Zoning Text Amendment #2024-00010
Sign Ordinance Update

Issue: (A) Initiation of a Text Amendment
and (B) Public hearing and consideration
Text Amendment to the Zoning Ordinance to

Planning Commission

Hearing: January 9, 2025

amend Articles II, IV, VI, IX, and XI related
to signs. City Council Hearing: | January 25, 2025

Staff:

Tony LaColla, AICP, Division Chief, tony.lacolla@alexandriava.gov
Rachel Drescher, Urban Planner, rachel.drescher@alexandriava.gov
Sam Shelby, Principal Planner, sam.shelby@alexandriava.gov

Staff recommendation: Staff recommends that the Planning Commission INITIATE and
recommend APPROVAL of the text amendment.

PLANNING COMMISSION ACTION, JANUARY 9, 2025: On a motion made by
Commissioner Lyle, seconded by Commissioner Koenig, the Planning Commission voted to
initiate ZTA #2024-00010 as amended. The motion carried on a vote of 5 to 0 with
Commissioner Ramirez and Vice Chair McMahon absent.

On a motion made by Commissioner Lyle, seconded by Commissioner Koenig, the Planning
Commission voted to recommend approval of ZTA #2024-00010 as amended. The motion
carried on a vote of 5 to 0 with Commissioner Ramirez and Vice Chair McMahon absent.

Reason:
The Planning Commission agreed with staff analysis and recommended the addition of the
following language to section 9-202:

(A) Waiver of requirement by special use permit. A special use permit may be obtained
pursuant to section 11-500, which authorizes the provision of signage otherwise not
permitted by this Article IX, subject to the following:

(1) The special use permit applicant shall demonstrate that the proposed signage
would correspond with the intent of this Article 1X and
(2) City council finds that:
(a) The proposed signage has an exceptional design or approach that
cannot be accomplished within the existing regulations;
(b) The proposed signage will not have an adverse impact on the nearby
neighborhood; and
(c) The signs comply with the applicable standards for approval of a
special use permit set forth in section 11-504.
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Discussion: Commissioner Lyle generally spoke in support of the text amendment with the
addition of including the existing SUP waiver to any requirement of the sign ordinance. She
explained there may be future unique signs or other emerging technology that are not covered
by the proposed regulations. She felt that an option for a waiver from any of the sign ordinance
requirements should be available.

Chair Macek asked staff why this section was removed.

Staff explained the proposed changes would limit the ability for applicants to seek approval for
signs that did not comply with the sign ordinance. The proposed administrative SUP process
would only allow for increases in the number, size, and height of signs; extensions on time
limits for temporary signs; and digital signs. Staff proposed only these administrative SUPs
because they reflected the types of requests that had been approved by City Council with
previous sign SUPs. Staff explained that signs not meeting the administrative SUP standards
for approval could be docketed for public hearings.

Chair Macek supported the text amendment and agreed with Commissioner Lyle that an option
for a waiver to any requirement should be included in the sign ordinance for exceptional signs.

Commissioner Koenig found staff’s proposal to be a significant improvement and agreed with
adding in the waiver option as suggested by Commissioner Lyle. In addition, he appreciated
the public comment relating to dark skies and noted this should be a larger City-wide discussion
about nighttime illumination.

Commissioner Brown spoke in support of the proposal. He appreciated staff’s efforts to create
a more objective SUP process but ultimately supported Commissioner Lyle’s inclusion of the
existing SUP waiver for signs.

Speakers:
Melissa Kuennen supported the changes but had concerns about how illuminated signs would

affect dark skies.
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l. Summary

Staff proposes amendments to the City’s sign regulations. With these amendments, staff intends
to improve organization and usability, reduce complexity, and increase flexibility of the sign
regulations. Overall, while staff proposes significant reformatting and reorganization, most of the
proposal reflects incremental changes to the existing regulations. The following list includes a
high-level summary of staff’s proposed amendments:

(A) Create, amend, and delete terms and concepts to improve usability, reduce complexity, and
eliminate redundancies with other Zoning Ordinance provisions, City policies, and the
Uniform Statewide Building Code (USBC).

(B) Reorder sections to improve organization and for consistency with other Zoning Ordinance
Articles.

(C) Increase the maximum number, size, and height allowances for minor freestanding, wall,
and temporary signs on properties with commercial, mixed, or multi-unit residential (with
more than four units) uses.

(D) Allow digital signs with administrative use permit approval.

(E) Delete Coordinated Sign Special Use Permit (SUP) and general SUP for waiver of sign
regulations. Create administrative SUP process. Eliminate SUP requirement for
illuminated signs above 35 feet.

Staff’s recommendations would not affect whether approval would be needed from the Board of
Architectural Review (BAR) for signs located within the City’s Historic Districts. Nor would the
changes affect the BAR’s approval criteria. Further, staff’s proposed changes may have limited
impact to sites governed by Development Special Use Permits (DSUP), Development Site Plans
(DSP), and other City Council approvals. In these cases, any new signs would have to be reviewed
for consistency with all previous approval terms or conditions.

1. Background

History

Sign regulations were first established in the City with the 1951 Zoning Ordinance. Over the last
70 years, City Council has approved numerous amendments to the City’s sign regulations. The last
significant change occurred on May 14, 2016, when City Council approved a comprehensive
update to the sign regulations. Originally, staff proposed these amendments to address signs in the
public right-of-way and pole signs. The amendment evolved to respond to the United States
Supreme Court decision in Reed v. Town of Gilbert that changed how municipalities could
regulate signs. The outcome of the decision is that sign ordinances should be content neutral,
resulting in the regulation of signs based on time, manner, and place considerations.

