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THE USE AND 
REGULATION 
OF SIGNS 
what the regulator should know about 
the design, production, and commercioJ 
use of signs 

Much of the difficulty in establishing effec
tive sign control is due to the fact that signs 
serve a number of different purposes and may 
be defined in as many ways. They are generally 
both private property and a part of the public 
environment. They are also the oldest and most 
widely used advertising medium, expressive of 
changes in aesthetic as well as commercial 
priorities. 

For the business, signs may combine a 
nimiber of essential functions as identification, 
communication, advertising, and fluent archi
tecture. It is obvious that in order to perform 
these functions, signs must be relatively con
spicuous in their placement and design. The 
control of these factors through a sign ordi
nance may have a number of social and eco
nomic ramifications, many of which will not be 
immediately apparent. A thorough imderstand-

ing of the commercial uses of signage is essen
tial if authors and administrators of sign regu
lations are to predict the effects of their work. 

THE SIGN INDUSTRY IS DIVERSIFIED 

It is important to realize that the sign in
dustry itself by no means represents a unified 
commercial interest. It is basically composed of 
three separate industries which have been 
recognized as such by the courts—outdoor 
advertising, on-premise signage, and the 
various temporary or special-use signs pro
duced by commercial sign shops. Each of these 
industries has its own terminology and its own 
approach to the apphcation of signage as com
munication. 

Outdoor advertising refers to the off-
premise displays generally described as bill-



boards. These structures comprise what is 
essentially a national advertising medium in 
which space is leased in much the same way as 
the buying of ad pages in a magazine. The com
mercial sign industry includes a variety of 
activities from hand painting to the printing of 
political signs. In general, this industry is distin
guished by the labor emphasis, as in the hand 
lettering of window or vehicle signs, or by the 
temporary nature of the displays. The on-
premise industry also includes a wide variety 
of sign types, all of which, however, are signs 
located on the premises of the concern they 
advertise and are considered accessory to a 
business or estabhshment. 

An understanding of division within the in
dustry is also important when interpreting 
litigation. A court ruling, for example, on out
door advertising wiU not necessarily affect the 
treatment of on-premise signs. Regulators 
should be aware of the distinct marketing func
tions represented by these different industry 
sectors. 

More specific definition of the structural 
and technical differences between sign types 
is, of course, necessary for effective regulation. 
The distinction between such related and fre
quently confused types as flashing and ani
mated signs is an example. 

Obviously, these three categories wiU 
overlap in certain areas and can be further 
broken down into a number of different types of 
signs differentiated by function, design, and 
method of production. The basic distinctions 
are relevant to regulation in a number of ways. 
Because the sign industry has specialized sec
tors, a given regulation in a local ordinance 
may be detrimental to certain segments of the 
industry while benefiting others. The economic 
effects of a regulation will not be evenly distrib
uted, and authors of a sign code should be 
careful when seeking advice to approach as 
many different sectors of the industry as pos
sible. 

SIGNS ARE ESSENTIAL 
TO SMALL BUSINESS 

Small businesses account for a major por
tion of our nation's retailing, an economic 
stratum in which competition is stUl real and 
the fatahty rate high. A study of a 1973 Oregon 
ban on Uluminated signs fotmd that, while most 
businesses experienced measurable losses, the 
greatest hardships were felt by small indepen
dent concerns. Smaller businesses not affili
ated with national chains had no access to 
alternate forms of advertising and, without 



their lighted signs, were not immediately identi
fiable to motorists at night (Signage Quarterly, 
1978, Number 4). 

The on-premise sign can supplement both 
the architecture and marketing plan of a small 
business; it can direct, identify, correct a poor 
location, and provide security lighting. But im-
doubtedly, the sign's most important single 
function for a small business is as affordable 
and effective advertising. Compared to other 
media, the extremely low cost of a sign's rela
tively wide exposure is an advertising bargain 
for any business and a necessity for those with 
a limited budget. 

