ACCESSORY SIGNS INFORMATION SHEET #1:
Assessment of Philadelphia’s Existing Accessory Sign Controls
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INTRODUCTION

Since September 2010, the Zoning Code Commission’s (ZCC’s) Sign Controls Working Group, comprised of
representatives from the ZCC, Department of Licenses & Inspections, Planning Commission, Art Commission, Historical
Commission, Commerce Department, and Streets Department, has met to evaluate the existing sign controls and to
develop a comprehensive framework for revising the sign controls. The Zoning Code Proposals submitted by the ZCC to
City Council in May 2011 carried over the sign controls from the current zoning code into a single chapter (14-900). The
ZCC expects to send an amendment with substantive changes to the sign chapter to City Council in 2012.

The working group decided to address accessory sign issues first, and non-accessory signs second. This document

presents an assessment of Philadelphia’s existing accessory sign controls. The key findings from this assessment inform
the working group’s development of recommendations to the ZCC for improving Philadelphia’s sign regulations.

KEY FINDINGS

The working group analyzed the existing accessory sign controls and found six major issues:

#1 Poor Organization

Is it a Wall Sign?
A Case of Conflicting
Definitions

Code users experience difficulty understanding the current sign regulations due in
large part to the code’s organization. The table of contents suggests that the sign
regulations are located in Chapter 14-1900 entitled “Signs.” Yet sign requirements
are scattered across a multitude of chapters and sections of the code. In some
instances, signs are regulated as a use for an individual district. In other cases,
individual district chapters list sign requirements in a stand alone subsection
separate from uses and dimensions. l

#2 Conflicting Definitions
This wall-mounted sign is

mounted on brackets that
extend 14 inches from the
building wall. Using the
following definitions, is it a
wall sign?

The current code lacks a comprehensive set of sign definitions. Instead, definitions
are in two separate code chapters. Chapter 14-100, entitled “General Provisions”
contains the definitions for the entire zoning code. Chapter 14-1900, entitled
“Signs”, contains definitions that apply to that chapter. Both chapters contain
definitions for “Sign”, “Projecting Sign”, “Wall Sign”, and “Temporary Sign” that
conflict with one another.

Chapter 14-100 states that
a wall sign does not “project
more than 12 inches from
the building or structure
wall.””

#3 Lack of Clarity Regarding the Types of Signs Permitted in a Zoning District

The current code lacks a consistent approach to referencing sign types. The code
generally organizes sign regulations by individual zoning district, with each district
using its own sign lexicon. For instance, some districts refer to “free-standing signs”

while others refer to “signs which are free-standing structures on the ground”.

The regulations are also ambiguous with regards to sign types, forcing the code user
to read between the lines. Basic sign terms such as “wall sign” and “projecting sign”
are defined in the definitions chapter of the code, but are not used in a single base
zoning district. Instead, each base district regulates the number, size, height, and
location of “permitted signs” without clarifying the permitted sign types. For
example, the RC-1 regulations state that signs for commercial uses “may be attached
flat against the wall of the building or marquee” leaving it open to interpretation
whether other signs are prohibited.
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Chapter 14-1900 states a
wall sign is “any flat sign
which is placed against a
building or other structure
and attached thereto in
such manner that only one
side is visible.”
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#4 Lack of Clarity Regarding Permitted Sign Characteristics . .
yes & & Window Signs
The current sign regulations devote much attention to whether a sign may be A Case of Missing
illuminated or animated, flash or revolve, and how far a sign may project over a Regulations

sidewalk, but there is no consistency in how the code refers to these sign
characteristics. One provision prohibits “flashing signs, signs with intermittent
illumination, or signs with mechanically or electronically changing messages.”
Another provision prohibits signs “illuminated by flashing, animated or intermittent
illumination.”

Frequently, the use of terms is internally inconsistent within a single district. As a
prime example, one provision of the C-4 and C-5 district regulations prohibits “signs
with flashing or intermittent illumination”, while another provision states that
“signs may be animated or illuminated”. Since the definitions section of the code
defines an “animated sign” as a sign with motion, flashing color changes, or
illumination not maintained at a constant intensity, it is unclear what kind of sign
illumination is permitted in the C-4 or C-5 district.

#5 Inconsistent Methods of Measuring Permitted Sign Area

Some districts measure allowable sign area based on lot frontage, others use
building frontage or storefront frontage, resulting in vastly different amounts of
permitted sign area across districts.

#6 Missing Regulations

The current code primarily addresses wall signs, projecting signs, and freestanding
signs. Controls for signs on windows, awnings, canopies, marquees, and roofs are
rare and the current code addresses digital electronic messaging signs in only one
overlay district. Furthermore, the code fails to cross-reference other locations of
sign regulations, such as the historic preservation code for signs on historic
properties or the street code for signs on sidewalks and over public rights-of-way.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The assessment of the existing accessory sign controls reveals that the fundamental
issue with the current code is the lack of a common method for regulating signs
throughout the entire city. Citizens, developers, and code administrators are unable to
speak the same “sign” language. Based on the key findings of this assessment, the
working group has developed three principles to guide the development of a new
framework for regulating accessory signs:

The zoning code’s sign chapter should:

1. Bewell-organized and easy to navigate.
2. Contain clear definitions for all sign types and characteristics.

3. Usedefined terms and methods of measurement consistently.
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REPLICAT

0 REPLICATIO

The current code does not
define “window signs”.
“Wall sign” is the best
logical fit for this sign, but
the wall sign definition
specifies that the sign
should bes attached to an
exterior wall of a
building. Does the code
consider this sign, affixed to
the interior side of a
window, a wall sign?

SNEAK PEAK:
ACCESSORY SIGNS
INFORMATION
SHEET #2

Stay tuned for information
sheet #2, which will
introduce the working
group’s recommendations
for improving the code’s
sign definitions.