Rationale for proposed text amendment

Staff was directed by Planning Commission in March 2022 to study whether the City’s sign
regulations should continue to prohibit digital signs. City Council and other City departments also
requested studying whether digital signs should be permitted at school sites and in conjunction
with electric vehicle (EV) chargers.

Staff then decided to study a more comprehensive revision of the sign regulations. At work
sessions with the Planning Commission in 2023 and earlier this year, staff provided updates on the
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sign regulation efforts and received affirmative feedback on staff’s recommended policy
directions.

City Council last approved a significant update to the sign ordinance in May 2016. Between May
2016 and now, City Council reviewed 29 sign-related SUP requests. All but one of these requests
were approved. Given this, and the fact that the signs approved with these requests have existed
without impacts to their surroundings, staff proposes changing the sign regulations to allow some
of these signs without SUP approval. These changes would reduce staff time and cost to applicants
without negative impacts.

Table 1 — Sign SUPs from May 2016 to present

Address SUP Approval

2800 Shirlington Road Illuminated sign >35 feet
66 Canal Center Plaza Illuminated sign >35 feet
901 North Fairfax Street Increase sign area to 1:2

Increase sign area to 1:2

Sign above roofline

2000 North Beauregard Street | Additional freestanding signs

300 Montgomery Street Increase sign area to 1:1.2
Increase size of freestanding signs
Additional freestanding signs

300 South Pickett Street

1460 North Beauregard Street

935 North Van Dorn Street Increase size of freestanding signs
1400 North Beauregard Street | Additional freestanding signs
5411-A Sheffield Court Increase size of freestanding signs

Additional freestanding signs
Increase size of freestanding signs
Illuminated sign >35 feet
Increased sign area to 1:1.5
Window signs up to 25%

5797 Rayburn Avenue

3601 Potomac Avenue

Digital signs
2412 Richmond Highway Illuminated sign >35 feet
1511 North Quaker Lane Increase sign areato 1:1.5

Increase size of freestanding sign
Allow prohibited sign

4898 West Braddock Road Increase sign area to 1:1.5

1310 Braddock Place Illuminated sign >35 feet

2424 Mill Road IIIuminate_d sign_>35 feet
Increase sign ratio to 1:2

1737 King Street Increase projecting sign size
2501 & 2601 Oakville Street | uminated sign >35 feet
Increase sign area to 1:1.5
Increase size of freestanding sign
Waive freestanding sign setback requirement

3541 West Braddock Road

5901 Stevenson Avenue
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5801 Duke Street

Digital signs

Illuminated sign >35 feet

Increase size of freestanding signs

Increase sign area to 1:2

Window signs up to 25%

3601 Richmond Highway

Digital sign

3701 Mount Vernon Avenue

Digital sign

1033 West Glebe Road

Allow freestanding sign

on lot less than 100 feet wide

5050 Mark Center Drive

Increase sign area to 1:2

4800 Fillmore Avenue

Increase size of freestanding sign

2000 Mount Vernon Avenue

Allow prohibited sign

701 South Van Dorn Street

Increase sign area to 1:2

Staff experience in applying the ordinance since it was last updated in 2016 also showed a need
for easier to understand regulations. The current sign regulations are organized into multilevel lists

as shown in Figure 1, below.

9-202 - Commercial, special, overlay, and mixed use district signs.

% 8 B B 4

(A) Generally. Except as provided otherwise in this article, the following signs are permitted as accessory uses in the CC, CD, CDX, CG, CL, CR, CSL, KR, NR, CRMU-/L, CRMU/M,
CRMU/H, CRMU/X, OC, OCH, OCM(50), OCM(100), CDD, and W-1 zones.

i. Flags:

1. Number and size limits: One flag per 20 feet (or portion thereof) of lot width with a maximum size of 24 square feet for each flag. The area used for flags shall be

deducted from area allowed for permanent wall signage or other temporary wall signage, as permitted in section 9-202(A)ii.1.a or b or in sections 9-201(A)iii.6 or 9-

201(A)iii.7.

2. Mounting and installation regulations: Freestanding flags may only be attached to a pole less than 35 feet in height. Wall mounted flags may only be on a projecting

pole no longer than six feet or may be mounted flat against the wall or on a window provided that the flag does not cover more than 20 percent of the glazing area of

the window where it is installed. The clearance under a projecting wall mounted flag shall not be less than eight feet directly below the location where the flag is

mounted.
ii. Temporary signs:

1. Number, size and time limits:

a. A maximum of one sign with a maximum size of one square feet for each linear foot of building width for the wall on which the sign is mounted per frontage on a

street, alley, or parking lot only when located on property where a building permit is active. Such sign shall be wall mounted and may only be mounted flat

against the wall or installed as a window sign. The area allowed for this temporary signage shall be deducted from area allowed for permanent wall signage or

other temporary wall signage, as permitted in section 9-202(A)ii.1.b or in sections 9-201(A)iii.6 or 9-201(A)iii.7.

b. A maximum of one sign with a maximum size of one square feet for each linear foot of building width for the wall on which the sign is mounted per frontage on a

street, alley, or parking lot only when located on property is actively marketed and advertised for sale or actively marketed and advertised for rent. The area

allowed for this temporary signage shall be deducted from area allowed for permanent wall signage or other temporary wall signage, as permitted in section 9-

202(A)ii.1.a or in sections 9-207(A)iii.6 or 9-201(A-iii.7.

