
PEOPLE CENTERED PEOPLE CENTERED 
TRANSPORTATION AND TRANSPORTATION AND 
URBAN DESIGNURBAN DESIGN
Reduce the total usage of passenger cars, SUVs, and light trucks.

 △The Hop. Photo courtesy of John December. 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 
Transportation creates almost a third of 
greenhouse gas emissions (GHGs), making it the 
single largest contributor to climate change in the 
United States. An estimate of metro-Milwaukee 
GHGs by ICLEI indicates that transportation 
contributes 30% of GHG emissions in the county 
and 21% in the City. More than half of the emissions 
from the transportation sector are created by 
passenger cars, SUVs, and light-duty trucks. 
After decades of urban sprawl, the U.S. has the 
distinction of being a world leader in vehicle miles 
traveled (VMT) per capita, and Milwaukee is not 
an outlier to this trend. In fact, 71% of commuters 
drive to work alone in Milwaukee. VMT is a 
measure of the amount of travel for all vehicles in 
a given period, typically one year. The focus of this 

section is to reduce VMT, which predominantly 
focuses on reducing the number and duration of 
passenger-vehicle trips.

Car-dependent neighborhoods lock us into a 
baseline of harmful emissions while creating 
other negative climate impacts in the process. 
Society’s love-affair with cars, along with decades 
of transportation planning that prioritized speed 
and individual mobility over access for everyone, 
has come at an enormous environmental cost. To 
meet the City’s goals of reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, it is imperative that single passenger 
driving decreases and investments are made in 
dense development that reduces the need to drive. 

A variety of strategies are proposed throughout 
this chapter to achieve significant GHG emissions 
reduction from the transportation sector. Overall, 
transportation modes such as walking, wheeling, 
biking, and clean-powered public transit provide 
the most equitable access for all people and offer 

COMMUNITY VOICESCOMMUNITY VOICES

Adding smart neighborhood design throughout the entire city and not just downtown/
east side/Bayview so that all of our citizens have more walkable neighborhoods. 

Physically protected bike/scooter lanes on all the major streets in Milwaukee. This will 
and reduce greenhouse gas emissions from vehicles - fewer VMT and slower speeds and 
less car lanes.

Making the whole city more bike friendly with protected bike lanes and bike boulevards 
and lots of bike parking would help decrease fossil fuel use, improve air quality, improve 
our health.

Neighborhoods like the Third Ward are vibrant and active because they are walkable.  We 
need more neighborhoods like that throughout the City.

Expand the support for and extend The Hop Streetcar’s route. The Hop’s award-winning, 
modern, electric-powered, hybrid (overhead or battery power options), emissions-free, 
ADA-compliant, American-made vehicles and its support team and operators have 
proven their ability to operate safely and well. The Hop shows a path for developing our 
community to its potential for transit, walkability, environmental benefits, health, equity, 
livability, economic development, and prosperity for all people.

““““
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innumerable health benefits and cost savings. 
The choices we make when allocating funds for 
transportation and implementing infrastructure 
improvements can have a positive effect, reducing 
our impact on the climate while improving the 
lives of all residents.

Equity

The disinvestment in public transit and walkable 
streets in favor of passenger vehicles has 
been particularly harmful to low-income and 
communities of color, reducing access to jobs, 
schools, healthcare and services, thus further 
exacerbating structural inequities. Ironically, 
the $750-$1,000 per capita that Wisconsin 
spends on roads and highways each year has 
made congestion worse while increasing air 
pollution, displacing communities of color, and 
destroying beneficial green spaces. In Wisconsin, 
communities of color are exposed to higher-than-
average air pollution from particulate matter, with 
pollution from transportation and industry as the 
most harmful source of those disparities.

A lack of access to reliable and efficient 
transportation options severely reduces access 
to jobs, schools, health care and services, further 
exacerbating structural inequities in health and 
wealth in low-income communities of color. This 
inequitable access to transportation options 
results from a legacy of discriminatory housing, 
land-use, and transportation policies. 

