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Airport Zoning

What is Height Limitation Zoning?
• Restricts the height of 

objects (e.g., cell towers, 
wind turbines, cranes, 
trees) near the airport to 
provide clear airspace for 
both visual and instrument 
aircraft operations.



Airport Zoning

Why is Height Limitation Zoning Necessary?

• Safety
‒ More shallow, stable 

approaches
‒ Greater margin of error

• Operational Impacts
‒ Instrument flight procedures
‒ Navaid visibility

• Local Control is Needed
‒ State Tall Tower Permitting
‒ FAA Aeronautical Studies 

(7460)



Airport Zoning

Grant Obligations

55.06(4)(a) - A public airport 
owner shall adopt the following 
ordinances within 6 months after 
receipt of a sample ordinance 
from the secretary:

1. A height limitation zoning 
ordinance adequately restricting 
the height of objects near the 
airport in accordance 
with s. 114.136, Stats.

[The Airport Sponsor] will take 
appropriate action to assure that 
such terminal airspace as is 
required to protect instrument and 
visual operations to the airport 
(including established minimum 
flight altitudes) will be adequately 
cleared and protected by removing, 
lowering, relocating, marking, or 
lighting or otherwise mitigating 
existing airport hazards and by 
preventing the establishment or 
creation of future airport hazards.

Wisconsin Administrative Code 
Trans 55 – Conditions of State Aid

Federal Grant Assurances
#20 Hazard Removal and Mitigation

https://docs.legis.wisconsin.gov/document/statutes/114.136


Airport Zoning

State Statute § 114.136
• Power granted to any 

county, city, village or town 
that owns an airport

• Allows municipality adopt 
an ordinance restricting:
‒ Use
‒ Location
‒ Height
‒ Number of stories
‒ Size 

of buildings and structures 
and objects of natural 
growth.

• Ordinance shall be 
effective:
‒ Whether the lands affected 

are located within or without 
the municipal limits of the 
airport owner 

‒ Whether or not such 
building, structures and 
objects of natural growth are 
in existence on the effective 
date of the ordinance.

‒ Without the consent of any 
other governing body.



Airport Zoning

State Statute § 114.136
• Zoning may not exceed 3 miles 

from airport property.
• Height restrictions based on the 

Civil Aeronautics Administration’s 
1947 National Airport Plan
‒ Longest usable runway length 

• subtract ¼ of airport elevation 
• subtract 200’ if runway is turf

‒ <3,500’ – 30:1 slope from airport 
boundary

‒ ≥3,500’ – 50:1 slope from airport 
boundary

• Height restrictions start at the 
“airport level” defined as the lowest 
point planned on any runway

3 Miles



Airport Zoning

Historical Grid Maps
• Most were drawn by BOA in 

the 1970s.
‒ Limited by the tools and resources 

available

• 3,300’ “approach area” 
established off each runway 
end. 
‒ Sloped upward along the 

extended runway centerline until 
150’ above the airport level.

• Remaining 3-mile area 
restricted to 150’ above the 
airport level.

30:1

Airport Level: 1,000 MSL

1,150’ MSL

30:1



Airport Zoning

Historical Grid Maps
• Contours converted to a grid 

using Public Land Survey 
System (PLSS) quarter 
sections

• In the sloped approach area, 
PLSS quarter sections were 
quartered and quartered 
again. 

• Grid cell elevations based on 
most restrictive overlapping 
contour

• USGS topographic maps 
used to make sure all cell 
elevations are ≥50’ AGL.
‒ BOA recommendation to 

acquire easements to restrict 
heights below 50’ AGL.



Airport Zoning

Best Practices
• Review and be familiar with 

your height limitation zoning 
ordinance.
‒ Who has the official map?
‒ Does the airport have a copy 

of the map?
‒ Does the map accurately 

reflect the existing airport 
layout and property interests?

• Convert map to GIS and 
make it publicly available.

• Develop a good relationship 
with those responsible for 
zoning/permitting.

• Avoid granting variances.



Airport Zoning

Improve your HLZO Map
• Take advantage of GIS to 

improve usability and 
precision.

• Tailor restrictions to the 
specific surfaces in need of 
protection
‒ FAR Part 77
‒ AC 150/5300-13B Airport 

Design
‒ TERPS

• Both will eliminate overly 
restrictive height limitations 
thereby reducing the need for 
variances and increasing 
development opportunity for 
the community.