Figure 1 — Sign regulations

This type of organization makes it very difficult to cite. For example, to direct someone to the
regulations permitted for a temporary sign, the citation would be Zoning Ordinance section 9-
202(A)ii.1.b.. A further complication is that additional temporary signs are also permitted by
section 9-204 but no reference to this section is made. The sign regulations are also very
prescriptive about the permitted locations for signs on buildings. There are several examples of
concepts like this throughout the ordinance. One specific example is that projecting signs are only
permitted at the entrance of a building, and despite being wall mounted, have their own set of size
and height limitations. In general, the proposed regulations will make the regulations clearer and

more concise.
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Discussion of Proposed Text Changes

Staff recommendations are as follows:

(A) Create, amend, and delete terms and concepts to improve usability, reduce complexity, and
eliminate redundancies with other Zoning Ordinance provisions, City policies, and the
Uniform Statewide Building Code (USBC).

Sections 4-1409 — Public art, 4-1410 — Signs, and 6-605 — Signs.

Revise provisions in the NR/Neighborhood retail (Arlandria) and Mount VVernon Avenue
urban overlay zones. These sections contain standards that are challenging to enforce such
as Section 4-1410(A)(3) which reads “unique, creative signs are strongly encouraged.” In
addition, several regulations listed in these sections are redundant to Article IX, such as
Section 4-1410(A)(6) which prohibits internally illuminated box signs, which are already
prohibited City-wide.

Sections 2-106 and 9-201 — Definitions.

Consolidate sign types into four general categories: freestanding, portable, temporary, or
wall:
o Freestanding signs would include any sign not attached to a building including
monument signs.
o Portable signs would include any freestanding sign not attached to the ground, like
A-frame and sandwich board signs.
o Temporary signs would include any sign that is displayed for a finite time period
like banners and yard signs typically made of paper, cardboard, canvas, or similar.
o Wall signs would include any sign attached to a building wall like projecting,
awning, and marquee signs.
Consolidate definitions of prohibited moving signs. A moving sign would include any sign
with moving parts. The terms “animated sign” and “feather sign” would be deleted and
these sign types would be considered moving signs.
Delete definitions that are not used: this includes advertising structure, building frontage,
changeable copy sign, comprehensive sign plan, curb sign, double-face sign, holiday
display, illegal sign, minor sign, mobile sign, neon sign, nonconforming sign, public area,
public art, and roof line.
Remove limitations from digital sign definition and relocate into new section.
Define internally illuminated rectangular panel sign.
Clarify that signs on parapet walls are wall signs, not roof signs.
Revise language to improve clarity and conciseness.

Section 9-103 — Sign approval.

Delete 9-103(A)(1) and (2). The Department of Code Administration is responsible for
enforcing the Uniform Statewide Building Code (USBC) and determining when a permit
is required. So, this reference in the Zoning Ordinance is not necessary.

Delete 9-103(A)(3) as signs must comply with the sign ordinance regardless of whether
the USBC requires a permit.

Delete 9-103(B). This section is redundant to other sections of the sign ordinance.
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Section 9-200 — Permitted signs.

e Delete painted curb signs, signs at entrances to neighborhoods, and signs “at locations
within ten feet of the curb edge of a parking lot or driveway only at intersections or areas
where motor vehicles or pedestrians would need to turn or change their course of travel”
from permitted signs. These sign types are either not permitted because they would be
located in the public right-of-way (curb signs) or would be allowed as freestanding signs
under the proposed regulations.

e Delete projecting signs from permitted signs as these would be permitted as wall signs
under staff’s proposal.

Section 9-402 — Nonconforming signs.

Currently, any pole signs over six feet in height are prohibited. Existing pole signs constructed
prior to the implementation of the pole sign prohibition in 2016 are nonconforming. At the time,
the prohibition included a sunset provision which requires eventual removal of the sign. Staff
revisited this provision given concerns of the removal costs and the potential burden to business
and property owners throughout the City. Staff recommends continuing the pole signs prohibition
but deleting the sunset provision. The proposed regulations state that a pole sign may not be
replaced should it be significantly damaged, deteriorated, or removed, but that it may otherwise
remain indefinitely. Examples of pole signs are shown in Figure 2, below.

Fiure 2 — Pole signs along Duke Street

(B) Reorder sections to improve organization and for consistency with other Zoning Ordinance
Articles. Organize regulations into tables.

Various sections

Staff proposes general reorganization of Article 1X to improve flow and more closely mirror the
layout of other Zoning Ordinance sections. Staff also proposes deleting the narrative format of
sections 9-201, 9-202, 9-203, and 9-204 and replacing it with a more user-friendly table format.
Organizing the sign regulations into tables would make them easier to read and apply.

Staff also proposes changing the organization of the sign ordinance, from being applied based on
both zone and use of a property to being based on the property’s use. This will meet the purpose
and intent of the ordinance, while acknowledging that larger properties and properties with
multiples uses require more signage due to the greater public interaction with those properties. For
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instance, this would allow signage may to assist with the navigation and locating uses on a a given
property.

(C) Increase maximum number, size, and height allowances for minor freestanding, wall, and
temporary signs on properties with commercial, mixed, or multi-unit residential (with more
than four units) uses. Eliminate setbacks for freestanding signs.

Section 9-201(A) — Permitted signs on a lot containing a single unit, two unit, or multi-unit up to
four-unit use.

