
R
eaching consensus on sign regulation means balancing the

needs and interests of local businesses, sign manufacturers,

local residents, and elected officials. As preceding chapters

have described, an informed approach to regulation is one that:

• recognizes the dollars-and-cents value of signs to businesses;

• addresses signs in the overall urban design context of the com-

munity and the immediate area in which they are placed;

• abides by the law, most importantly laws based on the First

Amendment; and

• addresses traffic and pedestrian safety issues.

Most contact between planners and representatives of the sign

industry takes place at the permit counter. Those interactions

work best when those whose signs are being regulated recognize

the code to be technically accurate, reasonable, and fair, and when

the planning staff administering the code is well trained and

knowledgeable about the ordinance. From the perspective of plan-

ners who regulate signs, interactions with business people and

sign representatives work best when the applicant has made an

attempt to understand the ordinance and agrees to abide by the

same rules as other similarly situated businesses. 

There are three general approaches municipalities use when

preparing or revising sign regulations, although ultimately each

community will do things its own way. The biggest variable

among the approaches is the timing and extent of public partici-

pation. (In this chapter, “the process” refers to both an entire sign

code rewrite process as well as a process to address specific regu-

latory or administrative issues. The sign code compliance process

in Santa Clarita, California, which is highlighted below, is an

example of the latter.) 
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The first and most traditional approach is for planning and zoning
staff (or a consultant hired by the jurisdiction), working at the direction
of the city council, planning commission, or another board, to prepare
a draft sign ordinance. Once the draft ordinance or provisions are pre-
pared, staff present the draft to the city council and other boards (e.g.,
zoning board of appeals, architectural review board) for review. If the
draft meets the intent of the council, it is then distributed for public
review and comment. Public hearings are scheduled at which business
people, sign industry representatives, and other stakeholders have an
opportunity to comment. Staff take the public comments under advise-
ment and revise the draft ordinance. A revised draft is then distributed,
and the date of adoption is scheduled. To become law, a sign ordinance
would then go through the same process as other local ordinances,
wherein there is a first reading, and a second reading, followed by the
ordinance being published in a local paper. An ordinance will go into
effect at a designated date (usually 30 days) after it is published. This
approach, although perfunctory and not particularly inclusive, is the
most common.

The second approach begins just like the traditional approach, wherein
the planning staff or a consultant prepare a draft ordinance. Once ready
for public comment, the city council or planning commission forms a task
force or committee to review the ordinance, provide input, and study key
issues. After reviewing the draft, the task force or committee then makes
recommendations to the council and staff, and the ordinance is revised
accordingly until there is consensus. Some communities begin a sign code
revision process without necessarily intending to form task forces or com-
mittees. Rather, a committee is formed in response to a negative reaction
to a staff- or consultant-prepared draft. 

The third approach is for the city council to appoint a sign code revision
committee or task force at the outset of the process. This committee
advises staff throughout the process, conducting some of the background
research and helping to frame the most important issues. As with the sec-
ond approach, the municipality ultimately has responsibility for drafting
the ordinance, but the policies and contents are influenced to a greater
degree by the committee.

While it is not possible to prescribe a single, best approach, a commu-
nity that is undertaking a comprehensive code revision or drafting a sign
ordinance for the first time, should be as inclusive as possible (e.g., using
either the second or third approach described above), while being respect-
ful of time and staffing constraints as well as the participants' schedules.
The risks of not being inclusive include heightened conflict levels, sub-
stantial redrafting of the ordinance at a later stage, and additional time
delays to accommodate public comment after the fact. That said, the tra-
ditional approach—wherein planning staff take full responsibility for
drafting ordinance revisions—may be just fine in cases where some very
technical ordinance provisions need to be amended and improved (often
at the suggestion of businesses and sign manufacturers).

Task forces and committees can be a rewarding, productive method of
forming local sign policy. The basic framework described here is applica-
ble to either of the processes described above where a committee is
involved. 

FORMING A SIGN ORDINANCE COMMITTEE
The first key step in forming a committee is to identify stakeholders and
to invite them to participate. Members of sign code committees are
appointed by the mayor or city council. The make-up of the group
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depends on local circumstances but should include one or more of the fol-
lowing individuals:

• City council member

• Planning commission member

• City staff from planning, building, and legal departments

• Special district representatives (e.g., business improvement district,
historic district)

• Sign company representatives 

• Chamber of commerce representatives

• Local business people

• Main street managers 

• Representatives from major institutions (e.g., universities and hospi-
tals) 

• Interested citizens

Determining the correct number of participants is always a concern—
the goal should be to ensure adequate representation by all stakeholders
while keeping the group to a workable size. Steve Preston, a professional
facilitator who has worked with sign committees, suggests that such
groups be limited to nine to 12 members. Anything larger than that gets
unwieldy. 

Four actions need to be taken once the committee is formed: 

(1) Establish ground rules (three types of ground rules are described
below) 

(2) Gather information

(3) Generate options

(4) Reach consensus and present recommendations 

These four actions have been developed by experts for resolving vari-
ous disputes involving government regulation or decision making
(Carpenter and Kennedy 1988; Susskind et al. 1999). They have been
adapted here to fit a sign ordinance revision scenario.

Committee work can be made more productive by using a neutral facil-
itator. A facilitator is an impartial guide who is responsible for managing
the discussion so that parties can focus their attention on substantive
issues and achieving goals. A professional facilitator may be hired by the
local government or can be a neutral person who works for the local gov-
ernment but has no particular stake in the issue. He or she establishes an
agenda, suggests and enforces ground rules, keeps the discussion on
track, and offers suggestions about process (Carpenter and Kennedy
1988). The facilitator reports directly to the city council, mayor, or the
entity that appointed him or her. If a community has hired a consultant to
draft the new ordinance, the consultant may serve as the facilitator. 

Establishing Ground Rules
Ground rules describe the structure, procedures, and behaviors all partic-
ipants are expected to follow. They clarify the activities of the group and
the decision-making roles of the participants (Susskind 1999, 79). There
are three types of ground rules. The first two are behavioral and adminis-
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trative. The third type, substantive ground rules, defines the boundaries
of discussion (Carpenter and Kennedy 1988). A typical substantive
ground rule might be “This committee is charged with addressing on-
premise sign regulation only. It will not address off-premise billboards.”
For facilitator Steve Preston, a substantive ground rule takes the form of a
“strategic decision” about what the committee will be addressing. 

