
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Is Single-Family Zoning Needed in La Crosse? 

By Omar Shana 

Single-family zoning has had a huge impact on American cities for nearly a hundred years, as middle-class families 

establish themselves in the urban landscape. Single-family zoning in communities restricts development to only 

allow single-family, detached homes. For the City of La Crosse, in order to develop multi-family units such as 

duplexes and apartments, applicants must submit a special use permit, get permission from the City Council, and 

work with neighborhood associations. While some may argue that single-family zoning is meant to preserve 

neighborhood character in a city environment, history suggests these laws are rooted in discrimination. In 1917, 

the Supreme Court case, Buchanan v. Warley ruled that zoning by race was unconstitutional 1, and in turn, racism 

in real estate became more lucrative. Instead of explicitly discriminating against minorities, city planners and 

developers turned to target the socioeconomic status of tenants, which predominantly affected Black, Asian, and 

Latinx communities 2.   

Today, single-family zoning is entrenched in many communities; people are unaware of its grim origins and is seen 

as a scion for neighborhood values. While single-family zoning is not inherently racist, data suggests that it still 

disproportionately excludes minorities from certain neighborhoods and communities. According to a recent study, 

about 30% of the racial wealth gap is linked to housing and more specifically, exclusionary zoning laws that make 

it inaccessible for poorer Black families to move into wealthier neighborhoods because of needless barriers that 
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are upheld by predominantly white communities 3. In fact, 

an article by the New York Times titled, “The ‘New 

Redlining’ is Deciding Who Lives in your 

Neighborhood,” called our city out by name, saying, 

“[I]n virtually all-white communities like La Crosse, Wis., 

efforts to remedy economic segregation have received 

strong pushback from upper-income whites…,” 4 

showcasing that single-family zoning is one of the 

barriers that keep our community less diverse and equitable.   

Not only does exclusionary zoning preserve discriminatory housing standards, but it negatively impacts current 

residents of a community as well.  According to Wisconsin Public Radio, increasing multi-family units in the La 

Crosse area would bring in jobs into the community and boost our local economy 5. Additionally, while bringing in 

more affordable housing helps future residents, it would also not decrease the property values of existing single-

family housing. In fact, according to Forbes, when cities implement more multi-family housing and rental units, 

detached single-family housing appreciates in value 6. Therefore, not only would eliminating single-family zoning 

help future residents, but homeowners would also benefit from this change.   

As single-family zoning makes housing less equitable and exaggerates housing prices, it also makes it more 

difficult to build affordable housing in communities. Now, when nearly $22 million dollars are coming to La Crosse 

County via the American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) 7, a recent survey of community members indicated that the 

majority of participants feel affordable housing should be the number one priority 8. Additionally, with upcoming 

projects in La Crosse such as ‘Imagine 2040,’ 9 there is no better time to begin discussions on updating zoning 

regulations. While ending single-family zoning might meet some resistance, La Crosse specifically would benefit 

from more multi-family dwellings because of limited physical space due to the bluffs, river, and marsh. Cities 

across the United States are taking a hard look at their zoning laws and many places like Minneapolis recently 

abolished single-family zoning. As we learn more 

about how housing laws impact the equity and 

economic success of a community, we need to find 

more vibrant solutions that propel all citizens 

forward.   

The City of La Crosse Common Council can make 

some first and vital steps by voting to remove all 

single-family zoning and replace it with zoning that 

allows for more multi-income neighborhoods and 

develop steps to ensure that renters are involved in 

the conversations when developments are proposed 

in their neighborhoods.  
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