
From: Susan Schmitz [mailto:SSchmitz@downtownmadison.org]  

Sent: Monday, April 09, 2012 10:09 AM 
To: Fruhling, William; Murphy, Brad; Cover, Steven; Bradley Cantrell; Schmidt, Chris; Rummel, Marsha; 

King, Steve; Resnick, Scott; Verveer, Mike; Eric Sundquist (erics@cows.org); 
michael.heifetz@deancare.com; 'Michael Rewey' (hiwayman@chorus.net); tonyalhn@aol.com; 

avandrzejews@wisc.edu; jfinnemore@madison.k12.wi.us 

Cc: Monks, Anne; Ed Clarke (eclarke@matcmadison.edu) 
Subject: Plan Commission Work Group 

 
Hello Planning staff and Plan Commissioners: 

I will be unable to attend the Plan Commission Work Group meeting on Wednesday, April 11, 2012 at 

5:30pm because I need to be at the Transit & Parking Commission meeting (which I sit on) at 5pm.  

Please see the important attachments for DMI since your discussion will be about heights and the Mifflin 

District—I believe most of you have already seen them.  Please note the first page of the January 17
th
 

DMI piece because that page will be relevant to your discussion on Wednesday.  Thank you for all of the 

time you have put into the work on the DT Plan.  As you know, this work is appreciated by DMI because 

the next 20-25 years are important to the health of the downtown.  I know that DMI has talked flexibility 

over and over, and that is because we think it is vital for our future.  Thank you very much and I am sorry 

not to be with you Wednesday.  I would appreciate it if someone could forward this to Plan Commission 

Chair, Nan Fey, since her email address is not available.  Thank you.   

 

Susan Schmitz 

DMI President 

122 W. Washington Ave. 

Ste. 250 

Madison, WI 53703 

608-512-1330 (w) 

608-516-2562 (m) 

sschmitz@downtownmadison.org 

www.downtownmadison.org 
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Date:    January 17, 2012 
 
To:     All Interested Parties 
 
From:   Downtown Madison Inc. (DMI) 
 
Subject:   Comments on “Downtown Plan Madison WI November 2011” 
 
Maximum Building Heights:  DMI has consistently advocated for a vision of the downtown which is more 
dense, vibrant and urban.  The proposed plan and many others provide ample rational for higher 
density, noting the many advantages that flow from increasing population and denser development: 
more residents to support downtown businesses, more students to support existing schools, increased 
property tax base, more ridership for public transport, improved sustainability, etc.  
 
To support these goals, we recommend that the Maximum Building Heights map in the draft plan be 
replaced with the attached map, which allows for higher mapped maximums in certain areas.  The most 
important of our proposed changes include the following:  
 

 Mifflin District 

 The south side of Wilson St. between Broom and Bedford Streets. 

 In the Basset Area (some increase) 
 
Generalized Future Land Use Map:  Consistent with our recommendations for Mifflin, the Mifflin District 
should be mapped as Downtown Mixed use (see attached map) 
 
Mifflin District:  The Mifflin District plan, and the associated objective (4.3) and recommendations 66 – 
69 should be replaced with the attached “Alternative Approach to the Mifflin District”.  The Mifflin 
District represents an incredible opportunity that is not fully captured by the current draft plan.  The 
alternative vision for Mifflin as presented in the November 15, 2011 memo from Steven Cover to Mayor 
Soglin and the Common Council is an improvement, but it fails to capitalize on some of the important 
opportunities presented by the downtown’s adjacency to one of the world’s premier research 
institutions.  An alternative vision for Mifflin taps the incredible energy and creativity of the UW-
Madison to create a denser, urban, mixed use district where new forms of sustainable development, 
and mixes of new residential and business startups thrive. Like the current plan for Mifflin, DMI believes 
that additional planning and the development of implementation steps will be needed for the potential 
of this district to be realized.  However, the first step must be to imagine Mifflin as more than an 
improved residential neighborhood, and to strike a bold vision for Mifflin as an important gateway to 
our City and important link to the UW-Madison. 
 