The obvious difference between signs and 
other advertising media is their fixed presence 
in the environment. To the local advertiser, this 
means that there is httle geographically wasted 
coverage, as there might be in radio or tele
vision. The on-premise sign communicates to 
potential customers in the immediate vicinity 
and, in particular, to the impulse buyer who 
accounts for a substantial percentage of retail 
sales. With proper design, the sign can accom
plish many of the advertising effects associated 
with more complex media campaigns, such as 
the cueing of behavior patterns, differentiation 
of markets, and enhancement of a particular 
ambiance or business image. 

In addition to its advertising function, the 
sign can serve as both a decorative and identi
fying feature of the actual building. The fact 
that most small businesses may be leasing or 
otherwise occupying a building that was not 
originally designed for them means that a sign 
may be the only personahzed feature of their 
building's exterior. It may be used to supple
ment or renovate the architecture in a way ex
pressive of the business's function or image. 
Certain types of signs—for example, high-rise 
or directional signs—can also be used to cor
rect a poor site location, sustaining a business 
activity on premises which might otherwise be 
economically unfeasible. 

On the most practical level, then, the on-
premise sign can combine, at a relatively low 
cost, a number of advertising and architectural 
functions of particular benefit to the small busi
ness. The relationship between sign design and 
specific commercial needs should be given 
careful consideration by authors of sign control 
legislation. The effects of a general restriction 
wiU not be evenly distributed throughout a busi
ness community and may create special hard
ships for the businesses that can least afford 
them. 



SIGNS USED IN 
CONJUNCTION 
WITH OTHER MEDL\ 

Like small businesses, large corporations 
may use signs for immediate identification of a 
local site. Generally, however, the signs will 
also be part of a nationwide multi-media ad 
campaign. An oil company, for example, may 
end its television commercials with a close-up 
shot of the sign used by its gas stations. The 
sign itself is visually concise with httle or no ex
planatory copy; but used as a logo it ties the in
formation and image projected through other 
media directly to the location on which the 
product is sold. Repetition of the logo through 
varying contexts creates what is called a 
"synergistic effect" in which the total advertis
ing impact is greater than the sum of its parts. 

Here, it is important to realize that even a 
minor variation of the standard logo or sign 
design may be extremely disruptive to the over
all marketing strategy of a corporation. The en
tire graphic mix, including the hghting, may be 
essential to the presentation. 

SIGNS AND THE COMMUNITY 

The commercial effectiveness of signs is 
significant not only to individual businesses, 
but also to the municipahty as a whole. To a 
certain extent, communities must be thought of 
as competing commercial concerns. Signs give 
fuU expression to the activities of a community 
while improving the efficiency of commercial 
exchange and traffic. Properly regulated sign
age can create an atmosphere of prosperity, 
stimulate commercial activity, and, conse
quently, help to provide a healthy tax base. 

In this respect, the value of specific types 
of signs becomes important. Roof signs, for ex
ample, which are frequently prohibited, are ex
tremely effective in drawing customers into a 
commercial area which has been bypassed by 
a freeway. Similarly, off-premise signs, which 
have been heavily regulated at both federal 
and local levels, can be an important source of 
directional information to motorists and of 
revenue to a municipality. A system of outdoor 
advertising displays can also provide a city 
with an accessible and effective method of pro
moting public services, elections, and charities. 
With established control of their placement, 
size, and proliferation, off-premise signs need 
not have an adverse effect on the appearance 



of a community. Both on- and off-premise signs 
when illuminated not only extend business 
hours, but also provide additional street light
ing, a function that is frequently overlooked 
and is a very real factor in public safety. Dur
ing the 1973 Oregon ban on illuminated signs a 
number of businesses reported increased van
dalism and theft. 

SIGNS AS 
A LAND-USE PLANNING 
TOOL 

We have referred to the value of signs as a 
form of supplementary architecture. On a 
broader scale, signs can play a central role in 
urban renewal programs. They can inexpen
sively refurbish a building exterior and help to 
revitaHze deteriorating commercial areas. 
Similarly, signage can be designed to accord 
with a particular ambiance in ethnic or histori
cal areas. There are, of course, other ways in 
which signs can be promoted or controlled to 
shape the visual and economic character of a 
city. Their potential, given new design ap
proaches and methods of production, is enor
mous as both flexible alternatives to architec
tural changes and as the only form of mass 
communication that can be directly coordi
nated to urban planning. 