These policies and practices create the greatest 
harm to low-income and minority households, 
which suffer the double hazard of being the most 
dependent on transit services while also having 
higher risks of exposure to air pollution from 
automobile traffic. SEWRPC reports that 13% of 
low-income households use public transportation 
to get to work, versus 5% of higher earners. 13% of 
Black Milwaukeeans rely on public transportation 
to get to work, versus 3% of white individuals. 
SEWRPC predicts that failure to reverse these 

trends and invest in public transit will find minority 
populations experiencing a 43% decline in access 
to 10,000 or more jobs by the year 2050.

Walkable neighborhoods combined with safe 
biking trails and reliable transit services are 
universally seen as part of the solution. They also 
provide all residents with greater choice – about 
how to travel and how to spend one’s money. 
Transit and active modes of transportation should 
be available to everyone, but according to a report 
by Transportation for America, six out of ten 
people drive because of a lack of other options.

Resiliency

Reducing the City’s reliance on passenger vehicle 
use has a multitude of benefits, including a more 
resilient resident population and workforce. More 
dense, multi-use neighborhoods that are walkable 
or bikeable are less vulnerable to being cutoff 
from essential services during extreme weather 
events. Neighborhoods that are served via robust 
public transportation networks enable residents 
to choose an option other than cars to routinely 
and reliably commute to work. Reducing VMT also 
lowers the amount of toxic pollutants entering the 
City’s air, which can have enormous public health 
and environmental benefits. 
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LEADING BY EXAMPLE
• In 2018, the City of Milwaukee adopted its 

Complete Streets Policy after over a year of 
work and close collaboration between the 
Department of Public Works, the Common 
Council, other city departments, and many 
community partners. The policy requires that 
all City streets be designed, operated, and 
maintained according to Complete Streets 
principles, meaning that streets should be 
safe, comfortable, and accessible to users of 
all ages and abilities, no matter how they are 
traveling. The policy recognizes that safety - 
particularly pedestrian safety - is imperative, 
and that street design elements that support 
walking, biking, and transit trips should 
be prioritized. The policy also prioritizes 
equitable investment in underserved 
communities that lack existing walking, 
biking, and transit infrastructure and have 
health and crash risk disparities. In 2017, the 
City adopted a bicycle parking ordinance that 
required short term and long-term bicycle 
parking be provided at all new developments.

• In 2002, the City of Milwaukee overhauled 
its zoning code to better facilitate mixed-
use and transit-oriented development, and 
walkable commercial corridors. Milwaukee’s 
zoning code has no parking requirements 
downtown, or for 1- to 4-unit residential 
developments. The code includes reduced 
parking requirements for development near 
transit and for shared parking, as well as 
parking maximums for retail/commercial 
uses. 

• Lastly, Milwaukee’s Comprehensive Plan and 
the fourteen Area Plans contain a variety 
of strategic recommendations that align 
land use and transportation planning to 
reduce vehicle trips and provide improved 
options for transit, walking, and bicycling. In 
2018, the City adopted an Equitable Growth 
through Transit Oriented Development Plan 
to support new housing and commercial 
options near transit. The Department of City 
Development’s guidelines for utilizing Tax 
Incremental Financing to support affordable 
housing development prioritize mixed-
income developments near transit.

LEADING BY EXAMPLE
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CITY STRATEGYCITY STRATEGY
Although commonly seen as separate topics, 
land use and transportation are intimately linked. 
By scrutinizing the policies and regulations 
that restrict or enable climate-friendly and 
equitable transportation opportunities, land use 
decisions can better reflect the needs of the 
City, its residents, and the natural environment. 
The three-pronged approach within this chapter 
recognize that different modes of transportation 
require a diverse set of land use intensity, 
space, and resources. For example, parking 
lots and structures, even when underutilized, 
can encompass large tracts of land in close 
proximity to clusters of jobs, goods, and services, 
eliminating that land for use as housing and 
therefore forcing people to live further away from 

the places they frequently visit. The result is a 
greater need for driving or public transportation 
for daily household trips. 