Historic Districts and Conservation Districts:  The downtown plan should not recommend adding new or 
expanding existing historic districts until careful study and research is completed as envisioned in the 
Landmark’s Ordinance.  Furthermore, such historic and conservation districts should only be 
contemplated after extensive involvement with the affected neighborhoods and landowners.  
Consistent with this, recommendations No. 70, 89 should be removed, as should references to creating 
additional conservation districts in the Basset discussion (page 53). “The first step in implementing this 
recommdation for a neighborhood conservation district would be to undertake a study or plan to 
articulate those specific characteristics of the neighborhood that are sought to be preserved” 
 
Flexibility:  The current draft plan is (on balance) unnecessarily rigid because under current ordinance, 
no PDD process can be used to exceed the mapped maxim height limits in the downtown.  In addition, 
where bonus stories are available, the bonus height criteria are narrow (Key 7: Historic Resources) but 
fail to include other value sets such as sustainability (Key 9).  Recommended changes to improve plan 
flexibility are presented below, for inclusion in the plan at a location deemed appropriate by staff. 
 
Flexibility Recommendation No. 1:  We recommend that the Common Council should revise the zoning 
code to allow for a PDD process to be used to approve building heights that exceed the mapped 
Maximum Building Heights throughout the downtown.   
 
Flexibility Recommendation No. 2:  Bonus criteria should be expanded to allow a richer set of civic 
values such as sustainability, great design, affordable housing, urban amenities, etc. to be considered 
when bonus stories are requested. 
 
Downtown as the Economic Engine of the Region: The plan correctly describes the importance of the 
downtown to the economic health of the Madison region, and seems to place a priority on economic 
development.  However, the importance of the downtown to the City’s overall economic health is 
muted and diminished by other policies and objectives in the plan including an inadequate emphasis on 
higher density development.  In addition, the plan presents inadequate (or missing) economic 
benchmarks against which success can be measured.   
 
DMI recommends planning and economic development staff work jointly to revise the plan’s 
benchmarks in Appendix D that relate to economic redevelopment including number of downtown 
workers, assessed value of downtown parcels, median household income, number of downtown 
residents.  
Other Recommendations: 
 
Preserving Viewsheds: The plan identifies “priority viewsheds” on page 36 and in Recommendation 35 
recommends incorporating building height, setback and stepback requirements in the Zoning Code to 
improve and enhance the priority viewsheds.  
 
DMI does not disagree with Objective 3.1 (preserve downtown views).  However, we believe that a 
“protractor approach” to designating viewsheds fails to account for important differences between 
individual parcels.  For example, there are parcels where existing buildings already block views of and to 
the downtown, making generic viewshed limitations on building height, setback or stepbacks 
counterproductive and unnecessarily restrictive.  In addition, as worded, Objective 3.1 could be 
interpreted to protect any view to or from the Capital or any skyline view, regardless of how trivial the 
degradation would be.   
 



We believe a better approach is to maintain the objective to preserve views.   At the same time, the 
height, setback and stepback requirements proposed for inclusion in the zoning code should not apply if 
viewshed studies show de minimus impacts. Last, we believe that when evaluating views from the 
Capital to the lakes, the correct standard should be to evaluate the view from the sidewalks at the 
corner of North and South Hamilton, and not from an advantaged position at the base of the Capital 
dome that is not commonly encountered by average citizens.   
 
Additional Views Recommendation: “Viewshed studies may be used to demonstrate that a proposed 
development has minimal impact and therefore should not be restricted as to height, setbacks or 
stepbacks solely by its location within a priority viewshed or corridor.”  
 
 
 
  



 
 

Alternative Approach to the Mifflin District 
 
The Mifflin District is known for its abundance of student rental housing, predominantly characterized 
by houses that were divided into apartments decades ago.  Many of the existing structures are only 
marginally maintained and many have been altered extensively on the interior.  As a consequence of 
decades of deferred maintenance, significant reinvestment would be required for most of this housing 
stock to become attractive to a wider range of residents.  The area is, however, an important location 
that provides opportunities.  It is situated between the State Capital and the UW-Madison campus, close 
to major retail, entertainment and cultural resources that are key to attracting and retaining new 
residents and new businesses.  Currently, Mifflin is greatly underutilized, but it holds potential for 
adding to downtown revitalization and sustainable redevelopment.  Located on the very edge of the 
UW-Madison campus in close proximity to the Institute for Discovery & Morgridge Institute for 
Research, the Engineering Campus, and the UW Arts Campus, Mifflin offers an ideal opportunity to 
create the type of mixed-use vibrant urban center that captures new jobs and businesses that emerge 
from the billion-dollar research institution that is the University of Wisconsin.  
 