FEDERAL LAW AND SIGN CONTROL 

In organizing specific regulations, authors 
of a sign ordinance should seek legal advice 
concerning both local and federal laws rele
vant to the control of signs. The basic constitu
tional issues involved are compensation as 
required by the Fifth Amendment, due process 
and equal treatment as guaranteed in the Four
teenth Amendment, and the protection of free 
speech provided by the First Amendment. That 
commercial speech is, in fact, protected by the 
First Amendment was first clarified by the 
Supreme Court in Virgim'a State Board of Phar
macy V. Virginia Citizens Consumer Council 
(42s. U.S. 748; 1976). This protection has been 
extended to specific types of conmiercial signs 
in such cases as Linmark Assoc, v. Township of 
Willingboro (NJ, 97 Set 1614; 1977), in which 
the city attempted to restrict the use of real 
estate signs, and in Baldwin v. Redwood Gty 
(540 F.2d 1360, 1368-1369; CA9; 1976), which 
dealt with limitations on the use of political 
signs. A review of these cases is recommended 
for anyone involved in sign regulation. 

The procedures and regulations promul
gated through federal highway legislation may 
also have some bearing on local sign control. 
Off-premise signs along federally funded high
ways are regulated through the 1958 Highway 



Bonus Act (PubHc Law 85-381) and the 1965 
Highway Beautification Act (Public Law 
89-285). The most direct effect of these laws on 
local governments may be in the compensation 
requirements stipulated in the 1965 act and its 
later amendments. These require that pay
ments be made for any sign removed in certain 
federally controlled areas, even where removal 
is a result of local regulation. This may also ap
ply in areas affected by the 1970 Uniform Relo
cation Assistance and Real Property Requisi
tion Pohcies Act (Pubhc Law 91-646). 

The drafting of a sign ordinance should 
also be preceded by careful examination of the 
state enabling legislation which will determine 
the exact scope of police power granted to local 
governments. This has often become an issue in 
litigation involving sign codes. 

SUMMARY 

There is a great deal of hterature now 
available on the design and functions of com
mercial signs. It should be the responsibility of 
anyone drafting or administering sign regula
tions to fanuharize themselves as thoroughly as 
possible with this information. More than ever, 
signs are necessary points of reference in a 
society with increasingly standardized archi
tecture and a highly mobile population. Their 
unique combination of functions requires that 
they be defined and assessed in a number of 
ways—as a main or accessory land use, as a 
design element in the urban landscape, as cor
rective and supplementary architecture, and 
as a form of conmiercial communication essen
tial to both business and the pubhc. 



PLANNING A 
PRACTICAL 
SIGN CODE 
Considerations in the drafting and 
administration of a municipal sign ordinance 

A sign code is an exercise of police power 
in which individual rights must be weighed 
carefully against the rights and needs of the 
general pubhc. In view of the many necessary 
fimctions of signage, sign regulation also 
becomes a series of political, social, and 
economic judgments. As communications media 
become increasingly expensive and exclusive, 
the control of a relatively accessible form of 
communication becomes more and more a 
direct manipulation of specific social and 
economic groups—small businesses, certain 
professional and trade interests, and lower in
come groups in general. 

It is not uncommon for a sign ordinance to 
reflect a community's prejudices against cer
tain businesses, for example, adult movie 
theaters or oil companies. Each community 
wiU, of course, have its own priorities regard
ing local business activities. A sign code, how

ever, may not be the most appropriate vehicle 
for expression of those priorities. What fre
quently occurs is a sign code that, in fact, at
tempts to correct the deficiencies of a general 
zoning ordinance and, as a result, becomes 
overly broad in scope or may contain numerous 
inequities. 