Land use development patterns influence, and 
can be influenced by, transportation modes. 
Subsequently, transportation provides a link 
between the activities of life: home, work, 
school, healthcare, other goods and services, 
and entertainment. Therefore, the relationship 
between land use and transportation are 
inextricably linked as reflected in the priorities 
of this chapter, alongside more traditional 
strategies to reduce VMT including public transit 
and walking and biking as discussed previously 
in the Equity section.

Public Transit: 
Rail, Rapid Transit, 
Street Cars, and 
Buses

Active Modes: 
Walking and Biking

Land Use Policies: 
TOD, Zoning 
Ordinances, 

Complete Streets
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Comparing Milwaukee’s VMT Goals to Peer 
Cities

The wedge analysis performed by ICLEI included 
the following assumptions for reducing vehicle 
miles traveled (VMT)

Per-capita vehicle miles traveled will decrease 
by 20 percent in 2030.

Per-capita vehicle miles travel will decrease by 
30 percent in 2050.

These goals are similar to VMT reduction goals 
made by other cities in their climate planning 
efforts.  The following VMT reduction goals 
were compiled in a 2022 study by the Victoria 
Transport Policy Institute (VTPI) entitled “Are 
VMT Reduction Targets Justified?”

•  Minneapolis: 40% reduction by 2040

• Portland: 45% reduction (no date provided)

• San Antonio: 20% reduction by 2040

•  California (state): 15% reduction by 2050

• Washington (state):

 º  30% reduction by 2035

 º 50% reduction by 2050

The following additional VMT reduction goals 
(or goals related to VMT reduction) from climate 
planning efforts in other cities [JC1] that may be 
considered peers to Milwaukee:

•  Cincinnati, OH:

 º Increase passenger miles traveled via public 
transit by 25% by 2035

 º Double the lane miles of bike infrastructure 

•  Columbus, OH:

 º 15% VMT reduction by 2030

 º 40% VMT reduction by 2050

•  Indianapolis, IN:

 º   Increase transit service by 70% by 2025

 º Increase transit ridership by 15% by 2025

 º  Decrease percentage of commuters who 
drive alone from 85% to 75% by 2025

 º  Additional transit-oriented development, 
densification, and bike/pedestrian 
infrastructure improvements to reduce VMT 

• Louisville, KY:

 º  27% VMT reduction by 2050 from improved 
transportation systems

 º Additional VMT reductions from increased 
densification, active transportation, and 
ridesharing

Based on these comparisons, the VMT reduction 
goals suggested by ICLEI for Milwaukee are 
similar to VMT reduction goals in other peer 
cities.

While most of these cities may be considered 
peer cities to Milwaukee, it is also important 
to examine the existing VMT conditions to 
understand the baseline to which these VMT 
reduction goals are being applied.  The following 
graph shows the daily average VMT per capita 
for several peer and other regional cities based 
on 2018 Highway Statistics from the Federal 
Highway Administration (FHWA). 

https://www.vtpi.org/vmt_red.pdf
https://www.vtpi.org/vmt_red.pdf
https://www.vtpi.org/vmt_red.pdf
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/policyinformation/statistics/2018/
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/policyinformation/statistics/2018/
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As shown, Milwaukee’s daily average per capita 
VMT (24.4 miles) is on the lower end of the 
range shown for these cities (21.4 to 33.8 miles) 
and just below the national average (25.2 miles).
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1. Improve and Expand Public Transit

Given state level funding decisions, it is critical 
that the City and County find ways to increase local 
funding commitments for public transportation.

A. Build a Network of Seven Rapid Transit 
Corridors: 

Milwaukee County Transit System, working with 
City planners, should explore plans to construct 
the rapid corridors recommended in SEWRPC’s 
VISION 2050 Plan, beginning with Bus Rapid Transit 
(BRT) as seen on the graph titled “Vision 2050 
Transit System”. BRT has a lower development 
cost than other fixed rail transit options and 
working aggressively to build out the BRT network 
should be a priority as a near term option to meet 
Milwaukee’s immediate goal of reducing VMT 
20% by 2030. The corridors recommended for 
BRT may be developed as rail rapid transit if funds 
are available in the near term or replaced with 
rail as new funding sources become available. 
Long-term, fixed rail (streetcar and light rail) are 
important parts of the enhanced transit network 
called for in this plan as rail development likely 
has the largest transit multiplier effect and may 
be inherently more attractive as an alternative to 
driving.