For one sign committee Preston facilitated, a ground rule had to be estab-
lished regarding whether the new sign ordinance would contain prescrip-
tive numerical standards and formulas for sign size, height, and placement,
or minimal regulatory language coupled with detailed design guidelines. It
was important for all committee members to know the direction in which
they were ultimately headed with the ordinance. In situations in which the
committee is charged with addressing only one or several specific signage
issues (e.g., only temporary signs), the person directing the work of the com-
mittee must remind members that information gathering and recommenda-
tions should necessarily be limited to just those issues. 

Gathering Information
After laying down ground rules, the committee can begin gathering back-
ground information. The first source of information to be tapped is the
knowledge of the committee members themselves. As part of the educa-
tion process, each member should be invited to describe their perceptions
of the issues, as well as their assumptions, their personal stake in the
issue, and their most desired outcomes. 

It is also important to mention that the sign code revision process may be
part of a broader urban design planning process as described in Chapter 3.
For example, if a new comprehensive plan is in place, the policies relating to
urban design, economic development, and community appearance will
serve as the foundation for the regulations. The difficulty in such cases is that
the participants on the sign code committee may not have had input in the
comprehensive plan policies that affect signage. In such cases, it is particu-
larly important for the facilitator or whoever is leading the process to make
clear the overarching community policies that affect signs. 

Other background information used to draft a sign ordinance will
comes from many sources. City staff who administer sign regulations and
sign industry representatives can supply records or a simple account of
sign variance requests to determine which provisions in the existing ordi-
nance are problematic. Staff or committee members can conduct inter-
views with business owners and sign companies to ascertain their signage
needs and their awareness of local regulations. 

The committee can host outside experts to present information on top-
ics such as the legal basis for sign control and the aesthetics and econom-
ics of signage. Staff will often collect sign ordinances from other cities in
the region or of similar size to understand the range of approaches to spe-
cific sign regulation provisions. As with any use of another city’s regula-
tions as a model, APA strongly recommends that such examples be sub-
ject to thorough legal and practical review. In other words, the committee
must ensure that the signs that result from the sample regulations from
another city will indeed result in the desired signage, in terms of its size,
placement, and appearance. The easiest way to do this is for the commit-
tee to take a field trip to the community from which it is considering copy-
ing the regulations to see what effect the ordinance has had on the
ground. In terms of a legal review, the last thing a committee should do is
enact another city’s sign ordinance that contains unconstitutional provi-
sions, such as violations of content neutrality, or results in signs that do
not fit with the community’s objectives.
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Another common task for a sign committee is to undertake a “Prouds
and Sorrys” exercise. Using disposable cameras, committee members take
pictures of signs that exemplify the best-designed, sized, and placed signs
in the city, and those that detract from the city’s image. The photographs
can be shared at a committee meeting and can provide the basis for sub-
stantive discussion about what it is the city hopes to accomplish with the
sign ordinance. Participants in such an exercise should be cautioned not
to bring pictures of other committee members’ businesses or signs to offer
as bad examples. Part of the exercise should also involve identifying
which of the problem signs are illegal under the existing ordinance. In
some cases, enforcement of the existing ordinance may solve the commu-
nity's problem without having to enact a new ordinance.  

Generating Options
The method by which a sign ordinance committee generates options
depends on how large the group is, whether there are subcommittees deal-
ing with discrete issues, and the extent of polarization between committee
members. In general there are two forms of options (Carpenter and Kennedy
1988; 136). In the first, the committee will develop a number of options for
each of the major issues they have identified in their discussions. Generating
multiple options helps committee members break away from rigid adher-
ence to their own favorite solutions. The second approach is for committee
members to develop several comprehensive proposals that address all key
issues. The comprehensive approach works best when issues are not numer-
ous or complex. After working with the committee over the course of sev-
eral months, the facilitator or chairperson may arrive at his or her own idea
as to the most effective way for the group to generate options. 

If, for example, the proliferation of freestanding pole signs has been
identified as a problem, options that a committee could generate would
be to: (a) require new freestanding signs to have pole covers and founda-
tions; (b) reduce the permitted height of such signs; (c) encourage or
require adjacent property owners to share a sign pole; or (d) require that
businesses, over a period of time, replace their freestanding signs with
monument signs. If sign visibility for storefronts is a problem, options that
could conceivably arise would be to: (a) allow an increase in the sign area
to make signs more readable, or (b) allow projecting signs if they had pre-
viously been prohibited. 

Reach Consensus and Provide Recommendations 
After generating options, the next step is to review and evaluate those
options, choose one or several of the most desirable alternatives, and put
them into the form of recommendations to be presented to the city coun-
cil or other body that initiated the sign ordinance revision process. 

In Managing Public Disputes, Carpenter and Kennedy (1988, 137)
describe the importance of the foundation established in the first three
steps of the process:

Reaching agreements is the last step parties take to resolve their dif-
ferences. Groups that begin discussing solutions without identifying
issues or developing options discover, to their dismay, how difficult it
is to reach closure. The parties thrash around, pushing with increased
intensity for their position because they do not understand how oth-
ers see the problem and do not recognize when a new proposal may
serve their interests. 

On the other hand, when negotiators follow the steps of adopting
procedures, educating themselves, and developing options, they pre-
pare themselves to recognize workable solutions. 
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There are three general approaches to reaching agreement: 

1. Develop an outline of how the problem should be resolved in princi-
ple and then proceed to work out details for each issue

2. Negotiate and reach closure on each issue separately 

3. Blend the comprehensive proposals developed by the committee into
a final agreement 

For many public consensus-building initiatives to which these steps
have been applied, the committee or group were working towards a for-
mal, binding agreement that would result in policy or regulations.
Generally, in a sign ordinance revision process, the recommendations the
committee makes to the council or to another entity are advisory only. The
facilitator or chairperson will ultimately decide the form that the recom-
mendations should take and should communicate that to committee
members.

CASE STUDIES
Three general approaches used by communities to revise the sign ordinance
were described above. The five case studies that follow illustrate that, while
the processes generally follow one of the three approaches, each community
ultimately has to decide for itself exactly how to go about their drafting or
revision process. The examples provided here are considered successful in
that they all involved the public, they reached as broad a consensus as pos-
sible, and they were conducted in an open, honest, and positive way. No
doubt there are groups or individuals in each of these communities who
believe the process was too aesthetics driven or too business driven, or who
view the sign ordinance that resulted as too restrictive or too permissive. The
point is, there is no one ideal route, no magic formula for creating an ordi-
nance. But it is the responsibility of the participants—the local officials, plan-
ners, business owners, and members of the public—to act in good faith, to
recognize the need for compromise, and to craft a legally sound ordinance
that is tailored specifically for the community.

