(CDAG letterhead)

Councilman Mark Squilla

City Hall, Room 332/334 

Philadelphia, PA 19107-3290 

July 12, 2012 





Honorable Councilman Squilla:

In that the signage portion of the city’s new zoning code did not pass before your summer recess we have had the opportunity to review the proposed ordinance and offer our comments.

We reviewed the May 17th version of the sign ordinance and are suggesting the changes in the attached “marked up” of the bill. A summary of these improvements is also attached. 

Generally the bill is a great improvement over the existing regulations. We particularly appreciate the fact that you are trying to put all signage issues in one location and making them more consistent. We suggest that you continue this process and put existing sign regulations for public spaces and public facilities in a similar document. 

If you have any questions, or desire additional information about the above recommendations, feel free to contact me. Thank you for considering these changes.

Sincerely,

Matt Rubin, President

cc: 
Alan Greenberger


Eva Gladstein

Summary of CDAG changes to the 5/17/12 sign bill #120430

1. Number Of Signs 

We see one of the objectives of the sign ordinance as the reduction of visual clutter in the area along the Central Delaware Waterfront. Certainly the total area of signage (number of square feet) is important, but equally important is the number of signs. Certainly fifteen signs on 8 ½” x 11” signs are much more distracting that one sign of ten square feet. Therefore we recommend that each of your summary charts limit the number of signs on any building to six. 

Similarly it is critical that window signs be counted in each of your summary charts. In order to effectively regulate indoor window signs that are intended to be seen from the outside, we also recommend that the distance from the sign to the window be increased from 18 inches to 40 inches. Window signs should not be excluded from §14-903 - When a Zoning Permit is Required. We have suggested several changes to window sign regulations in §14-904 - Accessory Sign Controls.

2. Entertainment Districts

Casinos are of particular concern to us. We recognize that they are a very special use in the city and we understand the need to be flexible in accommodating their needs, but the total area of all their signs should not exceed that of a full-sized billboard, 1,500 square feet. To accomplish this goal we are offering several additions to §14-405 - SP-ENT, Entertainment (Special Purpose) District.

3. Overlay Districts

The proposed ordinance rightfully recognizes that there are several areas in the city that require special attention in sign regulations. We feel that the Central Delaware is one of those areas. Therefore we are proposing a new §14-510 - Central Delaware Overlay District and similar changes to §14-905 - Non-Accessory Signs.

4. Enforcement

It has often been said that a mediocre ordinary sign ordinance that is fairly and regularly enforced would be better than a great sign ordinance that nobody pays any attention to. Therefore we are recommending several additions to §14-300 - Administration and Procedures, §14-903 When a Zoning Permit is Required, and §14-907 - Maintenance and Nuisance Abatement.

If we learn from history it can be guessed that portions of the sign ordinance will be challenged in court. In order to be prepared for such challenges the courts will need to understand the thinking behind specific sign regulations. Therefore we feel it is important to expand the intent portions of §14-901 - Signs and §14-905 - Non-Accessory Signs.

5. Accessory Signs

Once a permit for an accessory digital display sign has been issued there will be no way to ensure that such a sign will remain accessory and not become non-accessory – the messages will change too quickly for effective enforcement. To reduce this problem we are suggesting a few changes to digital display controls in §14-904 - Accessory Sign Controls.

The requirement to locate digital display sign away from residential areas should be consistently applied – see our suggested changes in the charts. 

As new sign technologies emerge we need to evaluate their impact and then make appropriate regulations. Projected image signs (signs shown on building from another location) are one such technology – we recommend that they be banned until appropriate regulations can be drafted.

6. Non-accessory signs

In the locations where non-accessory signs are either “prohibited” or “removal” it should be perfectly clear that no new non-accessory signs can be constructed – see our comments in §14-905 - Non-Accessory Signs.

As you know, we were never in favor of non-accessory signs along the reconstructed I-95 being able to move to new locations without abiding by sign regulations, so we have suggested eliminating this portion of the ordinance. 

7. Design Review

We love the idea of Civic Design Review for key buildings and feel that a similar process can easily be developed for key signs. In fact, a single review panel would make sign approvals much more efficient – one would not have to make separate presentations to the Art Commission, Historic Commission, Fairmount Park, and City Planning. See our proposed §14-908 - Sign Design Review.