Offering travel times that are competitive with cars 
and providing enhanced amenities, BRT has been 
described as “light rail without the rails.”  Because 
it can avoid traffic delays experienced by other 
bus-oriented travel, it is able to attract commuters 
who might otherwise drive. It offers flexibility and 
can be phased in gradually.

Buses will arrive at least every 15 minutes during 
the daytime, and as frequently as every eight 
minutes in some corridors. Battery Electric Buses, 
operating with traffic signal priority, dedicated 
lanes (at least 75% along the corridors), and 
stations spaced at approximately one-half mile 

apart will provide a train-like experience with 
faster service from point to point and reduced 
traffic congestion. 

B. Expand Milwaukee’s Streetcar Service 
(The Hop)

It is recommended that the City extend the streetcar 
network to adjacent neighborhoods and areas 
with potential for becoming densely developed 
transit hubs. Recommended extensions are to 
UW-Milwaukee, and from Bronzeville to Walkers 
Point. 

C. Expand the Frequency and Hours of 
Existing Bus Services

It is further recommended that improvements 
are made to the frequency and hours of transit 
service in Milwaukee County by approximately 
15%, prioritizing corridors that were unable to be 
enhanced under previous budget limitations. BRT 
and rail systems work best when they are fed by 
robust bus systems. To get drivers out of their 
cars and onto buses, bus service not only needs to 
be made faster, but also more frequent and more 
affordable than driving. Research indicates that 
if any one of three factors (efficient travel times, 
direct routes or few transfers, and high service 
frequency) are missing, transit use declines. 

• Add four additional High Frequency Routes 
(service every 15 minutes or better during the 
daytime)

• Enhance several existing High Frequency routes 
to arrive every 10 minutes during the daytime 

• Extend service hours on some High Frequency 
corridors to provide 24 hours-a-day service on 
most days

• Extend the service hours of Daytime Routes to 
include evening service

• Partner with van service providers to provide 
access to jobs in business parks not easily or 
efficiently served by fixed-route bus

https://www.vision2050sewis.org/
https://www.vision2050sewis.org/
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MEASURABLE IMPACTS TO IMPROVE ACCESS TO JOBS AND SERVICES:

Milwaukee County residents living within walking distance of 
rapid transit

2022 prior to completion 
of 1st route in 2023

2030

All residents 0% 43%

Residents of color  0% 49%

Low-Income Households 0% 55%

Jobs accessible by rapid transit 0% 62%

Region’s population with access to 10,000 or more jobs within a 
30 minute transit trip

Now 2030

All residents 30% 70%

Residents of color  55% 90%

Low-Income Households 50% 85%

D. Improve Bus Travel Time and Other 
Amenities: 

Finally, it is recommended that MCTS working 
with the city planners as necessary develop 
physical infrastructure to speed up bus service 
and improve passenger amenities. Infrastructure 
to speed up service on high frequency routes 
could include adding bus lanes in congested 
areas or adding transit signal priority. In addition, 
the number of bus shelters across the City and 
county could be increased, enhanced shelters at 
high ridership stops will be installed, and all stops 
will meet current ADA standards.

Milwaukee County residents living within walking 
distance of high frequency transit

Now 2030

All residents 56% 61%

Residents of color  64% 70%

Low-Income Households 67% 74%

Jobs accessible by rapid transit 60% 64%

Region’s population with access to 10,000 or more 
jobs within a 30 minute transit trip (if combined with 
recommended BRT)

All residents 30% 70%

Residents of color  55% 90%

Low-Income Households 50% 85%

Number of local jobs created  (drivers, mechanics and 
support staff)

45
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THE “HOP” THE “HOP” 
EXTENSIONEXTENSION
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2. Prioritize Active Modes Walking 
and Biking:

Multiple studies have illustrated that walking 
and biking can make a measurable difference 
in reducing VMT and thus, carbon emissions. 
Results from a 2017 National Household Travel 
Survey (NHTS) demonstrate that it is possible to 
shift many short trips, which are taken by car, to 
walking or biking. According to the study, 53% 
of all trips are within 3 miles or less, and 28% of 
all trips are within 1 mile or less. Three miles is 
equivalent to a 20-minute bike ride for an average 
adult, and 1 mile is equivalent to a 20-minute walk 
for an average adult. Access to safe active modes 
of transportation is particularly important to low 
income and minority households, which take 50% 
more walk trips than higher income individuals, 
and have the greatest rate of bike trips, often 
using bikes to access their employment. Finally, 

in addition to being more environmentally friendly, 
infrastructure for active modes of transportation 
is less costly to build and maintain, supports local 
business development, and creates more green 
jobs. Specific short-term recommendations are 
included below:

1. Install protected bike lanes through downtown 
to connect the Oak Leaf Trail, Hank Aaron State 
Trail, and the Beerline Trail.

2. Implement design changes on some of 
Milwaukee’s most dangerous streets for 
reckless driving, such as 27th Street, Fond Du 
Lac Ave., Capitol Drive, and 35th Street. See an 
example of safer street design below.

3. Continue to explore the feasibility of developing  
the 30th Street Corridor trail project. 

 ◁Example of possible design changes 
to prioritize safer walking. Image by 
the Federal Highway Administration. 
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3. Establish Land Use Policies that 
Enable Reduced VMT

A. Prioritize Transit Oriented Development 
within the Zoning Code

The Department of City Development (DCD) will 
continue to advance the recommendations from 
the Equitable Growth through Transit Oriented 
Development Plan to make updates to the 
zoning code that further support new housing 
and commercial developments near transit. The 
recommended updates provide new options for 
residents to live in neighborhoods that are well 
served by transit and support thriving commercial 
districts along transit corridors.

B. Update the Zoning Code to Expand 
Housing Choice

In 2023, DCD will carry out an update of the 
housing elements of the City of Milwaukee’s zoning 
code with a focus on facilitating development 
that advances the City’s housing affordability, 
racial equity, and climate action goals. The City 
of Milwaukee’s Zoning Code was last updated 
in 2002 and while the existing code supports 
mixed-use development, high density near transit, 
and other strong smart growth principles, there 
are areas of the code that need to be updated 
to align with evolving national best practices, 
recommendations included within the City’s more 
recent planning efforts, and to accommodate 
future population growth. 

With the completion of the City’s Affordable 
Housing Plan and the Climate and Equity Plan, 
DCD Planning will utilize the recommendations 
of those efforts and other past plans to carry 
out a community-driven update to the portion 
of the City’s zoning code regulating housing 
development. This project will propose code 
adjustments to advance the recommendations of 
multiple city planning efforts to: 

• Support transit-oriented development and 
walkable urban neighborhoods citywide

• Increase housing choice, diverse housing 
styles including accessory dwelling units, and 
affordability across all city neighborhoods

• Propose updated parking requirements that 
align with housing affordability and climate 
action goals

C. Advocate for Local Authority to Enact 
Inclusionary Zoning ordinances

State law currently prohibits municipalities from 
requiring that a portion of units in new residential 
developments be affordable, including in 
situations where a developer may agree to provide 
affordable housing in exchange for additional 
development entitlements (“density bonuses”). 
It is recommended that the City and other local 
governments and housing stakeholders advocate 
for state policymakers to support affordable 
housing, including providing local control to 
allow municipalities to enact inclusionary zoning 
ordinances. 

D. Revisit Parking in the Zoning Code

DCD should evaluate lowering or removing existing 
parking requirements and including parking 
maximums over time as investment in multimodal 
transportation and utilization of these alternatives 
increases. This will better enable developers and 
businesses to determine the number of spaces 
appropriate for customers and residents, with 
increasing reliance on multimodal transportation 
choices beyond personal vehicles. 

