inflation-adjusted housing 
costs have risen roughly 50% for 
rental housing and 70% for home 
ownership in that period. Here in 
Sun Prairie, the unadjusted median 

home value has increased about 60% since 2000, but household incomes 
have risen just 30%. The result of these trends is that housing is requiring 
a bigger portion of household incomes. Thirty percent of income has long 
been viewed as the standard threshold for “affordable”, as defined by the 
federal government. About 23% of owners and 43% of renters in Sun Prairie 
now pay more than 30% of their income for housing. Based on 2015 data 
presented in the Dane County Housing Needs Assessment there are roughly 
1,000 households in the City earning less than 30% of the Area Median In-
come (currently around $27,500 for a family of four), but there were only 
about 245 rental units affordable at that income. And recently, a collection 
of roughly 45 lower-cost apartments were lost in downtown Sun Prairie in the 
2018 explosion at Bristol and Main. Local businesses are noticing this trend, 
because the cost of housing is putting pressure on hiring and wages – the 
Sun Prairie Chamber of Commerce formed a Workforce Housing Committee 
to foster discussion and seek solutions to the challenges.

Local governments are now stepping in to address the challenges around 
affordability. Spurred by business concerned about hiring needs, complaints 
from residents who can’t find desirable housing within their budgets and 
community concerns about declining conditions due to lack of reinvestment 
in housing, cities are coming forward with policies and initiatives. In Dane 
County, the City of Madison has been aggressively pursuing the construction 
of tax-credit subsidized, income-qualified rental housing. The City of Middle-
ton has used Tax Incremental Financing to leverage workforce housing in-
vestments and has a Workforce Housing Committee to study and advise on 
housing issues, especially around affordability. The City of Fitchburg recently 
adopted a housing plan and is also getting more proactive in its approach to 
affordability, both for rental and owner-occupied housing.   

W H AT  I S 
W O R K F O R C E 

H O U S I N G ?

Workforce housing is a subset 
of affordable housing focused on 
affordability for households with 
at least one full-time worker that 
still struggle to afford housing in 
the community.

W H AT  I S 
A F F O R D A B L E 

H O U S I N G ?

For the purposes of this plan, af-
fordable housing is broadly de-
fined as any housing designed, 
constructed, and/or managed 
with the goal of being affordable 
to households earning less than 
the “Low Income” threshold as 
defined by the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) for the Dane County Met-
ro Area. In 2018 that figure was 
$71,900 for a family of four.  Af-
fordable Housing may or may not 
be supported by public funding in 
some way and it may or may not 
be reserved for certain income 
levels.  

For reference, $71,900 allows a 
monthly housing budget of about 
$1,800, including rent/mortgage, 
utilities, insurance and taxes.

for Neighborhood Mixed Use and Community Mixed Use in the Future Land 
Use Map.  Future design activities for new residential neighborhoods should 
encourage developers to include more smaller-scale varieties of attached 
housing in new neighborhoods to continue to provide a diverse mix of hous-
ing types while recognizing the public preference for fewer large-scale multi-
family buildings and complexes.
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The Uplands

GOAL #1
Focus on housing
The City will actively evaluate and 
support the health of neighbor-
hoods.

Policies
1.	 The Community Devel-

opment Authority (CDA) 
has primary responsibil-
ity as the City entity to 
lead local housing policy 
and programs.  

2.	 Continue to communicate with 
the business community about 
workforce needs and the need 
for housing types that will help 
attract people to live and work 
here. 

3.	 Continue to engage with the 
community regarding housing 
needs and issues.

Ac tions
1.	 Prepare a Housing Study 

to evaluate housing mar-
ket conditions and ad-
vise City actions to ad-
dress housing mix and 
affordability concerns. 

2.	 Prepare and present to Council 
a brief, annual housing report 
including updates on platted 
lots, residential building per-
mits (by type), housing prices 
(consult a Realtor), incentives 
provided, affordable units cre-
ated during the prior year, and 
noteworthy feedback from resi-
dents and employers. 