Staff recommends changes only to the temporary sign regulations applicable to single-unit, two-
unit, and multi-unit up to four-unit residential uses as follows:

Temporary signs

Staff proposes relocating the additional temporary sign allowance, provided by section 9-204, into
section 9-201(A). Section 9-204 currently allows additional temporary signs on any property. Staff
also recommends standardizing the amount of time most temporary signs can be displayed to 120
days with 30-day interruptions between display periods.

Section 9-201(B) — Permitted signs on a lot containing a non-residential, multi-unit with more than
four units, and mixed uses.

Staff recommends changes to freestanding, wall, and temporary sign regulations. In general, staff’s
proposed changes would allow some of the signs which required SUP approval to be allowed by-
right. See Table 1 above for a list of SUPs.

Freestanding signs

The current sign regulations establish strict regulations for freestanding signs. One 32 square foot
freestanding sign is permitted on lots that are at least 100 feet wide, have off-street parking spaces
or provide “drive-in” service, and have buildings that provide at least a 25-foot front or side yard
setback. If the property contains three or more businesses, the maximum size increases to 40 square
feet.

Lots wider than 200 feet are permitted an additional freestanding sign and both signs can be 40
square feet each. They must be installed as monument signs, located “along a property’s frontage”
and provide at least a 10-foot front setback.

Staff recommends retaining the monument sign requirement, the maximum number, size, and
height regulations as well as the prohibition of freestanding signs on lots less than 100 feet wide.
Staff also recommends deletion of all the other prescriptive requirements.

More than half of the sign SUPs approved by City Council required exceptions from the current
freestanding sign requirements. These approvals help to demonstrate that some of these
requirements are no longer necessary to protect against potential impacts.

Minor freestanding signs
The current regulations allow a variety of minor signs with varying maximum numbers, heights,
and sizes, depending on the location of the sign and the size of the lot. Staff proposes consolidating
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the current sign regulations for minor signs and signs “at locations within ten feet of the curb edge
of a parking lot or driveway only at intersections or areas where motor vehicles or pedestrians
would need to turn or change their course of travel” as simply minor signs. Staff proposes allowing
the same number of minor signs (five per 100 feet of lot width), at the same maximum height as
the current regulations, but to increase the size limit from one square foot to four square feet. In
addition, staff proposes allowing an additional five minor signs per 100 feet of lot width if the
signs are setback more than 20 feet from a front lot line. Each sign would be permitted to have a
sign area of eight square feet and height of six feet.

Wall signs

Currently, the sign regulations permit one square foot of wall signage for every one square foot of
the width of the building wall. For example, if a building wall is 40 feet wide, then the sign area
allowed on that wall is 40 square feet. Consistently, City Council has approved SUPs to increase
the ratio of 1:1 to 1:1.5, including signage at Landmark, Inova, Carlyle Crossing, and Potomac
Yard. Staff is unaware of any impacts resulting from the signs that have been constructed since
these approvals. In addition, the increase in wall sign allowance would be comparable with nearby
jurisdictions, as shown in Table 3.

Table 3 — Wall sign area regulations in nearby jurisdictions

Sign ratio
Arlington 1:2
Montgomery County 1:2
Fairfax County 1:15

Based on the foregoing, staff recommends an increase in wall sign allowance from 1:1 to 1:1.5.

Figure 3: Examples comparing wall sign increase. Left image shows existing 1:1 ratio, right
image represents signage with 1:5 ratio
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Wall signs on buildings 40 feet or taller

The current sign regulations allow buildings taller than 20 feet to have more sign area but state
that these additional signs must be located at least 20 feet above grade. Staff proposes deletion of
this provision and replacing it with a maximum sign area ratio of 1:2 for buildings taller than 40
feet. This would allow more flexibility in sign placement and sizing for tall buildings. A need for
flexibility, again, has been established for this change based on the sign SUP approval history.

Temporary signs

Staff also proposes relocating the additional temporary sign allowance, provided by section 9-204,
into section 9-201(B). Additionally, staff recommends allowing freestanding temporary signs on
lots developed with non-residential uses as they are already permitted on lots developed with
residential uses.

(D) Allow digital signs with administrative use permit approval

The sign regulations currently prohibit digital signs except for those associated with fuel pricing
signs at gas stations or with SUP approval. During the last re-write in 2016, a change to the digital
sign prohibition was studied but was ultimately retained. At the time, staff noted that an on-going
study of digital sign policy would be needed as technology evolved. Since 2016, City Council has
approved four SUPs to allow digital signs. At the hearings for these cases, Planning Commission
and City Council discussed the potential of allowing digital signs by-right with limitations such as
timing, restricting animation, quality of imagery, and brightness.

Staff researched nearby communities that currently allow digital signs and determined what their
restrictions were. These restrictions are shown in Table 2, below.

Table 2 — Digital sign regulations in nearby jurisdictions

Restrictions

Fairfax County e Allowed as freestanding sign; limited to 50% of the maximum
allowable sign area

e Image can change every 8 seconds

e Background cannot be white, off-white, gray, or yellow

e Brightness must be controlled automatically by ambient light
Sensors

Arlington County e No effects of movement, flashing or similar effects in individual
images
e Image can change once a minute

e Brightness must be controlled automatically by ambient light
Sensors

e Cannot be placed above 40 feet
e Only allowed in specified zones
e Cannot face certain residential zones

Montgomery County e Image can change once every 30 seconds.