E. Establish Variable Priced Metered Parking 
in Milwaukee’s Downtown and Commercial 
Districts

DPW Parking Services/Transportation should set 
parking rates that are based on occupancy rates 
to balance the demand and supply of on-street 
parking spaces. The variable pricing system 
would optimize access by establishing pricing 
that would encourage the availability of one or 
two open spaces per block, effectively reducing 
or eliminating parking shortages. Demand-based 
parking pricing will provide the additional benefit 
of reducing vehicle miles traveled and associated 
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emissions as less traffic will be attributed to 
the search for parking in downtown and other 
commercial districts. 

F. Reallocate City Parking Revenue

4. DPW Parking Services/Transportation, the 
Budget Office, and partners should utilize 
parking related revenue (e.g. parking meters, 
off-street program, towing, vehicle disposal, 
etc.) to support on-street and other public realm 
improvements and other services that support 
equity goals, beginning in 2023. This will enable 
the public to see parking revenues to enhance 
mobility in low-income communities beyond 
downtown and other areas with metered 
parking. Examples of public parking revenue 
use for public services from peer cities include:

• Support for transit - passes and expanded 
services

• Pedestrian and bicycle safety improvements 

• Streetscape improvements, including curb 
bump-outs and parklets

• Projects that support equity objectives to 
improve mobility options for non-drivers

G. Parking Reform: Re-envision 
Underutilized Parking Lots

City agencies including DPW, ECO, and DCD  
continually consider City- and RACM-owned 
parking lots for opportunities to reduce parking 
and paving when appropriate, integrate green 
infrastructure to reduce stormwater and 
improve water quality, and integrate additional 
community amenities to improve the utilization 
of these parking assets. Additional information 
on depaving is included in the Nature in the City 
Chapter.

H. Expand Implementation of the City of 
Milwaukee Complete Streets Policy 

The City of Milwaukee Complete Streets 
Policy directs City staff to plan, design, and 
maintain streets that are safe and accessible 
for everyone, no matter their age, ability, or how 

they are traveling. The policy also directs staff to 
prioritize underserved communities and increase 
community engagement. These principles are 
essential to both enabling people to drive less and 
creating a more equitable community

While improvements in how projects are carried 
out have been made under the policy, the City 
should accelerate these changes. In order to 
achieve the climate and equity goals in this 
plan, the City should explore and embrace more 
dramatic changes to how our streets are designed 
in order to make walking, biking, and taking 
transit safer, easier, and more comfortable.  This 
can including piloting streets designed solely for 
transit, pedestrians, and bicyclists. 

I. Create an Unbundled Parking Ordinance

The City should consider requiring that parking 
spaces be leased separately from the base cost 
of a rental property, rather than being bundled with 
rent. Unbundled parking enables residents to only 
purchase parking if they need it and reduces rates 
of car ownership and driving.

J. Create a Parking Cash Out Ordinance

The City should explore establishing a parking 
cash out ordinance that would require employers 
to offer employees the option to receive a cash 
payment or other compensation instead of a 
free or subsidized parking space at work that the 
employer would otherwise provide. Parking cash 
out programs incentivize people to walk, bike, take 
transit, and carpool to work in place of driving 
alone.
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K. Create a Transportation and Mobility Plan 
& Sustainable Freight Plan

The City should continue its development of 
a  Transportation and Mobility Plan with broad 
community engagement to develop a detailed 
vision of the future of Milwaukee streets and 
specific strategies for achieving that vision. The 
Transportation and Mobility Plan involves not only 
updates to the existing Milwaukee by Bike Plan 
and Pedestrian Plan but also a comprehensive 
analysis of all travel modes in the city. Either as 
part of this broader plan or as a stand-alone plan, 
the City will explore creating a Sustainable Freight 
Plan. This plan should also include analysis of 
multimodal options for handling larger freight, and 
consideration of how online retail has increased 
the frequency of delivery vehicles on the road. 
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 ▽Women with Bublr bikes. Photo courtesy of VISIT Milwaukee. 

 △ The Hop.


