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Executive Summary

Rock County is made up of numerous municipalities, each with its own unique zoning code. These zoning codes
can create barriers to food access that may not be immediately obvious. They may place limitations on where and
how residents can grow and purchase food. In Rock County, where residents repeatedly report difficulty accessing
produce, updating codes that regulate gardens and produce stands provides an opportunity to expand access.

Produce Access in Rock County

Across Rock County, one in three residents report difficulty buying fruits and vegetables in their neighborhood.?
Even when produce is available, community members report poor selection and quality. The most commonly
reported barriers are the high cost of healthy foods and the limited availability of fresh options nearby.? To address
these challenges, innovative approaches have been used to increase food access in communities, including
changes to zoning codes.® Depending on how they are written, zoning codes can either expand or limit access to
local produce.

Zoning Basics

Municipalities are required to have zoning codes to govern land usage.? Zoning codes divide land into different
district categories, including residential, agricultural, and commercial or business. There are often sub-districts
within these categories — residential districts are often split into rural, single family, medium-density, and others.
Each district type has distinct rules for land use, detailing which uses and activities are permitted, require permits,
require approval, and are prohibited.

There are multiple ways zoning codes can impact food access.* Codes may determine where grocery stores and
other food access outlets are permitted, and whether communities and individuals can grow their own food.
Intentional updates to zoning codes have the potential to alleviate food deserts, food swamps, and other areas of
inadequate access to nutritious foods.

Community Gardens

As community gardens become more popular, some communities are including them in their zoning ordinances.
In Edgerton, community gardens are permitted in all districts, and they can be planted on public or private land.®
While no other communities expressly allow community gardens in their ordinances, there are multiple located
throughout the county. Although it is not necessary, inclusion in zoning codes can ensure that community gardens
remain a permitted use.

Gardening can also be integrated into community landscaping. Zoning ordinances typically outline greenspace
inclusion requirements for new housing developments — commonly permitted uses include parks, trails, and open
green spaces. Similarly, municipally owned land has landscaping regulations, specifying what can be planted and
how space can be utilized. Expanding allowable uses for greenspace and landscaping can include community
gardens and edible landscaping. In Madison, WI, for example, groups or individuals can apply for permits to create
edible landscapes on city-owned land.®
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Home Gardens

In addition to community gardens, home gardens can also be impacted by zoning ordinances. Many local
ordinances include rules about keeping chicken or bees, with most allowing chickens in specific districts. In
addition to guidelines on chickens and bees, ordinances may also address where gardens can be planted, what
accessory structures are allowed, or the types of plants allowed to be grown. In much of Rock County, residents
face restrictions on where they can plant a garden — front and side yards are often not allowed. In Evansville, for
example, home gardens are not allowed in any street-facing yard.” Limiting where residents are allowed to plant
gardens can discourage some and create significant barriers for others, depending on their housing situation.

Produce Sales

Farmers markets are the most common local venue for purchasing produce, but zoning codes can create
additional opportunities for residents to buy food grown within their own community. In rural areas, roadside
produce stands are another common option. Roadside stands can help small-scale growers sell their produce
without having to go to a farmers market, creating additional opportunities for community members to access
local produce throughout the growing season.® In most Rock County municipalities, roadside stands are only
permitted in agricultural districts, and any produce or food sold must be produced onsite.

Communities across the country have expanded opportunities for farm stands and small-scale growers. In
neighboring Dane County, residents of the city of Verona are allowed to sell produce grown onsite in all districts.’
Also in Dane County, community gardens and urban agriculture operations in Fitchburg may sell products
produced onsite.’® These uses are typically considered temporary accessory uses — the farm stands cannot be
permanent or year-round, and the commercial use (i.e. selling produce) cannot be the primary use of the land.

Barriers

While zoning changes can significantly influence food access, several barriers may limit their impact. One common
challenge is that community members often do not read their municipality’s zoning ordinance. Without knowing
what is permitted, residents may miss opportunities to use unique code provisions, like owning chickens or
creating a community garden on a vacant lot. Even when community members do read zoning ordinances, these
documents are often lengthy and filled with technical language, making them difficult to understand.

Additionally, Homeowner Associations (HOAs) and similar organizations enforce their own binding rules, which
can sometimes contradict zoning codes. In those cases, HOA rules take precedence over town, city, or county
zoning codes. For example, an HOA in Janesville may not allow front yard gardens, even though Janesville’s zoning
ordinance allows them. Residents within that HOA would have to follow the HOA’s stricter rules.!

Looking Ahead

The Nutrition Collaborative of Rock County will take the following steps to begin working toward solutions for the
aforementioned barriers:

1. Strengthen and develop relationships with city councils and zoning authorities

2. Review and track common food access-related complaints and requests submitted to zoning authorities
to identify potential code updates

3. Assist with communication of zoning ordinances and rules related to food access
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Definitions

Zoning Ordinance: Local regulations that govern land use and development within a municipality. The collection
of ordinances related to zoning is referred to as zoning code.

Community Garden: Green space shared by community members and used to grow fruits, vegetables, and other
plants collaboratively.

District Categories: Within zoning codes, land is divided into different districts that have different regulations.
Common district categories include residential, agricultural, business/commercial, and industrial/manufacturing,
and overlay or special purpose districts. Each district category is broken up into subtypes — for example, a code
may define rural residential, single-family residential, and medium-density residential districts.

Edible Landscaping: The practice of including edible plants within ornamental landscapes, both public and private.
Also referred to as foodscaping, this practice often includes berry bushes, herbs, nuts, edible flowers, and
vegetables.

Food desert: An area with limited access to food, often due to a lack of full-service grocery stores.

Food Swamp: An urban area characterized by a high concentration of fast-food restaurants and convenience
stores, making it easy to access non-nutritious food options.

Homeowner Association: A private, legally incorporated organization that governs a housing community and sets
rules for its residents.

Urban Agriculture: The practice of cultivating, processing, and distributing foods in urban areas. Often
implemented on empty lots, urban agriculture can include gardening or farming, beekeeping, and animal
husbandry.
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