Social and cultural biases in a sign ordi
nance are likely to increase with the extent of 
design control. Aesthetic preference is general
ly an unstable basis of regulation. Neon signs 
were often prohibited as "garish" or "low 
class" only to return as a designer vogue with 
surviving examples considered "classics." 
While any sign code wiU necessarily make 
some direct and indirect design statements, 
regulators should be fully aware of the effects 
of such statements and should see that they 
are, as nearly as possible, reasonable and 
necessary. 



The guidehnes presented here discuss the 
standard sections of a sign ordinance—the 
statement of purpose, scope, and intent; a hst of 
definitions; general provisions; regulatory sec
tions; administrative provisions; and a con
struction section. We should stress initially that 
one of the most common failings in sign ordi
nances is a simple lack of consistency in both 
language and intent between these various sec
tions. If, for example, a community has reasons 
to prefer wall signs over other structural types, 
this should be justified in the purpose section 
and subsequently reflected in the size allow
ances and fee schedule. If the stated purpose of 
a code is to hmit or reduce the number of signs 
in a city, regulations should make it more con
venient and efficient for businesses to use 
larger individual signs. Care should be taken 
not to inadvertently bury the sign code's 
original purpose beneath its regulatory and ad
ministrative requirements. 

THE SIGN CODE COMMITTEE 

The regulations contained in an ordinance 
will reflect the knowledge, training, and philos
ophies of its authors. The composition of a com
mittee writing or administering a sign code is in 
itself a political statement. It is common for sign 
code committees to be dominated by lawyers. 

urban planners, landscape architects, and 
other professionals whose training is not di
rectly related to such basic functions of 
signage as communication, advertising, and 
retail marketing. The development of effective 
regulations may be best accomphshed if a 
range of professions is represented on the sign 
code committee, including members of the sign 
industry and the business community, as well 
as persons active in city beautification. The 
variety of perspectives combined with techni
cal expertise should provide innovative ap
proaches to sign control problems and will help 
to ensure equal treatment under the law. 

PURPOSE AND SCOPE 

The first section of a sign ordinance is 
generally a statement of purpose and scope ex
plaining just what the document will and will 
not regulate. Though this section is usually 
brief, its composition must be given careful at
tention as the consistency and coherence of the 
entire code will depend on it. Any misconcep
tions or ambiguities present in this initial state
ment of intentions will extend through the re
maining text, creating difficulties everywhere. 

In determining the purpose of a sign ordi
nance, authorities should be fuUy aware of the 



social, economic, and aesthetic ramifications of 
their legislation. An overly restrictive code may 
have an adverse effect, not only on a city's busi
ness community, but on the general public as 
well. That a code is necessary and reasonable 
should be apparent in its statement of purpose. 
This section could include the types of signs 
that local authorities hope to promote, as well 
as those that they intend to regulate. Other
wise, the ordinance may appear to be simply 
anticommercial. 

the promotion of traffic safety. If the justifica
tion for a restriction is traffic safety, it should 
be stated in a traffic safety code which can 
then be cited, if need be, in the sign ordinance. 
The regulation of traffic hazards is based on 
premises and standards quite different from 
those em.ployed in land-use planning, and it is 
not uncommon for sign codes to make assump
tions concerning commercial signs and traffic 
safety which both traffic studies and litigation 
fail to substantiate. 

The actual purpose of most sign codes wiU 
be to enhance a city's land-use plan. However, 
this may be approached in a number of differ
ent ways, and the establishment of homogene
ous zones may not be a priority. Commercial 
signs, for example, may be regulated according 
to their use so that a nonconforming business 
may use an appropriate accessory sign regard
less of the zone it is located in. Signs may also 
be scaled to building size or to certain right-of-
way factors. The statement of purpose should 
make clear whether or not the code is a land-
use planning document and which aspects of 
the city's land-use plan it wUl supplement. 

If the code is to adhere to certain land-use 
standards, its statement of purpose should 
probably not include such ulterior concerns as 

The most common weakness in purpose 
and scope sections is a lack of deliberate and 
concrete language. General references to the 
"public welfare" do little to define the function 
of the document. To state that the purpose of a 
sign code is "to regulate signs" is simply redun
dant. This section must be an explicit and com
prehensive declaration from which the re
mainder of the code will logically ensue. 

