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Today’s Discussion

• Last Meeting (March 12)

• Parking 

• Today (May 14)

• Present draft Sign Code and review key policy questions or 
changes with the Plan Commission
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Code Organization 

Proposed Reorganization of the Zoning Code
• Article 1: Introduction 

• Article 2: Establishment of Zoning Districts

• Article 3: Land Use Regulations

• Article 4: Bulk Regulations

• Article 5: Nonconforming Situations

• Article 6: Performance Standards

• Article 7: Exterior Building Design Standards

• Article 8: Landscaping Requirements

• Article 9: Signage

• Article 10: Administration and Procedures

• Article 11: Definitions

Part 2
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Article 9 Signage

Goals of New Sign Code

• Become compliant with federal law (content-neutral)

• Change sign names to “yard”, “arm and post”, etc. from “political”, “for sale”

• Reduce ambiguity with clearer standards by sign type and zoning district

• Consolidate similar and redundant sign types

• Modernize sign types available (many very large sign allowances in current code)

• Create summary tables of standards

• 4 new tables are the new Sign Code 
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Draft Overview 

1. Reed v Gilbert

2. Organization

3. User-Friendly Tables & Graphics

4. Policy Questions 
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Reed v. Gilbert –Cannot Regulate Content

• U.S. Supreme Court June 2015
• Supreme Court case involving freedom of speech
• Can’t define or regulate a sign based on its content, 

message, or speaker (e.g., real estate sign)
• Most sign codes in the country are affected, temporary 

sign categories in particular
• Columbus's new draft is content-neutral 

If you must read the 
sign to know how to 

read it, it’s not content-
neutral 
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Reed v. Gilbert –What can be regulated?

Example in Practice: Yard Signs
• Take the place of “content-based” 

categories: real estate signs, garage 
sale signs, political signs, etc. 

Cannot regulate content but we can 
regulate time, manner, and place

(1) Time = duration
(2) Manner = materials, height, etc.

(3) Place = setbacks, zoning districts, etc.
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New Groups, Categories, and Types  

Sign Group Sign Categories Sign Types Example

Permanent 
Business 
Signs

• Freestanding
• On-Building
• Pedestrian
• Changeable 

Copy

Monument, Dual Post, Pylon
Wall, Awning, Canopy, Marquee, Projecting
Suspended
Menu Board, Sandwich, Bulletin, Drive-Thru

Other 
Business 
Signs 
(Temporary)

• Window
• Board/Banner
• Flag/Feather
• Development

Window
Board, Banner
Flag, Feather
Active Building, Active Plat

Misc. Signs • Site Guidance
• Placemaking
• Yard

On-Building Locational, Interior Site 
Navigation
Metal Plaque, Permanent Gateway, 
Community, Community Interior-Oriented
Stake, Frame, Arm and Post
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Other Sign Code Elements

Sign Definitions
• Coupled with graphics and tables = less 

interpretations

Unique Situations
• Electronic message signs and fuel price signs

Sign Measurements 

Approvals and Permits
• Staff review and approvals = reduced application 

time

Prohibited Signs
• Off-premise, abandoned, animated/flashing, 

inflatable, pylon, roof, portable, vehicle, ROW

Maintenance

Nonconforming

Violations
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Overarching Changes

Consolidated Sign Types

• Personal Message, Home Improvement, Real Estate, Temporary Open House, 
Sold, Election, Yard Sale= Yard Signs 

Retained Requirements That Work

• Maximum size, location, number per site/building, etc.

Increased User-Friendliness

• Tables, diagrams, examples

Less Interpretations/Ambiguity

• Definitions, metrics-based standards, signs in ROW and off-premise prohibited

Expedited Approval Time

• Staff approval for most sign types
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Freestanding Signs 

Existing:

• Permits monument, dual post, 
and pylon signs (retained in 
draft) 

• Allows 1 sign per street frontage 
+ CUP for additional signs 

• Setback guidance varies 

• Conflicting standards for size 
(lot size vs. frontage; 120 sf vs. 
500 sf max)

Should we…?
• Keep the proposed approach
• Remove proposed approach
• Modify the approach 

Proposed: 

• Quantity: Limit to 1 sign per street 
frontage (eliminate CUPs)

• Setback: Require setback equal to 
sign height (safety + simplicity)

• Size Standard:

• 1 sq. ft. of sign area per 1 
linear ft. of street frontage

• Eliminate 
exceptions/bonuses

• Reduce maximum size limits
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Downtown Signage

Existing:

• Overlay district 

• Oversized signs (out of 
scale) 

• Wall: 500 sf / 25’ 

• Projecting: 100 sf 

• Ground: 150 sf / 20’ 

• Roof signs permitted

Should we…?
• Keep the proposed approach
• Remove proposed approach
• Modify the approach 

Proposed : 

• Replace overlay with DMU 
standards

• Context-sensitive sizing

• Wall: 1 sf / ft frontage

• Projecting: 30 sf

• Ground: 60 sf / 6–8’

• Roof: Prohibited
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Highway Interchange Overlay

Existing:

• Overlay allows larger signs

• Max size: up to 1,200 sf

• Max height: 35’ (roadway 
or grade)

• 500’ separation from 
residential (unless 
screened)

Should we…?
• Keep the proposed approach
• Remove proposed approach
• Modify the approach 

Proposed : 

• Option to retain parcel 
based overlay or change to 
linear distance from 
highway (i.e. 1,500 from 
centerline of 151)

• Reduce max size: 500 sf

• Measure height from site 
grade (consistent standard)

• Evaluate need for 500’ 
separation requirement
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Separation / Buffer Requirements 

Separate Distance: “No commercial signs may be located 
within 75’ of a residential zoning district, unless the sign is 
fully screened from the residential property.” 

• This is a unique provision to Columbus

•  It’s not currently within the draft because we are proposing to reduce 
many of the maximum sign standards and thus make signs less 
intrusive on neighboring properties. 

Should we…?
• Keep the proposed approach
• Remove proposed approach
• Modify the approach 
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Electronic Message Signs

Should we…?
• Keep the proposed approach
• Remove proposed approach
• Modify the approach 

Proposed: 

• Permitted

• Nonresidential uses only 

• Max 1 per site 

• Allowed as part of: 

• Freestanding 

• Drive-Thru 

• Community signs 

• Key Standards

• Max 50% of total sign area 

• Not visible within 100 ft of residential 
districts 

• Counts toward total sign area 

• Display Requirements
• Change frequency: 

every 3–10 seconds 
• No animation (instant 

transitions only) 
• Auto-adjust brightness 

(ambient light) 
• Other

• Must meet lighting 
standards 

• Must remain fully legible
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Yard Signs 

Should off-premise signs 
be prohibited entirely?

 

Or 

Only permit off-premise yard signs 
(as opposed to off-premise 
freestanding signs like billboards or 
pylons) to account for things like 
community events and small 
businesses? 
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Discussion

Based on your review of the Draft Sign Ordinance, is there 
anything else you’d like to discuss?

Next Steps

Future Plan Commission Working Meetings: 

• Zoning Map

• Part 2 Continued
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