Loudoun County e Only operated during the hours of operation of the establishment

10
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e Image can change every six seconds

e No movement, flashing, or varying light intensity

e Brightness must be controlled automatically by ambient light
Sensors

e Size restrictions depending on wall versus freestanding and
zone

Richmond e Image can change every six seconds
e [llumination cannot shine onto other properties

Staff recommends removing the prohibition on digital signs and allowing them with administrative
SUP approval. Staff believes that digital signs would likely have similar impacts to illuminated
signs which are currently widely permitted throughout the City; however, given that digital signs
have moving images or dynamic content and are an evolving technology, staff recommends that
they only be permitted with administrative SUP approval. These SUPs would be subject to the
following limitations:

Signs shall comply with the illumination limitations in section 9-204(A);

Text, graphics, and images shall not be animated, move, or flash;

Signs shall have an automatic photocell dimmer; and

The changing of text or graphics shall occur no more than two times per minute.

These limitations ensure that digital signs would not be overly bright or distracting. As digital sign
prevalence expands and technology continues to evolve, staff will continue evaluate whether the
City’s digital sign regulations continue to provide reasonable flexibility and mitigates potential
impacts.

(E) Delete Coordinated Sign Special Use Permit (SUP) and general SUP for waiver of sign
regulations. Create administrative SUP process. Eliminate SUP requirement for illuminated
signs above 35 feet.

Currently, a SUP can be requested to create a coordinated sign program, essentially replacing the
existing sign regulations with site-specific standards. City Council must approve these standards
and can approve the SUP if it is determined that the sign standards would provide “...the same or
greater benefits to the public as the sign regulations otherwise applicable.” A SUP may also be
sought to waive any of the sign regulations based on the following criteria.
(1) The special use permit applicant shall demonstrate that the proposed signage would
correspond with the intent of this Article IX; and
(2) City council finds that:
a. The proposed signage has an exceptional design or approach that cannot be
accomplished within the existing regulations;
b. The proposed signage will not have an adverse impact on the nearby neighborhood;
and
c. The signs comply with the applicable standards for approval of a special use permit
set forth in section 11-504.

11
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Staff proposes deleting these SUP provisions and creating a new administrative SUP process. This
new process would allow only the following signs with administrative SUP approval and pursuant
to section 11-513 (the Zoning Ordinance’s existing administrative SUP provisions):

(A)  Any signs which exceed the maximum permitted number, height or sign area;

(B)  Temporary signs posted for more than 120 days without interruption; and

(C)  Digital signs.

Staff’s proposal would limit the types of SUP requests that could be sought. Again, the existing
sign regulations allow SUP approval to be sought to waive any of the regulations. Under staff’s
proposal, SUPs could only be sought from specified sign regulations.

Staff believes that certain site features, configurations, and sizes could accommodate signs that
exceed sign allowances without causing impacts. To address these circumstances, staff proposes
the following standards for administrative SUPs:

(1)  All signs and sign structures shall comply with the height regulations of the zone
in which they are located,;

2 Signs must be located on a site that has one or more of the following:

(@) A lot size of 15,000 square feet or more;
(b) Three or more businesses;

(c) Frontage on more than one street; or

(d) Frontage exceeding 400 feet

3) For temporary signs only, the administrative special use permit approval shall
expire two years from the date of approval;

4) The wall sign area ratio, including temporary signs, shall not exceed 1:2;

(5) The sign is not a prohibited sign pursuant to section 9-203.

(6) The number of freestanding signs shall not exceed the maximum number
permitted by more than 50 percent. If no freestanding signs are permitted pursuant
to section 9-200, no more than one freestanding sign shall be permitted with
administrative special use permit approval.

@) The freestanding sign shall not have a sign area or height of more than one-third
larger than the maximum sign area and taller than the height otherwise permitted,

(8) Digital signs must comply with the following:

() Signs shall comply with the illumination limitations in section 9-204(A);

(b) Text, graphics, and images shall not be animated, move, or flash;

(c) Digital signs shall have an automatic photocell dimmer; and

(d) The changing of text or graphics shall occur no more than two times per minute.

Staff believes that these revised standards provide a more efficient review of sign SUPs than the
existing processes while protecting against potential impacts and upholding the purposes of the
sign regulations.

Staff also recommends removal of the SUP requirement for illuminated signs over 35 feet. To date,
City Council has approved every one of these requests. The current restrictions for all illuminated
signs regarding glare would continue to apply and signs facing or abutting residential properties
must not be illuminated between 10:30 p.m. and 6:30 a.m. Illuminated signs over 35 feet would
continue to be prohibited within historic districts or facing the George Washington Parkway.

12
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V. Outreach and feedback

Outreach for the sign ordinance update began in May 2023 with a work session with Planning
Commission. At the work session, staff discussed potential updates to the sign ordinance, including
regulations related to portable signs in the right-of-way and digital signs. That same month staff
attended a meeting with City business associations to introduce the study and solicit feedback.
Over the following months, staff heard from a few community members about concerns regarding
changes to the sign regulations in the historic districts. Due to other priorities, namely Zoning for
Housing, sign ordinance efforts were briefly suspended until the following year. Staff reinitiated
the sign ordinance update by holding a hybrid community meeting at City Hall, a second work
session with Planning Commission, and an information session with the Board of Architectural
Review in April 2024. At these meetings, staff presented potential policy directions and held
discussions with board members. Staff also attended a meeting with the Commission for Persons
with Disabilities to discuss the potential changes, namely portable signs within the public right of
way. Last month, staff was invited to and attended a meeting with the National Association for
Industrial and Office Parks (NAIOP) to provide a similar presentation and discussion.

In December, staff released the proposed draft changes and subsequently held virtual open houses
on December 16, 17, 19, and 20. Staff also held an additional hybrid community meeting at the
Del Pepper Community Center on December 18. Project information has been active on the City
website since April of this year. Staff also sent eNews notifications and emails directly to civic
and business associations to announce meetings and provide updates.