San Diego
San Diego is offered as the first case study because the city’s initial ordi-
nance became the first to be litigated all the way to the U.S. Supreme
Court. The court’s decision regarding content neutrality now forms the
legal basis for all other municipalities’ regulation of signs. The court bat-
tle in San Diego is also what prompted the city to engage the community
in the regulatory process.

The first sign ordinance enacted by the city of San Diego stemmed from
the environmental movement (Lathrop 2000). Widespread public concern
in the late 1960s and early 1970s among residents and local officials about
the area’s natural environment extended to concern about community
aesthetics and quality of life. In 1971, the planning commission directed
city staff to draft what would become the city’s first sign ordinance. The
first task was to draft a list of signs that should be banned. Billboards
topped that list. As drafting got underway, a decision was made to extract
the billboard provisions and enact them in an ordinance that would be
separate from the on-premise sign regulations (March 2000). The billboard
ordinance was enacted in 1972, and later was challenged all the way to the
U.S. Supreme Court in Metromedia v. City of San Diego, 453 U.S. 490 (1981),
which became the leading court case regarding sign regulation.

Following the adoption of the billboard ordinance, the city went to
work on drafting an on-premise sign ordinance. City staff developed sev-



Chapter 7. Reaching Consensus on Sign Regulation 165

eral alternative ordinances with
varying levels of restrictiveness.
In 1973, the planning commission
ultimately adopted the most
restrictive option, a decision
which did not sit well with local
sign manufacturers or business
groups (Lathrop 2000). In 1974,
the sign industry persuaded then-
Mayor Pete Wilson to hire a con-
sultant to draft a more business-
friendly ordinance. Around the
same time, a sign task force was
formed, which was comprised of a
former mayor, a sign industry rep-
resentative, and a member-at-
large from the business commu-
nity. 

The redraft of the ordinance by
the consultant dealt with several
areas that the business community
considered particularly problem-
atic: 1) the unique signage needs of
special districts (e.g., historic areas
and scenic areas) and of certain
types of businesses; 2) sign size and
height provisions in certain zones;
and 3) the use of enforcement and
abatement in lieu of amortization of
nonconforming signs (March 2000).
The consultant also examined the
impact of tourism on signage needs,
the relationship between signs and
traffic safety, and the implications of
the pending issues in the Metromedia
case on the regulations. 

To address the first issue, the
consultant recommended, and the
city enacted, special provisions for
certain types of zones and other
areas that required a more tailored
regulatory approach to signs due
to their scenic or historic signifi-
cance. This included supplemen-
tal provisions for signs in residen-
tial, agricultural, and open space
zones as well as signage overlay
districts for several neighbor-
hoods and commercial districts.
Today there are nine such overlay
districts, including the historic
Gaslamp Quarter near downtown,
the LaJolla commercial and indus-
trial area, the Centre City district,
and the neighborhood commercial
district of Ocean Beach. The

A key feature of the San Diego sign
ordinance is the creation of nine sign
design overlay districts, including the
historic Gaslamp Quarter adjacent to
downtown. Signs in that district must
conform in size, shape, design,
material, color, lighting, and location
to the Pre-1910 period. In keeping
with the historical period, sign
illumination is to be by means of gas
or incandescent bulbs.

The upscale shopping area that comprises
the LaJolla Commercial and Industrial
Sign Control District has restrictive
provisions for the size, height, and setbacks
for freestanding ground signs, projecting
signs, and wall signs. Height limits for
ground signs are limited to 20 feet from the
sign base to the top of the sign with a
maximum permitted area of 64 square feet.
Wall signs for each premises can not
exceed 25 square feet or one square foot for
every foot of street frontage, whichever is
larger. The allowable projection of
projecting signs ranges from one foot to
five feet, depending on the height of the
base of the sign above the sidewalk.
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Ocean Beach Sign Enhancement District, for example, aims to “maintain,
preserve, and promote the distinctive commercial signage of the Ocean
Beach area” (San Diego Municipal Code, Chapter 14, Sec. 142.1291). In
particular the district encourages business to use neon tubing and other
design elements that recapture the look of the area during its major period
of development in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s. (See Chapter 5 for excerpts of
San Diego’s special sign district ordinance provisions.)

The business community asked the consultant to specifically explore
size and height restrictions and whether the new regulations would limit
the ability of drivers to notice and read signs in certain commercial areas
in time to safely react to them. This was a particular concern for tourist-
oriented businesses, such an economy motels, which made their case for
needing visibility from highways in order to attract customers. In
response, the consultant devised new provisions (and the city amended
the ordinance to include them) that relate the permitted size and height of
signs to traffic speeds and right-of-way widths. Thus San Diego was the
first city to use what now has become a fairly standard method of regu-
lating sign size and height. In applying the new standards in San Diego,
the most significant difference between the original ordinance and the
modified standards based on traffic speeds was to allow for bigger and
taller signs for freeway-oriented uses and in industrial parks.

A third issue addressed by the consultant concerned the removal of
nonconforming signs. The original ordinance contained amortization pro-
visions to phase-out nonconforming signs over approximately 10 years.
The business community reacted negatively to this plan. The consultant
advised that, rather than amortization, strict enforcement of the code
would lead to elimination of many of the problem signs, many of which
were illegal. In fact, a sign inventory showed that most of the signs that
people found either ugly, oversized, or in a bad state of repair had not
been permitted in the first place. A compromise was reached wherein the
city differentiated between abatement of illegal signs and amortization of
legally erected signs. For the legal signs that became nonconforming, a
series of amortization deadlines were set, the last of which expired in
1988. According to San Diego senior planner Gene Lathrop (2000), some
of the signs that became nonconforming after the enactment of the origi-
nal code in 1972 code were still standing in 2000. (The city has decided not
to aggressively pursue removal of the signs.)

A sign users fee—paid by businesses as part of their sign permit fee—
was enacted in 1972 to help pay for sign inspections and enforcement by
city personnel. This fee was eliminated in the early 1990s to ease costs on
businesses during a recession. The sign industry argued strongly for
retaining the fee, noting that thorough enforcement and inspection would
be nearly impossible without such a dedicated funding source. 