Sign ordinances will frequently contain er
rors in wording that at first appear minor, but 
could ultimately have a significant effect on the 
application of the code. In referring, for exam
ple, to a "pubhc right-of-way," authors of a 
code should be aware that this will include 
pedestrian malls in privately-owned shopping 
centers and other private property used by the 



pubhc. The actual intention may be to regulate 
signage along thoroughfares more accurately 
described as "main vehicular public rights-of-
way." 

Similarly, the object of regulation will 
often be referred to as signs "visible" from a 
pubhc right-of-way. A literal apphcation of the 
phrase would result in the regiilation of interior 
signs which happen to be visible from outside of 
a building and may constitute an unreasonable, 
perhaps unintentional, expansion of the code's 
scope. Thus, use of the phrase "signs intended 
to be viewed from a main vehicular public 
right-of-way," though perhaps unwieldy, wiU 
help to better define the code's jurisdiction. 

It is especially important that the scope be 
stated exphcitly as the practicabihty of the 
code will depend largely on the hmits of its ap
plication. This section should make clear just 
what the code will not regulate, with specific 
references to any debatable item such as flags, 
architectural embellishments, barber poles, 
commemorative plaques, product dispensers, 
interior signage, window displays, and even 
gravestones or other monuments bearing writ
ten messages. Unless otherwise stated in the 
code, anything that fits the code's definition of 
a sign and which is not excluded in this section 
may be subject to regulation. 

Often, certain displays wiU be excluded in 
a code's permit requirements or from the 
definition of sign which should actually have 
been excluded from the initial scope of the ordi
nance. Exactly what the code will and wiU not 
regulate should be clear from the beginning 
rather than becoming a process of elimination 
extending through the regulatory sections. 

An important legal consideration is 
whether or not the scope of the code will in
clude regulation of the content and copy of 
signs. Any regulation of graphic design re
quires considerable expertise and may be an 
involved and complex undertaking. Implied or 
direct content control can give rise to proce
dural difficulties which may result in uninten
tional violations of First Amendment protec
tion. In the definitions section, for example, 
some references to content may be necessary 
to distinguish between sign types. If a "political 
sign" is considered a temporary display, this 
could be interpreted to mean that any sign 
bearing a pohtical message must be removed 
within a certain number of days. Authors of a 
sign code can avoid such legal and administra
tive entanglements by stating clearly in the 
scope section that no regulation of sign content 
is intended. 

10 



DEFINITIONS 

An alphabetized Hst of definitions wiU 
generally follow the statement of purpose and 
scope. While the number of entries necessary 
will depend on the scope of the code, the defini
tions themselves should be according to the 
standard terminology of land-use planning and 
of the sign industry. Since all sign codes do 
regulate an industry recognized by federal law, 
it is essential that terms familiar to that in
dustry be used in the code. Definitions which 
are simply fabricated by the author of a sign 
code for specific regulatory purposes are likely 
to cause legal and administrative difficulties. 

Once again, the use of clear and precise 
language is crucial. Definitions which are 
vague or overly inclusive will be useless or may 
even invite legal problems. On the other hand, 
authors of sign codes, in an attempt to be 
specific, wiU frequently include regulatory 
material in the list of definitions. Size and 
placement specifications, other than those 
necessary to distinguish between sign types, or 
prohibitions of sign types do not belong in this 
section. 

Controversy over certain definitions has, 
in the past, resulted in legal confhcts. The 1958 
Highway Bonus Act prohibited "flashing" signs 

along certain federally funded highways. The 
Department of Transportation's interpretation 
of "flashing" included, among other things, 
signs with electronically changeable copy. In 
court hearings, the sign industry argued that 
such signs use intermittent lighting as an effi
cient method of changing copy rather than 
simply to attract attention. A careless defini
tion of flashing signs may easily result in the 
unintentional prohibition of time and tempera
ture units and other electronic message centers 
of a pubhc service nature. Since this is a com
mon problem, we include here recommended 
definitions of animated, flashing, and change
able copy signs. 