Throughout the outreach process, staff received concerns about the impact of the changes on the
historic districts, the impact of digital and portable signs, concerns that temporary yard signs would
be allowed in the public right of way, and how illuminated signs create light pollution impacts.

While the sign ordinance applies City-wide, all signs located within the Old and Historic
Alexandria District and Parker Gray District would continue to be subject to Section 9-300, which
require all signs to be reviewed by the Board of Architectural Review for a certificate of
appropriateness and are required to meet the design guidelines for these districts.

Originally, staff proposed digital signs to be allowed wherever illuminated signs were permitted.
However, after receiving concerns about potential impacts, staff ultimately recommended allowing
digital signs in certain circumstances with an administrative special use permit.

Given the approval history for illuminated signs above 35 feet, staff does not believe that a
prohibition only for illuminated signs would be appropriate despite concerns about light pollution.
Staff believes a City-wide study of all sources that cause light pollution would be a more
appropriate direction to address these concerns more effectively.

Staff proposes retaining the current prohibition on signs in the right-of-way. After discussion with
Transportation and Environmental Services staff, Commission for Persons with Disabilities, and
feedback from community members, portable signs continue to pose impacts including clutter,
liability, and impediments to foot and sidewalk traffic. Portable signs would continue to be
permitted on private property with the existing restrictions. Staff would, however, like to note the

13
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feedback received from businesses and business associations who stressed the importance of these
portable signs to display sales, events, and other information.

V. Recommendation

Staff recommends initiation and approval of the proposed text amendment.

Staff: Tony LaColla, AICP, Division Chief
Rachel Drescher, Urban Planner
Sam Shelby, Principal Planner

Attachments: Proposed Zoning Ordinance Text Language

14



ARTICLE Il — DEFINITIONS
Sec. 2-100 — Definitions

*kk

2-106 — Reserved.-Advertising-structure:

**k*k
Sec. 4-1400 — NR/Neighborhood retail zone (Arlandria).

*k*

4-1409 - Reserved.-Publicart-

15



**k*k

Sec. 6-600 — Mount Vernon Avenue urban overlay zone.

*k%k

6-605 — Reserved.-Signs-

16


https://library.municode.com/va/alexandria/codes/zoning?nodeId=ARTIXSI_9-104PRSI

*k*k

ARTICLE IX — SIGNS
Sec. 9-100 — General provisions.
9-101 — Findings, purpose, interpretation, and intent;-aterpretation.

*k*x

(G)  This article-Article-bX governs the erection and display of all signs;-rmarguees-and-awnings
in the City; except those erected and displayed by the City, the Commonwealth of Virginia,
and the United States in furtherance of their governmental responsibilities, and those

required by law to be erected and displayed;-and-public-art.

**k*k
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https://library.municode.com/va/alexandria/codes/zoning?nodeId=ARTXIINONO_S12-100NOST
https://library.municode.com/va/alexandria/codes/zoning?nodeId=ARTVISPOVZO_6-605SI
https://library.municode.com/va/alexandria/codes/zoning?nodeId=ARTVISPOVZO_6-605SI

(K)  This article shall apply to signs;—+rarguees—and-awninrgs-on property not used for public
right-of-way. Under no circumstances shall any provision herein authorize placement of a

sign on any public right-of-way.

(L) Wherever this article permits a sign with commercial content, non-commercial content is
also permitted subject to the same requirements of size, color, illumination, movement,
materials, location, height and construction.

9-102 — Definitions.
A)

18
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(A)

(B)

(©)
(D)

(E)

Billboard. Any sign that consists of a single panel surface larger than 100 square feet in
size that is installed as an independent structure or is mounted on the side or top of a
building, and this sign along with its location is sold, rented, or leased to a user that is not
the property's business owner.

Digital te*t—anel—gltapmc—ﬂgn Any S|gn that can change its content by way of electronlc or
mechanlcal means—bt

nemere%hantwetlmesper_day Dlgltal texteandrg#aphteﬂgns |nclude but are not I|m|ted

to,-ean-be-in-the-form-of images projected onto a building, televisions, monitors, and other
screens.

Flag. A piece of cloth or similar material, shaped like a pennant, rectangle, or square,
attachable by one straight edge to a pole or rope or attached at the top and draped.

Flashing sign. Any sign consisting of, or illuminated by, flashing or intermittent lights or
other lights of changing degrees of intensity, brightness or color except for digital-textand

graphie-signs.
Freestanding sign. A sign that is supported by an independent structure and is not attached

toa bU|Id|nq or other structure. euppeﬁed—by—stmetueesepsuppem—nwepen—thegteend

sqdes—anel—ean—haw—messages—en—eaeh—sqde Freestandlnq 5|qns |nclude but are not I|m|ted

to, monument signs, minor freestanding signs, and pole signs.
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(F) Freestanding sign, monument: A freestanding sign without visible supporting posts or
poles under the sign face.

(H) Height The maximum vertical distance from the ground at the base of the sign—er—f—er

()] Illuminated sign. Any sign that is backlit, internally lighted, or lighted by direct external
lighting fixtures.

J) Internally illuminated panel sign. An illuminated sign with a light fixture inside a
rectangular box with a translucent sign face.

(K) Movrng or windblown srgn AnyLS|gn that has moving parts an%eiementor—parpeﬁwhieh
feather—srgns—A flag is not a moving er—mnndbiewnsrgn

(L)  Pole sign. Any-freestanding sign taHerthan-sixfeet that is mounted on one or more visible,
ground-mounted poles. A flag, as defined by 9-102(CN), en-an affixed to a pole is not a
pole sign.