According to Lathrop, the ordinance that is in place in 2001 (to which
some significant amendments and additions were made in 2000) is sub-
stantively the same as what was adopted in the early 1970s. It has served
the city well from an aesthetic point of view because the ordinance does
not allow extremely large or extremely tall signs. The largest signs per-
mitted are for freeway-oriented areas, where signs 300 square feet in size
and 50 feet in height are permitted. The relatively modest sign sizes in
most commercial areas also allow local businesses to remain competitive
with national chains and franchises, which was one of the original con-
cerns of business when the code was first drafted, said Lathrop. Finally,
Lathrop said the ultimate key to the success of the San Diego ordinance
has been the longstanding open line of communication between busi-
nesses, the sign industry, and the city regarding sign regulation. 
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Cleveland, Ohio
Cleveland provides a persuasive example of how a city, local business interests,
and citizens can work in partnership to craft fair and effective regulations. On
December 20, 1990, Cleveland Mayor Michael R. White signed into law an ordi-
nance enacting the city’s first comprehensive set of sign regulations. That event
was the culmination of a two-year process of collaboration between the city’s
planning staff, the local sign industry, and several community-based develop-
ment corporations. The collaboration resulted in an ordinance that has proven
practical from the standpoint of businesses and sign contractors, while accom-
plishing the city’s goals concerning community character and aesthetics.

Numerous reasons prompted the city to adopt a new sign ordinance. First,
the old code (pre-1990) contained absolute size standards for wall signs (e.g., a
maximum of 100 square feet in Local Retail Districts) rather than standards that
related to building size (i.e., tying the permitted size of a wall sign to the width
of the building or storefront). The old system was arbitrary, often resulting in
signs that were either too big or too small for where they were placed.

Second, the code simply was too liberal, allowing very large pole signs
and projecting signs. For example, there were no size limits on pole signs
that were located behind a setback line. Also, in many instances, the old
code allowed pole signs to be 50 feet tall. (The new code dropped this to
25 feet in most cases. A 1999 amendment further dropped the maximum
height to 12 feet in neighborhood-oriented retail districts.)

Third, the old code ignored many small signs. There were no regula-
tions for “directional signs” (e.g., Enter, Exit, etc.), and no regulations on
“temporary development signs” (e.g., signs announcing a new develop-
ment), and no regulations on garage sale signs.

Fourth, the inadequacies of the old ordinance resulted in many requests
for zoning variances, all of which had to be heard by the Board of Zoning
Appeals. Many variance requests were granted routinely, with the board
acknowledging that regulations were inadequate. Since the adoption of
the new code in 1990, there have been relatively few variance requests for
signs, and very few have been granted.

Fifth, and most importantly, the old sign code made a major contribu-
tion to the negative image of Cleveland’s neighborhood retail districts—
as well as those residential districts for which the commercial streets are
the “front door.” According to Bob Brown, assistant planning director and
project manager for the sign code revision, “The national retail chains had
learned to tone down their signs in the more strictly regulated suburbs,
but they gladly pulled out their 1950s-era monstrosities when building in
the loosely regulated City of Cleveland” (Brown 2000a). 

City staff had completed a draft of the ordinance in early 1990. Once
completed, the city began sharing the draft ordinance with 16 local sign
companies that were members of a sign contractor’s association. Three
billboard companies that operated in the Cleveland area (but were not
members of the sign contractors’ association) were also brought into the
review process. The Cleveland Neighborhood Development Corporation
(CNDC), which represents more than 30 community-based development
corporations, was also asked to participate. Most of the CNDC’s member
organizations operate storefront renovation programs that are funded
and staffed by the city of Cleveland. City staff held several meetings with
each of these constituencies. This interaction led to numerous revisions in
the regulations prior to formal introduction of the legislation.

As could be expected, most of the sign companies argued for more lib-
eral regulations, while the neighborhood organizations argued in support
of the city’s proposals to more strictly regulate signs. There were excep-
tions, however. The sign contractors argued for stricter regulation of tem-

Cleveland’s sign ordinance prior to the
1990 revision had no size limits on
freestanding signs that were located
behind a setback line. Standards for
wall signs were arbitrary and had no
relation to building size or the amount
of street frontage, resulting in signs
that were either too big or too small.
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M A K I N G  S I G N  R E G U L AT I O N S  W O R K  F O R  C L E V E L A N D  B U S I N E S S E S

The 1990 Cleveland sign ordinance contained a very strict standard for project-
ing signs in retail districts. The ordinance allowed such signs but limited the size
to 12 square feet—a size that the planners believed was appropriate for a pedes-
trian-oriented environment. The city sought to avoid creating streetscapes where
large projecting signs blocked one another and created an image of clutter. In 10
years of administering the ordinance, planners found that some of the most inno-
vative and attractive sign designs were for projecting signs, and that signs larger
than 12 square feet were sometimes desirable to allow for the best design. In
response, the city amended the sign regulations to permit projecting signs up to
36 square feet, depending on the width of the storefront. Specifically, the further
the sign was set back from the end walls of the storefront, the bigger it could be.
The formula kept the minimum permitted size as 12 square feet but allowed a 1-
square-foot increase in size for each 1 foot in setback beyond 12 lineal feet. For
example, if a storefront were 50 feet wide and the center point of the sign was
placed in the middle—25 feet from each end of the storefront—the projecting sign
could be up to 25 square feet. 

The revised Cleveland
sign ordinance allows
the planning
commission to permit a
larger sign or otherwise
prohibited type of sign
in design review disticts
when the result will be
a sign that better suits
the building or business
than would a
conforming sign. 

The city also requires design review for all projecting signs larger than 12 square feet,
even for signs not located in designated design review districts. In simple terms, a busi-
ness could display a larger projecting sign if the building were wide enough and if the
sign were well designed.

