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Shoreland Zoning History 
~230 years ago 

Â Northwest Ordinance 
established the Public 
Trust Doctrine saying 
ñThe navigable waters 
é shall be common 
highways, and forever 
free.ò 

 

 

 



Shoreland Zoning History 
~170 years ago 

Â 1848- WI Constitution 
also said    
ñThe navigable waters 
é shall be common 
highways, and forever 
free.ò 

 

Â 1899- WI Supreme 
Court agreed that 
preserving navigable 
waters was a state 
obligation 
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Shoreland Zoning History 

Â The Wisconsin Constitution, adopted in 1848, 
says navigable waters are ñcommon highways 
and forever freeò  
 

Â This led to ñThe waters of WI belong to the 
people of WIò  which is the basis of the Public 
Trust Doctrine 
 

Â State of WI has obligation to protect the publicôs 
rights in all navigable waters including boating, 
fishing, swimming & hunting  
 

Â Shoreland zoning, adopted in 1966, protects 
public rights through its purposes 

Â Preventing and controlling water pollution is needed for 
boating and swimming 

Â Protecting spawning grounds is needed for good 
fishing 

Â Maintaining shore cover is needed for fishing & hunting  

  s. 281.31 Wisconsin Statutes 

 

 

 

 

See short videos Champions of the Public Trust dnr.wi.gov/topic/waterways/about_us/doctrine.htm  
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Natural shorelands contain a lush mixture of native grasses, flowers, shrubs and trees that help to filter 

polluted runoff and provide important habitat for animals in the water and on the land. A mature native 

buffer represents many years of nature at work and discourages undesirable, exotic plants and animals 

while attracting songbirds, butterflies, turtles and frogs.  

Flourishing shorelands provide some of the most effective protection for the lakes and streams of Wisconsin. 



Shoreland  Zoning History  

ÁLegislature gave DNR 
general supervision over 
WI waters including a 
statewide shoreland 
zoning program for all 
unincorporated areas.  

 

ÁBy 1971, all counties had 
adopted and were 
administering a shoreland 
ordinance. 

 