Because the current housing stock continues to slowly deteriorate with little incentive to invest in 
improvements, and will not provide the opportunity for future density, maintaining the status quo for 
this area is not considered a realistic or desirable long-term solution.  Although there are several 
potentially viable approaches to enhancing the future of the Mifflin District, we recommend an 
approach that reimagines Mifflin as a key district where “town and gown” meet and where the 
incredible energy and opportunity represented by the UW-Madison is captured and used to catalyze 
sustainable downtown redevelopment.  More specifically, the guiding principles and features for the 
redevelopment of Mifflin include: 
 

 Regional Transportation hub (Map #1) 

 Intersection of the University, City and State Capital 

 UW Arts Center (Map #2) 

 Phil Lewis’ ―Wisconsin Idea‖ center (Map #3) 

 Urban Mixed Land Use – jobs, housing, education, retail, entertainment, arts/culture, 

public spaces 

 A physical expression of the ―Wisconsin Idea‖ – i.e. a district where residents (and 

resident businesses) take innovation arising from a great research institution and ―land‖ 

those ideas in the community 
 
A central feature of the recommended redevelopment concept is to allow the transition of the West 
Washington Corridor into a more dense, large-scale development consistent with the vision of that 
avenue as an important entrance to the City/downtown.  Equally important, the Mifflin District presents 
an opportunity to highly integrate housing-employment-retail and cultural/entertainment uses in order 
to create a district that is highly attractive to downtown residents (and employers) who want to locate 



close to the University and its top graduates.  For that to happen, new approaches to form and function 
of the physical space will need to be developed in order for the desired “sense of place” in Mifflin to 
evolve beyond its historic ties to the 1960’s counter culture, the anti-war movement, and an annual 
block party to also embrace a new identity as a district where sustainability is inherent by design and 
where a more urban sense of place is created by introducing significant new residential and commercial 
uses.  This approach proposes that much of the area be redeveloped over time with a combination of 
larger footprint buildings as well as smaller multi-family buildings, townhouses and commercial 
buildings.  Select older structures with architectural or historic interest exist in the district, and the 
conservation and rehabilitation of these structures should not be discouraged where consistent with the 
overall goals to create a more dense and urban dynamic.  Maintaining uniformity of building form, 
function and rhythm is less critical in Mifflin than the creation of a dynamic, sustainable, urban, multi-
use and highly functional district that becomes as well-known as a destination for new residents and 
new employers as it is respected for its past contributions and former identity.   
 
Several interesting concepts for redevelopment of the Mifflin District have emerged during preparation 
of the downtown plan (Appendix F) including the full-block redevelopment concepts, mid-block 
redevelopments, redevelopment of Mifflin Street as a mixed traffic street where pedestrians have 
priority (a “woonerf”), and the development of denser development along West Washington Avenue.  
Some of these ideas have been introduced by City staff and some have been suggested by others. 
 
Several of these ideas will require further study.  Some will require further transportation planning, or 
enhanced dialog with UW-Madison.  The realization of the emergence of a new Mifflin District will also 
require a comprehensive and coordinated implementation plan, as redevelopment would occur over an 
extended period of time by multiple property owners.  To create a truly engaging and attractive urban 
neighborhood, it is essential that means be created to encourage cooperation among owners and 
developers to create whole or half block solutions that look at the Mifflin District as a whole, rather than 
depend upon ad hoc responses to piecemeal proposals that primarily reflect the vagaries of property 
assembly patterns.  
 
Mifflin Recommendations:   
 
Objective 4.3:  The Mifflin District should evolve into a multi-use district which takes full advantage of its 
close proximity to UW-Madison, government, and cultural amenities.    Residential and 
commercial/employment uses are both accommodated, and a dense, dynamic urban rhythm emerges.  
A new West Washington Avenue is a key gateway to the City/downtown, full or half-block 
redevelopment is encouraged, and the existing dominant functionality of the district as student housing 
evolves to include a rich mix of residential housing types, commercial buildings that accommodate new 
startups, retail and entertainment uses, etc.  As an employment center, the Mifflin District can allow for 
multiple possibilities ranging from start-up enterprises to a multi-building employment campus 
supported by housing, retail, entertainment and cultural uses.  
 
Recommendation 66:  Further planning of redevelopment concepts in Appendix F should be completed, 
and a detailed comprehensive implementation strategy for this area should be developed. 
 
Recommendation 67:  Update the Downtown Design Zone standards for the Mifflin area to implement 
the concept plan and incorporate them into the Zoning Ordinance as appropriate. 
 
Recommendation 68:  Prioritize the redevelopment of 1960s era “zero lot line” residential sites. 
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