Animated Sign Any sign which uses movement 
or change of lighting to depict action or to 
create a special effect or scene. 

Changeable Copy Sign (Manual) A sign on 
which copy is changed manually in the field, 
e.g., readerboards with changeable letters. 

Changeable Copy Sign (Automatic) A sign on 
which the copy changes automatically on a 
lampbank or through mechanical means, e.g., 
electrical or electronic time and temperature 
units. 

Flashing Sign A sign which contains an inter
mittent or sequential flashing light source 
used primarily to attract attention. Does not 
include changeable copy signs, animated 
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signs, or signs which, through reflection or 
other means, create an illusion of flashing or 
intermittent light. 

Sign Any device, structure, fixture, or placard 
using graphics, symbols, and/or written copy 
for the primary purpose of identifying or 
advertising any establishment, product, goods 

or services. 

Of course, the most important definition in 
the code will be the definition of "sign." Since it 
would be nearly impossible to arrive at a single 
definition which will be specific and accurate 
to every instance of regulation, this entry must 
be supplemented by the scope and general pro
visions sections of the code to ensure accuracy 
in application. The definition must be broad 
enough to include everything that will be regu
lated, but should not be so abstract that it 
could, in fact, apply to every form of communi
cation or artificial construction. Signs which 
wiU not be regulated or displays which could fit 
the definition but to which the code does not ap
ply are excluded in the statement of scope. A 
breakdown of the definition into those specific 
structural and functional types which wiU be 
regulated can be given in the general provisions 
section. Specifications concerning removal or 
measurement procedures presented in the 
general provisions and in the definition of "sign 
area" will also supplement the definition of 
sign. For most purposes, the foUowing entry in 
the definitions section wiU be sufficient and 
practical. 

Some of the definitions in a code wiU, in 
themselves, be indirect design regulation. This 
is especiaUy true of the definition of sign area, 
which is used to determine size aUowances. If 
pole covers, frames, and structural embeUish-
ments are not specificaUy excluded from the 
definition of sign area, sign users wiU be 
discouraged from using them in order to maxi
mize the copy area and communication effec
tiveness of their signs. If the measured area of 
signs with more than one cabinet includes the 
space between cabinets, a design preference 
for single cabinet signs has been established. A 
definition of sign area should also differentiate 
between individuaUy mounted letters and 
cabinet signs. Use of individuaUy mounted let
ters is one way to maximize copy without re
quiring an inordinately large sign structure. 
Such displays become less feasible, however, if 
the entire background is considered part of the 
measured sign area. The foUowing example il
lustrates structural differentiation used in area 
measurement. 

12 



Sign, Area of 

(1) Projecting and Freestanding: The area of a 
freestanding or projecting sign shaU have only 
one face (the largest one) of any double- or 
multi-faced sign counted in calculating its 
area. The area of the sign shall be measured 
as follows if the sign is composed of one or two 
individual cabinets: 

(a) The area around and enclosing the 
perimeter of each cabinet or module shaU be 
summed and then totaled to determine total 
area. The perimeter of measurable area shaU 
not include embellishments such as pole 
covers, framing, decorative roofing, etc., pro
vided that there is not written advertising copy 
on such embellishments. 

(b) If the sign is composed of more than 
two sign cabinets or modules, the area enclos
ing the entire perimeter of aU cabinets and/or 
modules within a single, continuous geometric 
figure shall be the area of the sign. Pole covers 
and other embellishments shall not be in
cluded in the area of sign measurement if they 
do not bear written advertising copy. 

(2) Wall Signs: The area shall be within a 
single, continuous perimeter composed of any 
straight line geometric figure which encloses 
the extreme limits of the advertising message. 
If the sign is composed of individual letters or 
symbols using the wall as the background with 
no added decoration, the total sign area shaU 
be calculated by measuring the area within 

the perimeter of each symbol or letter. The 
combined areas of the individual figures shall 
be considered the total sign area. 