A second issue is related to wall signs for buildings on corners. The original (1990)
ordinance allowed a 50 percent additional allotment of sign area for a building with
a second street frontage (i.e., on a corner). The formula for wall signs in the code is
(W x 1.5) + 25, where “W” is the width of the storefront or building (in feet) and the
result is expressed in square feet. For a storefront that is 50 feet wide, the formula
would allow 100 square feet of wall signs ((50 x 1.5) + 25 = 100 square feet). A corner
building would have been allowed the 100 square feet, plus 50 square feet additional
for the secondary frontage—but the formula was inflexible, limiting signs on the
main wall to 100 square feet and signs on the second wall to 50 square feet. After a
number of requests for variances, the city made the regulations more flexible. The
amended ordinance allows the “extra area” to be distributed between the four sides
of the building in any way that the business prefers, as long as no side has more sign
area than would have been permitted for the main frontage. In the previous exam-
ple, the total 150 square feet of signs could have been distributed between different
sides of the building as 100 + 50 or 75 + 75 or 50 + 50 + 50, or any other way the busi-
ness preferred, as long as no side received more than the 100 square feet of signs that
was permitted for the main wall.

Source: Brown (2000a).
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porary signs and tougher enforcement of the regulations, fearing that less
scrupulous operators would ignore the stricter regulations and get away
with it by lax enforcement. Some of the neighborhood groups argued for
added regulations. In particular, they recommended the city enact amor-
tization provisions aimed at removing signs that were to become noncon-
forming under the new ordinance. 

Brown said the city opted not to include amortization provisions for
two reasons. First, the Ohio courts are regarded as fairly conservative, and
thus, such regulations are not common in the state. Second, the city rec-
ognized that it would have a substantive administrative burden to shoul-
der in a city of Cleveland’s size, compared to the burden a suburb with a
limited number of older commercial districts would have. In Cleveland,
the task of monitoring the status of tens of thousands of nonconforming
signs would have been too expensive and time consuming to be effective.

Perhaps the best outcome of the dialogue the city had with the sign
industry was the enactment of provisions in the ordinance allowing for
flexibility and creativity in sign designs. The ordinance allows the city
planning commission to vary the sign regulations in the interest of good
design—somewhat like a PUD ordinance for signs. Specifically, the city
planning commission (or the landmarks commission in historic districts)
can permit a larger sign or an otherwise prohibited type of sign in a
design review district when the result will be a sign that better suits its
building or its property than would a conforming sign. Between 1990 and
2000, this provision proved to be a “win-win” situation for the city, the
sign industry, and local businesses. From an animated jumping fish on the
wall of a seafood restaurant to a neon-outlined saxophone projecting over
a downtown sidewalk, these “design variances” have created a real incen-
tive for innovative design by the local sign industry in Cleveland.

Since the ordinance was adopted in 1990, Brown said the city planning
commission has taken responsibility for making amendments to it as
issues arise. Planners have continued their informal dialogue with sign
company representatives as they go through the permitting process. A key
to success of the Cleveland ordinance, Brown said, was that the planners
who drafted the ordinance had administered the old ordinance and now
administer the new ordinance. “I make it clear to these sign company rep-
resentatives that we recognize the sign ordinance as a living document,
not as a set of divine laws handed down from on high, and that we are
always open to suggestions for amendments,” said Brown (2000a).

Over the course of drafting the sign ordinance, planning staff spent
considerable time studying real-world examples, photographing existing
signs that were regarded as appropriate as well as those that were too big
or too small to work well. Staff measured those signs and devised regula-
tions that would permit the appropriate signs but prohibit the signs that
were bigger than necessary to be easily readable. The greatest strength of
Cleveland’s sign code, said Brown, is that it is balanced. A chief goal was
to create a sign ordinance that would permit signs that passed the “com-
mon sense” test, but would not force the city to say No to signs that might
not meet proscribed standards but otherwise fit well with the building
and the surroundings. The ordinance is restrictive enough to accomplish
community goals yet permissive enough to allow businesses reasonable
opportunities to identify themselves. The code is less restrictive than
those in some of the surrounding suburbs but is more restrictive than oth-
ers. Said Brown: “Working collaboratively, the city and the interest groups
were able to create a code that accomplished public objectives precisely,
without overregulating, without regulating beyond the need to accom-
plish our goals” (Brown 2000b).

According to Assistant Planning
Director Bob Brown, the greatest
strength of the Cleveland sign
ordinance is that it is balanced.
“Working collaboratively, the city and
the interst groups were able to create a
code that accomplished public
objectives precisely, . . . without
regulating beyond the need to
accomplish our goals.” 
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Santa Clarita
When of Santa Clarita, California,
was incorporated in 1987, the
newly formed city council made
improving the city’s visual
appearance a top priority, said
Enrique Diaz, associate planner
for the city (Diaz 2000). To begin
that process, the council directed
the planning department to draft
a new sign code. That code, which
was adopted in 1990, contained a
provision to amortize noncon-
forming signs over a nine-year
period ending in November 1999.
With the exception of all freeway-
oriented signs, which by state
statute were deemed con-
forming,1 the amortization provi-
sions applied to existing signs that
were approved by Los Angeles
County prior to the city’s incorpo-
ration and that did not conform to
the new sign code.

Santa Clarita undertook an extensive public outreach effort, including mailing the brochure pictured
here, as well as sending city staff door to door to talk with business owners and operators to notify
them about an upcoming sign amortization deadline.
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The city council gave the planning department explicit instructions
to work with the business community to implement the new ordi-
nance. In 1996, three years prior to the amortization deadline, the city
formed a task force to help shape a public outreach program to alert
businesses that changes to their signage might be necessary. The task
force was composed of business people, the chamber of commerce,
and other property owners. 

As part of the initial outreach effort, the city developed a brochure
that described the background of the regulations, provided answers
to frequently asked questions, and listed the basics of sign permit
requirements. In 1998, the city held Sign Walk Day, on which 45 city
employees went door to door distributing sign brochures and
responding to questions from business people. The city then hosted a
one-day workshop for store owners featuring a small business con-
sultant who used photo simulations to demonstrate how various busi-
nesses’ signage could be modified to meet the new code requirements
without compromising their visibility. The final ordinance also took
into account the need for increased size and height in retail districts
fronting multilane arterial or collector streets with higher speed
limits. 

The city hired a consultant to use a geographic information system
to compile a Sign Notification Database. The database has a digital
photograph of every sign in the community and is searchable by street
address or business name. Three months before the November 1999
deadline for compliance, the city used the database to generate infor-
mational letters to approximately 600 businesses that it had identified
as needing signage removal or modification under the ordinance. A
second letter was also mailed asking business owners to “call the city
to find out how to comply” with the sign code. As of March 2001,
approximately 300 noncompliant signs had been removed, leaving
approximately 150 that need to be addressed. The final steps in the
notification process, including violation notices, identify code
enforcement procedures.