3.	 The Community Development 
Authority (CDA) should form 
a Housing Advisory Commit-
tee or similar appointed body 
to help evaluate and advise on 
housing issues. 

4.	 As appropriate, use the CDA to 
buy and assemble property as 
a technique to proactively im-
prove neighborhoods in ways 
consistent with this plan. 

G O A L S ,  P O L I C I E S  A N D  A C T I O N S

Indicates a policy or action that supports community sustainability 		 Policies and actions in bold text indicate high priority

87%
of  al l  sur vey resp on-
dents  who are lo ok-
ing to move within 
the nex t  5  years  wil l 

l ikely  consider  a 
s i n g l e - f a m i l y 

home
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GOAL #2
Maintain housing and neighbor-
hood quality
All Sun Prairie housing and neigh-
borhoods will be designed and 
maintained as desirable places to 
live.
  
Policies
4.	 Enforce property maintenance 

and nuisance codes to main-
tain neighborhood quality and 
prevent blight. If a neighbor-
hood area develops frequent 
property maintenance prob-
lems it may be a result of a 
mix of underlying conditions.  
The City will consider a multi-
faceted response that includes 
not only code enforcement but 
also City and non-profit sup-
portive services to address un-
derlying conditions.

5.	 As permitted by statutes, con-
sider a rental inspection pro-
gram to provide better over-
sight and monitoring of housing 
quality and maintenance if and 
when an area of the City is ex-
periencing frequent complaints 
and/or decreasing property 
values. 

6.	 Where neighborhoods have a 
distinctive and desirable de-
sign character, as affirmed 
through a community planning 
process, that character should 
be honored when redevelop-
ment projects occur. Infill de-
velopment should respect the 
scale, proportion and archi-
tectural style of nearby homes 
to a reasonable extent.  The 
City should consider strategies 
to actively protect areas that 
have been locally identified as 
historically important.

7.	 Encourage the following tech-
niques to protect the comfort 
and quality of residential units:
•	 Maintain adequate physi-

cal separation between 
residential areas and uses 
that tend to produce ex-
cessive noise or odors 
(land use planning), with-
out sacrificing pedestrian 
and bicycle connectivity.

•	 Use screening (walls, land-
scaping, berms) to create 
separation when distance 
alone is not enough (site 
planning).

•	 Reduce the impact of park-
ing areas with physical 
separation and visual bar-
riers (site design).

•	 Direct traffic from higher-
volume uses to collector 
and arterial streets, away 
from neighborhood streets 
(land use planning, site de-
sign).

•	 Require basic landscap-
ing, building design and 
materials standards for all 
multifamily uses and non-
residential uses in neigh-
borhood settings.  The City 
should adopt design stan-
dards into the zoning ordi-
nance to achieve this.

•	 Encourage building and 
site design techniques 
to make larger buildings 
more compatible with 
smaller residential uses, 
such as increased set-
backs, stepped-back up-
per stories, and architec-
tural strategies to break up 
the apparent volume of the 
building.

8.	 Encourage water and energy 
efficiency in all housing, in-
cluding new construction and 
existing home improvements.  
Designers and builders should 

W H AT  I S  A 
N E I G H B O R H O O D ?

A neighborhood is an area 
within a city where people live 
and can interact on a day to 
day basis.  Neighborhood in-
teractions often occur through 
primary schools, coffee 
shops, restaurants, parks and 
recreation activities.  Neigh-
borhoods vary in size, typi-
cally ranging from 500 to 2000 
housing units and from 80 to 
640 acres (1 square mile) in 
area.  They can be formed as 
a single, coordinated develop-
ment or as a series of sepa-
rate land development proj-
ects and “plats”.

Providence
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use common green building 
checklists to achieve superior 
environmental performance in 
new housing. 