GENERAL PROVISIONS 

The general provisions section preceding 
specific regulations should clarify other sec
tions of the code and present requirements that 
wiU apply to the entire community or to aU of 
the sign types to be regulated. The section may 
reasonably begin with a hst of signs prohibited 
in aU zones. Here, an understanding of the 
functions of specific sign types must be related 
to the priorities of the entire municipality. As 
mentioned earlier, such frequently restricted 
or prohibited types as roof signs may be of con
siderable economic value to a community. 

The general provisions section may also in
clude permit requirements and exemptions, ad
ditional specifications for the measurement or 
removal of sign structures, maintenance stan
dards, and hghting requirements. Permit ex
emptions should include those sign which re
quire no permits but which are regulated in the 
code, not the displays which have already been 
excluded from the code's scope. Details con
cerning application for a permit may be more 
reasonably placed in the administrative sec
tion. In defining both the permit requirements 
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and the maintenance standards, care should be 
taken to distinguish maintenance from struc
tural alterations which may require a permit or 
fee. 

Lighting specifications can also be a 
source of unwarranted design control. As we 
have already mentioned, the various types of 
signs that use hghting for special effects and 
fimctions must be weU defined. Regulators 
shoiUd be careful not to inadvertently prohibit 
or restrict, in a general lighting section, the 
various types of electronic message centers 
that provide a valuable public service. Also, dif
ferent light sources have specific attributes 
and color characteristics, and to prohibit a cer
tain light source wiU hmit the range of effects 
available to the professional designer. WhUe a 
general hghting section should limit unneces
sary glare, it should not restrict technological 
innovation and design options. 

REGULATORY SECTIONS 

The initial sections of the code estabhsh 
the purpose of the regulations—whether or not, 
for example, they are to supplement the city's 
land-use plan and, if so, how they wiU be coor
dinated to that plan. The actual regulations wiU 
then govern certain features of signs according 

to a number of variables. For most sign codes, 
the regulated characteristics wiU include size, 
height, placement, setback, lighting, number, 
and type. A sign code may also regulate con
struction of signs and graphic design though 
this can be, as we have mentioned, somewhat 
precarious and is generally unadvisable. The 
variables used to determine specific aUow
ances may include the zone in which the sign is 
located, the type of sign, the size or height of a 
building, the length of principal frontage, and 
the distance from a street or speed of passing 
traffic. 

A common and practical approach for 
most cities is to regulate basic sign character
istics according to zone, with additional aUow
ances or requirements specified for each sign 
type. Thus a code may allow a certain number, 
type, and size of sign for premises in a given 
zone. The size or number may be determined, 
for example, by the business frontage. A subse
quent section may then refer to clearance or 
placement requirements for each specific type 
of sign and give additional size or number 
aUowances according to the setback of the 
business or some other variable factor. For ex
ample, businesses which are located at a dis
tance from a main street could benefit from 
taUer or larger signs than might be necessary 
for businesses in a central business district. 
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The regulations should be both a logical 
result of the code's purpose and a realistic ap
proach to local conditions. If possible, a sign in
ventory should precede the drafting of regula
tions to determine, among other things, how 
many signs would become nonconforming or il
legal under a certain restriction. Studies should 
also be made to determine the actual cost of en
forcement. The full application of an overly 
restrictive or complex set of regulations may 
require an unrealistic budget. There is little to 
be gained by adopting an unenforceable or
dinance, and sporadic or partial enforcement 
may do more harm than good. 

A liberal sign code, if fuUy enforced, can 
have a dramatic effect on a city's appearance. 
Adequate aUowances will encourage busi
nesses to use well-designed, high-quality 
displays suited to their individual purposes. En
forcement can then limit the proliferation of il
legal signs often used to "patch up" communi
cation gaps. A restrictive code that cannot be 
fuUy enforced wiU penalize permitted signs 
while iUegal signs, usually of a lower quality, 
flourish. 