Diaz (2000) said the task force has been “very cognizant of the
financial impacts of modifying a business’s signage.” Thus, in addi-
tion to the steps described above, the city secured support from finan-
cial institutions to help businesses comply with the ordinance. A local
bank, Valencia Bank and Trust, committed to offering special loan
rates to businesses who are affected by the sign requirements. These
special packages allow businesses to set aside money every month in
a savings account at a higher interest rate than is normally offered.
Additionally, staff met with sign companies who work in the commu-
nity and made them aware of the businesses’ needs and asked their
help in offering the businesses discounted sign packages. The city
council voted to help subsidize sign permit fees for business that
require new signage under the ordinance. And finally, an administra-
tive sign variance process was developed to address businesses with
special circumstances. 

The Santa Clarita story is unique for a several reasons. Most notably, the
city took a proactive approach toward compliance that began three years
before the a sign amortization deadline was to expire. The comprehen-
siveness of the effort—the formation of a task force, a photo inventory, a
small business workshop, and help from local banks—all send a positive
message that the city is trying to be firm but fair in bringing businesses
into compliance. 
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Gatlinburg, Tennessee
Nestled in one of the most scenic regions of the U.S., Gatlinburg,
Tennessee, (population 3,400) is the gateway community to the Great
Smoky Mountains National Park. As such, it's economy is largely depen-
dent on tourism. This physical and economic context presented a specific
challenge to those involved in the sign ordinance revision process. That
process began in 1999 with the formation of an ad hoc committee com-
posed of city council members, planning commissioners, and representa-
tives of the Gatlinburg Gateway Foundation, a nonprofit organization
concerned with the economic health of downtown. One segment of the
committee, which included a council member who initiated the process,
felt it was time to push the city forward to improve the overall appear-
ance of streetscapes and signage through more restrictive regulations.

As the gateway community to the
Great Smoky Mountains

National Park, Gatlinburg shares
the challenges of other tourist-

based economies when it comes to
balancing the needs of tourist-

oriented businesses (such as this
Ripley’s Believe it or Not!

complex) to attract one-time or
infrequent visitors with the desire

to preserve mountain vistas and
enhance the quality of the built

environment in general. 
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Another segment were those who recognized the dependence of tourist-
oriented businesses on signage to attract customers, many of whom
would be unfamiliar with the area. Working intensively in nine meetings
over a three-month period, the committee conducted windshield surveys,
talked to business people, and prepared a draft ordinance. 

The draft was presented to the city council and the public in February
2000. Five problem areas emerged at that meeting, and subcommittees
with broader representation than the initial drafting committee were
formed to address each area. Local businesses were particularly con-
cerned with the proposed limits on sign size. Each subcommittee
addressed a particular issue: (1) size and number of signs; (2) mall signage
(3) products and objects (which addressed outdoor sales and storage and
window displays); (4) off-premise signs; and (5) sign design. The sub-
committees submitted their reports in November 2000.  And as is often the
case during a sign code revision process, there was concern among busi-
ness owners affected by the new regulations that existing businesses
whose signs were permitted under the old ordinance would have a com-
petitive advantage until the point that they too would have to conform to
the new ordinance.

The chief concern of the “Size and Number” subcommittee was that the
ordinance should result in signs that are proportionate in size to the width
and setbacks of individual store fronts. The committee recommended that
the size of on-premise signs be determined by a formula wherein each
building would be allowed a minimum square footage of sign area, plus
an additional one-half square foot per each lineal foot of building
frontage, plus an additional one-half square foot of sign area for each foot
the sign is setback from the right of way. The prior ordinance had permit-
ted up to four signs per business. The committee decided against chang-
ing this allowance, having agreed that leaving the permissible number
intact would “optimize the probability for existing businesses to be in
compliance with the new ordinance” (Gatlinburg 2001). 

The primary issue addressed by the “Mall Signage” subcommittee was
a provision in the draft ordinance that allowed only those mall tenants
that have an exterior entrance to place signage on the exterior of the mall.
The concern of the committee was that the proposed ordinance “did not
lend the (internal) mall occupants the same opportunity to identify their
businesses as other establishments throughout the business community”
(Gatlinburg 2001). The committee recommended that interior mall tenants
be allowed exterior signage. Further, it recommended that the ordinance
be amended to require mall developers to submit a comprehensive mall
signage plan that identifies the size, location, colors, materials, number,
and lighting of all mall signs.

The “Sign Design and Elements” subcommittee drafted sign design
guidelines that may ultimately be included in an appendix to the new
ordinance. The guidelines are intended to help sign applicants with sug-
gestions on how to comply with the new ordinance. Specific design ele-
ments addressed in the guidelines include simplicity, compatibility, color,
lettering, and quality of materials (Gatlinburg 2001). 

In June 2000, Jay Ogle, assistant city planner of Gatlinburg, said, “the
sign industry has been very supportive of what the city’s Environmental
Design Review Board (which reviews buildings and signs) has been aim-
ing for” in terms of sign appearance in the downtown. Ogle attributed
this to the fact that sign makers are already familiar with what the review
board is looking for. He says the sign ordinance revision was simply a
means of codifying policy that the board has been implementing through
the discretionary review process for a number of years.
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The draft sign ordinance was approved by the planning commission in
February 2000. It was presented for its first reading to the city council in
March 2001 and was not adopted. According to Ogle (2001), despite the
amount of work that went into it, the fact that the ordinance did not pass
does not make the effort a failure. "It was a good educational process for
the entire community. It was the first time a lot the issues had been dis-
cussed. But in retrospect we should have had even more people from
every point of view involved from the outset" (Ogle 2001). 

Georgetown, Texas
Fueled by growth of the high-tech industry, the city of Georgetown, Texas,
35 miles north of Austin, is part of one of the fastest-growing metropoli-
tan areas in the U.S. Civic leaders recognized in the mid-1990s that the
commercial and residential development boom making its way north
from Austin along I-35 would soon have an impact on the visual appear-
ance of the Georgetown area. 

To engage Georgetown citizens in a discussion about community
design, the chamber of commerce convened five “awareness” forums. The
first forum featured James Howard Kunstler, author of The Geography of
Nowhere and Home from Nowhere, two books that document the loss of
community identity and character, and offer solutions to address these
issues. Yet another panel featured land developers and Realtors.
Attendance at the forums averaged 100 persons. 