Airport Zoning

Process - Planning Steps

Contact BOA & local 
planning agencies for 

assistance

Catalogue existing land 
use & review existing 

ordinances

Project future characteristics:
1. Operations
2. Land Requirements

Delineate noise zones & 
crash hazard areas

Identify existing & future 
incompatible uses

Develop alternative land 
control & protection 
techniques for plan 

implementation

Evaluate potential effects 
of alternative land use 
plans with regulation 

techniques

Select plan & 
techniques that best 

achieve goals

Continue to monitor 
development & revise 
plans as necessary



Airport Zoning

Process – Community Involvement
• Stakeholder/Ordinance Committee

‒ Local Municipalities/Governments 
‒ Airport Users & Stakeholders
‒ Citizens
‒ Metropolitan Planning Organizations (MPOs)
‒ WisDOT Bureau of Aeronautics (BOA)

• Public Involvement
‒ Open House
‒ Public Hearing



Airport Zoning

Process – Purpose
• Purpose to Reduce & 

Prevent Incompatible Land 
Uses
‒ Reduce risk & increase 

safety for airport users 
and people on the 
ground

• Ordinances are local laws 
developed by communities, 
that can used to regulate 
land use.



Airport Zoning

Process – Resources
• Airport Layout Plan (ALP) guides growth

• Evaluate to develop land use/zoning that is compatible with 
airport’s future plans.



Airport Zoning

• FAA Airport Design Standards 
(Advisory Circular 150/5300-13B)
‒ Runway Protection Zones (RPZs)

• RPZ is a trapezoidal area at each runway end 
meant to protect people on the ground. Should 
be kept free of structures and any developments 
that would create a place of public assembly. 

‒ Runway Safety Areas (RSAs)
• Rectangular area that surrounds the runway that 

should be cleared, graded, properly drained, and 
free of potentially hazardous surface variations.

‒ Runway Object Free Area (ROFAs)
• Rectangular area that surrounds the runway 

where all aboveground objects must be removed 
unless fixed by their function.

Process – Resources



Airport Zoning

Process – Resources
• Wis Statute, Chapter 114 

requires airport to protect 
their runway approach 
areas
‒ 14 CFR Part 77 

Imaginary (Airspace) 
Surfaces

‒ Dimensions of surfaces 
are dependent on the 
type of approach to each 
runway end



Airport Zoning

Process – Resources
• Noise Concerns
• FAR Part 150 – Airport Noise
• Day-Night Level (DNL) as the 

universal noise contour 
measure.
‒ Severe Noize: 70 DNL
‒ Substantial Noise: 65 DNL
‒ Moderate Noise: 55-65 DNL



Airport Zoning

Example – Iowa County
• Zone 1 – Primary Surface & RPZ
• Zone 2 – Transitional Surface

‒ Sub-Zone A – Inner Approach
‒ Sub-Zone B – Outer Approach

• Zone 3 – 1-Mile Radius
• Zone 4 – 2-Mile Radius

‒ Horizontal Surface

• Zone 5 – 3-Mile Radius
‒ Conical Surface



Airport Zoning

• Primary Surface
• Zone A  – RPZ
• Zone B – Approach Surface

‒ B1 – Middle Approach
‒ B2 – Outer Approach

• Zone C – Transitional Surface
• Zone D – 3-Mile Radius

‒ Horizontal + Conical Surface

Example – Southwest Regional



Airport Zoning

Example – La Crosse Regional Airport
• Primary Surface
• Zone A  – RPZ
• Zone B1 – Inner Approach
• Zone B2 – Middle Approach
• Zone B3 – Outer Approach
• Zone C – Transitional Surface
• Zone D – 3-Mile Radius

‒ Horizontal + Conical Surface



Airport Zoning

Zoning Permit Example – La Crosse



Airport Zoning

Zoning Permit Example – La Crosse
• Airport Overlay Zoning District Land Use Checklist



Airport Zoning

Zoning Permit Example – La Crosse



Airport Zoning

Zoning Permit Example – La Crosse



Airport Zoning

Zoning Permit Example – La Crosse



Thank you!



MELISSA UNDERWOOD
munderwood@sehinc.com

763.442.2849

HAL DAVIS
Howard.Davis@dot.wi.gov

608-267-2142
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