(M) Portable srgn Any temporary, freestandlnq sign, including but not Irmlted to A- frame srqns

(N)  Roof sign. Any wall sign attached-erected-en-oraffixed to a building-erstrueture-which
extends, in whole or in part, above the roof line or the-eaves-orbottom-edge-ofthe-roof; or
is located on a penthouse. The term “roof sign” shall not include a wall sign which is
mounted on a parapet wall above the roof line and below the top of the parapet.

(O) Sign. An object, device, display structure, or part thereof, visible to and designed to
communrcate mformatlon to persons ina publrc area—trem—a—pubhc—piaee—a—pubhc—nght—
letters, frgures desrgns symbols flxtures Iogos colors, illumination, or projected i |mages
A srqn may have one or two faces and may have messages on each face. IheJtermelees

(P)  Sign face. The portion of a sign strueture which contains words, letters, figures, designs,
symbols, logos, or similar and any distinctive background, separate from the building or
structure to which it is attached, containing these elements.-bearing-the-message-.

(Q)  Sign area. The sum of the areas of the smallest rectangle around each individual word,

figure, design, symbol, logo, or similar and any distinctive background, separate from the
building, containing these elements. For freestanding signs, sign area shall not include the
base of the sign and shall only include the area of one sign face.

22



(S)
(M

(V)

V)

Sign area ratio. The ratio of the building wall’s width to the sign area.
Sign structure. Any structure supporting-erbearing-a sign face.

Wall sign. Any-sign attached to a building or painted on or against a flat vertical surface of
a structure.

Window sign. Any-sign visible frem-eutside-a-buHding-and-visible through any window or
door and attached to or within four feet in front of or behind the-surface-efa-window or
door.
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9-200 -Signs regulations_and limitations-by-zening-district.
9-201- Sign regulations.

Signs are permitted on any lot, in any zone, and in any required vard subject to all other applicable requirements of this Article.

(A) Sign requlations for a lot containing a single-unit, two-unit, townhouse, and multi-unit up to four unit use.

Sign type Maximum number of signs Maximum sign area Maximum height

Flags 3 16 square feet 25 feet
Freestanding, minor 2 1 square foot (each sign) 3 feet
Wall 2 1 square foot (each sign) No limit

On a lot with an active building permit or 5 feet

that is actively marketed for sale or rent £5quare Teet
Temporary | Signs posted for no more than 120 days No limit 6 feet (freestanding only)

with a 30 day interruption between 7 square feet (each sign)

postings

(B) Sign regulations for a lot containing a non-residential, multi-unit with more than four units, and mixed uses Freestanding monument and wall
signs may be illuminated subject to the limitations established by section 9-202.

Sign type Maximum number Maximum sign area Maximum height
Flags 3 24 square feet 35 feet ((:‘rrlcleestanqu

Lots 100 feet wide or less Not permitted

Lots more than 100 feet wide but less

Freestanding, 200 feet wide 1 32 square feet 6 feet
monument ——
Lots 200 feet wide and wider 2 40 square feet 6 feet
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Freestanding,
minor

Signs located 20 feet or less from any
front lot line

5 per 100 feet of lot width

4 square feet

Signs located more than 20 feet from
any front lot line

5 per 100 feet of lot width

8 square feet

Signs located on buildings 40 feet tall or
less

No limit

1:1.5 sign area ratio

) o No limit
Signs located on buildings taller than 40 o )
1:2 sign area ratio
feet
Portable 1 per business 8 square feet 4 feet
Cannot exceed more
s -
Window No limit than 20% of the glazing No limit
- - area of the window —_—
where it is installed
On a lot with an active building permit
or that is actively marketed for sale or 1 1:1 sign area ratio
rent
Temporary 6 feet (freestanding only)
Signs posted for no more than 120 days
with a 30 day interruption between No limit 1:1 sign area ratio

postings
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9-202 — Signs permitted with special use permit.

(A)Waiver of requirement by special use permit. A special use permit may be obtained

pursuant to section 11-500, which authorizes the provision of signage otherwise

not permitted by this Article IX, subject to the following:

(1) The special use permit_applicant shall demonstrate that the proposed
signage would correspond with the intent of this Article X and

(2) City council finds that:

i. The proposed signage has an exceptional design or approach that
cannot be accomplished within the existing requlations:

ii. The proposed signage will not have an adverse impact on the nearby
neighborhood; and

iii. The signs comply with the applicable standards for approval of a
special use permit set forth in section 11-504.

(B) Signs permitted with administrative special use permit. The following signs may be

allowed with administrative approval, subject to section 11-513:

(A) Any signs that exceed the maximum permitted number, height, or sign area;

(B) Temporary signs that are posted for more than 120 days without interruption; and

(C) Digital signs.

9-203 — Prohibited signs.

The following signs are prohibited:

(A)

Flashing signs;

(B)

Illuminated wall signs located higher than 35 feet above grade within historic

(€)

districts or facing the George Washington Memorial Parkway:

Internally illuminated panel signs;

(D)

Moving signs;

(E)

Pole signs that exceed six feet in height;

(F)

Roof signs;

(G)

Signs erected on public land; other than 1) those approved by the city manager or

(H)

his or _her designee in writing, 2) those where an ordinance authorizing such
encroachment has been enacted by city council those approved by the City under a
right-of-way agreement, 3) those authorized by law without such approval, or 4)
those permitted under Virginia Code 8§ 24.2-310E;

Signs that simulate traffic control signs or any other sign displayed by a public

(1)

authority. Any such sign is subject to immediate removal and disposal by an
authorized city official as a nuisance;

Any sign that causes a safety hazard for vehicular, bicycle, or pedestrian traffic due

to its location;

30



(J) Signs that emit sound, smoke, flame, scent, mist, aerosol, bubbles, liquid, or gas;
and

(K) Billboards.