H O W  N O T  T O  R E W R I T E  A  S I G N  O R D I N A N C E

Not every sign committee process works well. Poorly defined committee assign-
ments, lack of staff assistance, time constraints, political turnover and “baggage”
(simmering tension between participants), and lack of leadership can all derail a
sign code process before it even gets off the ground. In preparing this chapter, the
author contacted one Midwestern city sign ordinance administrator (who asked not
to be identified) who described a sign ordinance task force process that provides a
good cautionary tale for cities about to embark on this process. 

A problem had arisen in the city regarding enforcement of a citywide ban
(albeit a content-driven unconstitutional ban, but that’s not the point of this
story) on real estate For Sale signs in residential areas and a proliferation of tem-
porary Open House signs being placed in the public right-of-way. Most local
realty companies had adhered to the ban since its enactment in the 1970s, but one
company continually violated the ordinance, creating an unfair advantage for
that company. Other Realtors had urged the city to revise the ordinance to allow
For Sale signs and had complained to the city council about uneven enforcement
of the law. Further, the city was regularly confiscating temporary Open House
signs, and both Realtors and code enforcement officers felt it was time to clarify
that issue as well. 

The city council’s response was to form a 19-member task force, charging it
with examining all aspects of the sign ordinance and requiring it to provide a
final report and recommendations 10 months after its formation. From the
outset, the scope of the task force’s assignment was ill defined. Some commit-
tee members believed it was their task to draft an entire new ordinance, while
others saw their role as advisory only. For example, according to a staff per-
son, some committee members went too far and wanted to dictate permissible
colors of signs. Ultimately, no new ordinance was produced by the task force,
and the problems with proper regulation and enforcement of real estate signs
still persists. The sign code administrator did move forward separately from
the task force and prepare some code revisions for the purpose of minimizing
variance requests. In the end, an effort that began with the desire to solve one
specific regulatory problem mushroomed into a full code rewrite process that
went nowhere.
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In 1997, the city, with strong encouragement from the chamber of com-
merce, responded by forming a committee to prepare urban design guide-
lines, including guidelines for new signs. The purpose was to establish a
high standard for the appearance of commercial buildings and signs,
which, in turn, the city hoped would help attract high-quality develop-
ment to Georgetown and protect the historic character of the town. 

Dennis Wilson, a Dallas planning consultant, was hired by the city to
facilitate the work of the committee and help draft the guidelines. The 22-
member urban design committee had broad representation from every
key stakeholder group in Georgetown. Architects, landscape architects,
bankers, sign company owners, downtown merchants, Realtors, a
Southwestern University representative, several city councilors, business
owners, and a former mayor all participated. The committee held several
additional public meetings over the course of the 18-month process,
which were attended by 15 to 20 members of the public each time.

The primary objectives of the Georgetown, Texas, urban design
and sign committee were to preserve the community’s distinct
character and heritage, which in turn, local leaders hoped, would
enhance its image and attract high-quality development. A key
concern raised early in the ordinance revision process was the
problem of visual clutter caused by pole signs and temporary
signs, as well as overhead utility lines and poles.
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The initial tasks of the commit-
tee were to develop a broad pol-
icy statement that described what
Georgetown should look like in
the future and, following that,
identify key design issues and
problems that may hinder that
goal. The primary goal, the com-
mittee decided, was for
Georgetown to retain its distinc-
tive character. According to
Wilson, “There was widespread
concern that the rapid influx of
national franchises and chain
stores was putting Georgetown at
risk of looking like everywhere
else.” Even committee members
who had taken an “if it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it” approach to
design and signs, recognized that
growth was coming to George-
town, and the town’s unique
character could be lost without a
proactive urban design plan.
Reaching consensus on the over-
arching policy was important,
said Wilson. “Jumping into the
details of ordinances and regula-
tions too quickly—before articu-
lating a shared vision—may have
caused the whole process to
unravel” (Wilson 2001). 

The city adopted urban design
and sign guidelines as part of the
Georgetown Century Plan in
September 1999. Wilson then
worked with the city attorney and
development services staff to
redraft the sign guidelines into a
sign ordinance, which was
enacted in March 2000. 

The key signage issues the
committee addressed were, first,
a general perception of visual
clutter caused by both pole signs
and overhead utilities (e.g., tele-
phone poles, electrical wires)
and, second, a proliferation of
temporary signs, specifically real
estate signs in the public right-
of-way and banners. After the
group had identified the main
problem areas with signs,
Wilson used slides from both
Georgetown and comparable
communities to depict desirable

The Georgetown Sign
Guidelines, which were
developed by a committee,
provide assistance to businesses
with sign materials, types,
colors, lettering, layout,
placement, and illumination. In
terms of sign type, the
committee decided to require
businesses to use berm signs
(i.e., monument signs) rather
than pole signs. The
Georgetown Chamber of
Commerce—which spearheaded
the urban design and sign
ordinance process—believes that
the attention the city has paid to
quality of life and community
appearance have helped to
attract new businesses to the
community.
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approaches and potential solutions. This gave the committee concrete
examples upon which to base the new guidelines. “It helped to use
graphics that reflected what the committee was aspiring to. It gave
every participant an immediate understanding of what would result
from the new policies,” said Wilson.

To solve the problem of utility lines and poles, the committee pushed to
have utility poles put underground. With respect to pole signs, an early
decision was made by the committee to require businesses to use monu-
ment (referred to in Georgetown as “berm” signs) in place of pole signs.
Gordon Baker, owner of a Georgetown sign company and chair of the
chamber of commerce who represented the chamber on the committee, at
first believed that such a requirement was too drastic a step. After exten-
sive discussion, the committee stood by its decision. Baker said he ulti-
mately recognized that “businesses pay enormous amounts of money to
compete with height, only to be lost in a tangle of pole signs down a
street.” Berm signs, he added, also have the advantage of directing drivers
into and out of business entrances, something that pole signs are less
effective at without additional directional signage at street level. For busi-
nesses oriented to the freeway, the committee recommended (and the
ordinance permits) allowing one pole sign up to 28 feet high and 250
square feet in size. 

Rapid growth in new subdivisions led to an ongoing problem with real
estate directional signs being placed in the public right-of-way. As is com-
mon, the city ordinance already had a ban on such signs being placed there,
but it was very difficult to enforce given the quantity of signs. That said, the
committee wanted to allow for some neighborhood identification. The con-
sultant recommended that the city use a uniform environmental graphic
design system including monument signs on medians and along roadsides
that would contain interchangeable sign “blades.” The signs could be used
to identify newly developing subdivisions and neighborhoods as well as
local libraries, historic sites, and other points of interest. 