THE ADMINISTRATIVE SECTION 

An administrative section wiU describe 
variance procedures, permit fees and 
penalties, and the responsibihties of a sign code 
administrator, including methods of appoint
ment, inspection, and procedures for appealing 
the administrator's decisions. Any committees 
necessary in the administrative process, for ex
ample, appeals boards, should be established 
here also. 

If the regulations are reasonable and weU 
organized, this section should present few 
problems. Some care must be given, however, 
to the arrangement of the fee schedule. While 
the schedule must generate an adequate 
budget, fees that are too high wiU be a burden 
to smaUer businesses and may encourage the 
use of illegal signs. 

The fee structure can be arranged in a 
number of ways according to sign value, type, 
or area, and this wiU, in fact, become an addi
tional regulatory factor. A fee schedule based 
on sign value, which at first would seem an 
equitable arrangement, may encourage the use 
of inferior materials and lower quahty signage. 
The fees should reinforce the purpose of the 
regulations. If a city is concerned about the size 
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of signs, fees based on square footage of sign 
area may be the most logical arrangement. 

portant not only for consistent administration, 
but also in possible litigation. 

Since the strict application of the code's 
provisions may not always achieve its original 
purpose, the code should contain procedures for 
granting variances whereby the sign user, per
haps hi a renovation program or for aesthetic 
or economic reasons, may be exempted from 
certain requirements. Such procedures should 
be weU defined to avoid arbitrary judgments 
and should be used only in rare instances. 

Regulators may wish to estabhsh a 
separate committee to determine variances 
and to review appeals or apphcations for 
special use permits. As with committees 
authoring a code, membership should reflect a 
balanced range of interests and professional 
backgrounds. It is, of course, essential in any 
committee of this kind that members have no 
direct financial interest in the decisions they 
wiU be making. Procedures should be defined 
so that the original intent of the code wiU be 
adhered to by the committee. 

The budget for both a review board and 
for general enforcement should include the cost 
of keeping accurate records. These wiU be im-

In outlining the permit requirements or. in 
fact, any of the regulatory or administrative 
provisions, simphcity and clarity should be 
regarded as virtues. A surfeit of complex pro
cedural requirements wiU make equal treat
ment and due process more difficult to guaran
tee. They may also create an advantage for 
larger businesses with clerical and legal staffs. 
Authors of a code should reahze that for large 
and small sign companies aUke, the expense of 
obtaining permits—in terms of both money and 
staff time—can be considerable. This expense 
wiU ultimately affect the sign user as weU. 

THE ELECTRICAL AND STRUCTURAL 
SECTIONS 

There is generally no need to include 
detailed structural and material specifications 
in the sign code itself. This section can simply 
refer to the existing building code of the city. 
Similarly, for electrical specifications, the sign 
code need only refer to the electrical codes of a 
recognized testing laboratory. Information on 
windloads, anchoring, and other details 
specific to sign structures can generaUy be 
obtained from local sign companies. 
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If the structural and electrical section is 
brief, it can reasonably be included under the 
general provisions. 

SUMMARY 

Though local sign regulation involves a 
number of variables, certain principles wiU ap
ply generally in the development of an effective 
sign ordinance. A comprehensive and well-
defined statement of purpose and scope wiU 
help to ensure that the specific provisions of the 
document adhere to its original intent. 
Throughout the text of the ordinance, a clear, 
deliberate use of language, including the use of 
standard industry terms, is essential. AU sec
tions of the code should reflect its original pur
pose. 

A famiharity with relevant Utigation may 
dissuade the authors of a sign code from at
tempting to directly legislate aesthetics or to 
regulate the copy and content of signs. ImpUed 
content control, however, is not always im
mediately apparent. In a definitions section, for 
example, care should be taken to describe sign 
types, as nearly as possible, by their use rather 
than by typical copy. Finally, aU regulations 
and restrictions should be justifiable, reahstic, 
and enforceable within the code's given budget. 

Laws do not become more effective as they 
become more detailed or numerous. A good 
sign code wiU create consistent and relatively 
simple standards aUowing fuU expression of a 
city's varied activities. 
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