Ac tions
5.	 Promote neighborhood 

identity and social con-
nections by encouraging 
the creation of neigh-
borhood associations. 
Provide resources on the City 
website to support neighbor-
hood events and social con-
nections. Assign a staff planner 
to support neighborhood asso-
ciations and create a modest 
grant program to incentivize 
things like neighborhood entry 
signs, public art, and block par-
ties.

6.	 Encourage and support rein-
vestment in existing housing, 
including: 
•	 Create a revolving loan 

fund for housing rehabili-
tation. The funds can be 
used to support reinvest-
ment in single-family and 
multi-family buildings. 

•	 Work with developers ex-
perienced with rental hous-
ing renovation and the 
Dane County Housing Au-
thority to pursue tax credit-
funded renovation of aging 
units while protecting their 
affordability.

7.	 Adopt standards in the zon-
ing ordinance to ensure that 
garages are not the dominant 
feature of the streetscape. 

8.	 The City will share information 
about energy audits and green 
design options in conjunction 
with the permit process.

GOAL #3
Provide suitable housing for 
everyone
Affordable, accessible, desirable 
housing options in the City, should 
be available at all income levels.

Policies
9.	 People who work in Sun Prai-

rie should be able to afford to 
live in Sun Prairie too – the City 
will support the development 
of housing affordable to the 
full spectrum of local workers, 
from entry level to executive. 

10.	Locate workforce and afford-
able housing in places with 

good walking access to jobs 
and shopping and/or where 
public transportation is avail-
able or planned. It should not 
be concentrated in any single 
neighborhood.

11.	Group housing for unrelated 
persons with special needs 
(also known as “community liv-
ing arrangements” in the City 
zoning ordinance) is an impor-
tant housing need that can be 
accommodated in any neigh-
borhood with reasonable con-
ditions to guide operations.

12.	Encourage the development 
of housing in every neighbor-
hood for people of all abilities. 

N E I G H B O R H O O D  A S S O C I AT I O N  V S .  H O M E 
O W N E R S  A S S O C I AT I O N

A Neighborhood Association is an organization that exists to promote 
social activity in a neighborhood and to enable residents to communi-
cate about neighborhood challenges and collaborate on neighborhood 
improvement projects. A Home Owners Association (HOA) is an organi-
zation established in conjunction with the creation of a residential devel-
opment to monitor and enforce any rules established during the develop-
ment process.  In some cases a HOA is responsible for the maintenance 
of certain shared features in the neighborhood that are owned by the 
HOA, such as a private stormwater facility.

Block Party 
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This includes, for example, 
the use of universal design 
principles in new housing and 
accessory dwelling units to 
enable flexibility for in-home 
care. 

13.	Encourage the development 
of senior living communities, 
and in locations within com-
fortable walking distance of 
public and commercial ame-
nities.

Ac tions
9.	 Address housing affordability 

through the following strate-
gies:
•	 Create an Affordable 

Housing Fund that 
can be used to sup-
port a variety of af-
fordability initiatives.  
Sources of money include 
but are not limited to the 
City’s general fund, pri-
vate donations, and TIF 
districts ready for closure 
(per state statute, district 
closure can be delayed 
one year and all funds col-
lected in the bonus year 
may be used for affordable 
housing anywhere in the 
City).

•	 Review and amend 
the zoning ordinance 
to enable the de-
velopment of hous-
ing formats that 
limit cost, including 
smaller lots, small-
er homes, attached 
units and “cottage 
court” clusters of de-
tached homes. Identify 
locations for these formats 
in neighborhood plans for 
new and existing neigh-
borhoods.

•	 Consider partnering with 
(and foster the creation of, 
if necessary) a land trust 
that can offer lower-cost 
homes by separating the 
cost of the land from the 
cost of the home for in-
come-qualified buyers.  

•	 Partner with Habitat for 
Humanity to offer new in-
come-qualified ownership 
units through their pro-
gram in the City regularly.  

•	 Help promote the avail-
ability of down payment 
assistance programs in 
Dane County through digi-
tal media.