With regard to temporary banners, the committee first considered an
outright ban but recognized that it would be impossible to enforce. A
compromise was reached wherein businesses are permitted to use ban-
ners for 30 days per year, but for no longer than 10 days at a time. While
not solving the enforcement problem, it provided reasonable limits on the
display of temporary banners that the city could use if a particular banner
became a problem. 

During the period between the time when the urban design guidelines
were adopted and the time the sign ordinance was passed, a number of
people let their opposition to the new regulations be known. Baker and
another chamber of commerce representative who had participated on the
committee were labeled as “no-growth imposters.” One chamber board
member resigned in protest of the sign guidelines, which he believed
would handicap his business. Other opponents said they had not “heard
anything about” the process to develop the guidelines at any time during
the two years it had been going on. 

Baker said the attempts by the opposition to make it a personal issue
backfired. He found that by sticking with the substantive issues and
agreeing to modify the draft sign regulations where appropriate, the
opposition eventually either came around to accept the new ordinance
and guidelines or they “simply went away” (Baker 2001). For example,
the final draft of the ordinance required 80 percent of the base of a berm
sign to be touching the ground. As a compromise, the regulations were
modified to allow space between the ground and the bottom of the sign,
so long as its height does not exceed eight feet. 
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In 2000, after the guidelines and sign ordinance had been in place for a
year, Baker said the proof of their value was already evident. Several large
corporations had announced plans to locate in Georgetown. Adequate
water supply, utilities, and a skilled workforce were the utmost draw, but
the high quality of life and the demonstrated commitment of the commu-
nity to present itself in a positive way were also mentioned by the
prospective businesses to the Georgetown Chamber of Commerce as fac-
tors that influenced their decision to locate there (Baker 2001). 

CONCLUSION
There is no one best way to reach consensus on sign regulation. As
illustrated in the case studies, committees and task forces can bring
stakeholder groups together to both allow for broad input and to
ensure that those most directly affected have a hand in crafting the reg-
ulations. The city attorney (or outside legal counsel who is well versed
in sign law) is elemental to the process, as are traffic engineers. While
the scope and specific issues that such a committee will address vary
between cities, the basic steps—identifying stakeholders, laying
ground rules, educating committee members, generating options, and
preparing recommendations—is a sound framework that is suitable for
myriad circumstances. 

The case studies here provide five snapshots of how committees have
worked successfully to identify signage concerns when drafting and
reviewing proposed regulations. The San Diego process resulted in first-
of-a-kind regulations that created signage overlay districts in areas of spe-
cial character and other provisions that relate sign size to traffic speeds in
auto-dominated areas. In Cleveland, city staff prepared a draft ordinance
and then invited the sign industry and neighborhood groups to review it.
The result was a unique ordinance that encourages creative sign design
and is responsive to the signage needs of all types of businesses.  In Santa
Clarita, the task force was instrumental in shaping a program to help busi-
nesses bring their signs into compliance. Gatlinburg provides a good
example of a standard approach to ordinance preparation, which led to
the formation of subcommittees to address specific issues once the draft
ordinance was made public. In Georgetown, Texas, the chamber of com-
merce took the lead role is pushing for a new sign ordinance (and archi-
tectural design guidelines) when it recognized that a high-quality com-
munity appearance would help attract high-tech employers. All the case
study cities recognized the intrinsic value of on-premise business signs as
well as the importance of aesthetic quality in the community.

NOTES
1. California state law has a provision that overrides local government authority to seek
removal or alteration of signs oriented towards freeways. No other state has such legis-
lation.   Section 5499 of the California Business and Professional Code provides that 
". . . no city or county shall require the removal of any on-premise advertising display
on the basis of its height or size by requiring conformance with any ordinance or regu-
lation introduced or adopted on or after March 12, 1983, if special topographic circum-
stances would result in a material impairment of visibility of the display or the owner's
or user's ability to adequately and effectively continue to communicate with the public
through the use of the display. Under these circumstances, the owner or user may main-
tain the advertising display at the business premises and at a location necessary for con-
tinued public visibility at the height or size which the display was previously erected,
and in doing so, the owner or user is in conformance."  



Chapter 7. Reaching Consensus on Sign Regulation 179

REFERENCES
Baker, Gordon. 2001. Email correspondence with the author. 30 January. 

_________. 2000. Owner, Baker Signs and Designs. Georgetown, Texas. Telephone con-
versation with author. 27 December. 

Brown, Bob. 2000a. Email correspondence with the author. 24 December.

_________. 2000b. Email correspondence with the author. 21 December.

Carpenter, Susan L. and W.J.D. Kennedy. 1988. Managing Public Disputes. San Francisco:
Jossey-Bass Publishers.

Diaz, Enrique. 2000. Assistant City Planner. City of Santa Clarita, California. Telephone
conversation with the author. 12 June.

Gatlinburg, Tennessee, Planning Department. 2000. A Report for the City of Gatlinburg:
Sign Ordinance Subcommittees. Available at www.ci.gatlinburg.tn.us/planning/sub-
committees. htm

Lathrop, Gene. 2000. Senior Planner. City of San Diego, California. Telephone conversa-
tion with the author. 23 November.

March, Leo. 2000. CEO, Integrated Sign Associates (Retired.) Letter correspondence
with author. 11 October.

Ogle, Jay. 2000. Assistant City Planner, City of Gatlinburg, Gatlinburg, Tennessee.
Telephone conversation with the author. January 29. 

_________. 2000. Telephone conversation with the author. June 13 . 

Preston, Steve. 2000. Assistant City Manager. City of San Gabriel, California. Telephone
conversation with the author. 5 June. 

Susskind, Lawrence et al. 1999. Assisted Negotiation to Settle Land Use Disputes: A
Guidebook for Local Officials. Cambridge, Mass.: Consensus Building Institute. 

Susskind, Lawrence, Sarah McKearnan, and Jennifer Thomas-Larmer. 1999. Consensus
Building Handbook. The Consensus Building Institute. Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage
Publications. 

Wilson, Dennis. 2001. Principal, J.D. Wilson & Associates. Dallas, Texas. Telephone con-
versation with the author. 31 January.