9-204 — Sign limitations, removal, and maintenance requirements.

(A) Limitations for illuminated signs.

(1) Signs shall comply with the limitations established for lighting in City Code section
13-1-3 and

(2) Signs facing or located on a lot abutting a residential zone shall not be illuminated
between 10:30 p.m. and 6:30 a.m..

(B) Limitations for portable signs.

(1) Signs shall be located on the property of the sign owner, outside a minimum lateral
walkway clearance of five feet for pedestrian travel, within 15 feet of the front building
wall, and a minimum of 15 feet from any driveway or intersection; and

(2) Signs shall only be displayed during operating hours of the business.

(C) Removal and maintenance requirements.

(1) Whenever the use of a building or structure or real property is discontinued, all sign
faces pertaining to that use which were previously erected or displayed shall be
removed within 30 days of the discontinuance of the use.

(2) Irrespective of any continued use or any discontinuance in use of a building or structure,
a supporting standard or structure for a sign shall be removed if the standard or structure
is not occupied by a sign permitted by this ordinance for a continuous period of one

year.

(3) It shall be the responsibility of the owner of the building, structure, or real property to
accomplish the removal. If, after written notice to the owner from the director, such
signs or supporting standards or structures are not removed within ten days of the
notice, the director shall cause the removal and charge the cost to the owner.

(4) Any sign erected on public land is subject to immediate removal and disposal by any
authorized official. Removal of the sign under this provision does not preclude liability
of the person responsible for the sign.

(5) All signs shall be maintained at all times in a safe structural condition and in a neat and
clean condition and shall be kept free from defective or missing parts or peeling paint.

(6) The building official may find cause to have signs removed or repaired immediately
without written notice any sign which, in their opinion, has become insecure, in danger
of falling, or otherwise unsafe, and, as such, presents an immediate threat to the safety
of the public. If such action is necessary to render a sign safe, the cost of such
emergency removal or repair shall be at the expense of the owner or lessee thereof as
provided in the Uniform Statewide Building Code.

31



32



33



34



35



36



37



38



39



40



41



42



43



44



Sec. 9-400 — Administration and enforcement.

*k*x

9-402 — Nonconforming signs.

(A)  Nonconforming sSigns means any sign that existed prior to the effective date of any change
in the zoning requlations or restrictions but which thereafter, by reason of such change, is
not in_compliance W|th the zonmq requlatlons or restrlctlons then |n effect lawfuly—in

burden of establlshlng nonconformlng status of signs and of the phy5|cal
characteristics/location of such signs shall be that of the owner of the property. Upon notice
from the zoning administrator, a property owner shall submit verification that sign(s) were
lawfully existing at time of erection. Failure to provide such verification shall be cause for
order to remove sign(s) or bring sign(s) into compliance with the current ordinance.
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Nonconforming signs shall be permitted to continue indefinitely and shall be considered
legal uses and structures subject to the following:

(B)  No nonconforming sign shall be modified or relocated unless such modification or

relocatlon complles W|th this artlcle—eMaFged—nel;shaH—any—featwe—ef—a—neneen#e#mm

(©)

s+g# ether—t-hanﬂa—peleﬂgn If a nonconformlnq sign, other than a pole sign, is destroved
demolished, or otherwise removed, it may be reconstructed provided that there is no
increase in the degree of noncompliance which existed prior to such destruction,

demolition, or removal Noneconforming—stgns—shal—not—be—extended—or—structaraty

(D) A pole sign which exceeds six feet in height shall be removed if:

(1) The pole sign is destroyed, demolished, or otherwise removed or

(2) The cost to repair a damaged sign is more than 50% of the replacement value of
the sign.

(F) A nonconforming sign which is changed to becoming conforming or is replaced by a
conforming sign shall no longer be deemed nonconforming, and thereafter such sign shall
be in accordance with the provisions of this article.

*k*k

11-513 — Administrative special use permit.

*k*x

(W)  Specific standards for signs.

(1)  Allsigns and sign structures shall comply with the height regulations of the
zone in which they are located.

2 Signs must be located on a site that has one or more of the following:
(@) Alot size of 15,000 square feet or more;
(b) Three or more businesses;
(c) Frontage on more than one street; or
(d) Frontage exceeding 400 feet.
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For temporary signs only, the administrative special use permit shall expire
two years from the date of approval.

The wall sign area ratio, including temporary signs, shall not exceed 1:2.

The sign is not a prohibited sign pursuant to section 9-203.

The number of freestanding signs shall not exceed the maximum number
permitted by more than 50 percent. If fewer than two freestanding
monument signs are permitted pursuant to section 9-201, no more than one
additional freestanding monument sign shall be permitted with
administrative special use permit approval.

The freestanding sign shall not have a sign area or height of more than one-
third larger than the maximum sign area and taller than the height otherwise

permitted.
Digital signs shall comply with the following criteria:

(a) Signs shall comply with the illumination limitations in section 9-
204(A);

(b) Text, graphics, and images shall not be animated, move, or flash;

(c) Signs shall have an automatic photocell dimmer; and

(d) The changing of text or graphics shall occur no more than two times per
minute.
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