•	 Encourage new Section 
42 tax credit projects that 
result in income-qualified 
units for at least 30 years.  
Create a competitive grant 
program with which the 
City can provide local 
funding that will help de-
velopers to win competi-
tive tax credit awards from 
the Wisconsin Housing 
and Economic Develop-
ment Authority (WHEDA).
Identify locations for tax 
credit projects that maxi-
mize scoring in WHEDA’s 
Qualified Allocation Plan 
(QAP) and have access 

W H AT  A R E  S E C T I O N  42 TAX  C R E D I T S ?
The Section 42 housing program refers to that section of the Inter-
nal Revenue Tax Code which provides tax credits to investors who 
build housing with a portion of the units affordable at specific income 
thresholds. Investors receive a reduction in their tax liability in return 
for providing and maintaining those affordable units for 30 years. All 
such credits are obtained through The Wisconsin Housing and Eco-
nomic Development Authority (WHEDA), including a non-competitive 
program that allows 4% of project costs to be used as a tax reduction 
(typically used for renovation projects), and a competitive program that 
allows 9% of project costs to be used as a tax reduction (typically used 
for new construction projects).

W H AT  I S  U N I V E R S A L  D E S I G N ?
Universal Design is an approach to the design of the physical environ-
ment that allows access and use by anyone, of any ability. It includes 
accessibility features as required by the American Disabilities Act, such 
as wider doorways, door openers, at-grade entries and grab bars in 
bathrooms, with a focus on having one set of features for everyone. It 
also includes design for intuitive use without the need for instructions 
and elements helpful to people with limited hand dexterity such as lever 
door handles and rocker light switches. Universal design principles can 
be applied to any housing unit, even if not required by law or specifically 
intended for senior residents.
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to public transportation. 
Note that all of these factors 
are subject to change by 
WHEDA, so some flexibility 
will be necessary.

10.	Specifically address 
the significant hous-
ing gap for households 
earning less than 30% 
of the Dane County Me-
dian Household Income 
by partnering with enti-
ties such as the Dane 
County Housing Author-
ity to build or renovate 
units targeted to these 
residents and encourage 
such development by pri-
vate entities.

GOAL #4  
Achieve balanced 
neighborhoods
Every Sun Prairie neighborhood 
will be diversified, including a mix 
of housing types and price points 
and convenient access to daily 
needs, goods and services.  

Policies
14.	As new neighborhoods are 

developed, the City expects 
to see a mix of attached and 
detached housing formats, 
and a range of sizes and price 

points. Including attached-unit 
housing in buildings containing 
fewer than 10 units is a high 
priority in new neighborhoods.

15.	As existing neigh-
borhoods change 
over time the 
City will seek a 
healthy mix of housing 
units including single 
family, duplex, town-
homes, apartments and 
other formats, using 
neighborhood design 
principles and policies in 
this plan to achieve com-
patibility with existing 
housing (See Goal #2, 
Housing and Neighbor-
hood Quality). All neigh-
borhoods should meet 
Design Review Board re-
quirements (if created).  

16.	Higher-density housing will 
generally occur at nodes with-
in a neighborhood that may 
also include neighborhood 
commercial uses, and within 
convenient and safe walking 
distance of schools, parks, 
shopping, services and public 
transportation.

Ac tions
11.	Review and approve housing 

development proposals based 
on consistency with the Land 
Use chapter of this Plan, in-
cluding the Future Land Use 
Map and associated policies.

12.	Amend the City’s ordinances to 
allow accessory dwelling units 
(with appropriate standards), 
for the purpose of increasing 
housing choice, increasing 
density, accommodating dif-
ferent household types and 
increasing affordability. En-

courage this as part of new 
neighborhood development, 
during initial unit construction 
and site design.

Iron Gate Apartments

Downtown Condos

75%
of  al l  sur vey resp on-
dents  who are cur-
rently  renters  are 
concerned ab out 

affordabil it y

Indicates a policy or action that supports community sustainability 		  Policies and actions in bold text indicate high priority


