
1 
 

 

ZONING BOARD OF APPEALS STAFF REPORT 
Meeting Date: Monday, March 23, 2026 Parcel 

Number: 
052-628-003-30 

Applicant/Owner: Memorial United Methodist 
Church 

Parcel Size: 3.3 Acres 

Property 
Address: 

1920 Lake Shore Dr  
Gladstone, MI 49837 

Prepared By: Patricia West  
Zoning Administrator 

 

 
 

Variance Request 

The applicant is requesting a variance to allow for a permanent L.E.D. digital message board sign to replace 

their existing sign. The height of the proposed sign is too tall to meet the definition of a ground sign, and too 

short to meet the definition of a freestanding sign. Their request requires relief from the four requirements of 

the Gladstone Zoning Ordinance, specifically within Division 5 – Signs. 

1. Section 30-603(e): No sign shall contain any moving or animated parts, nor have the appearance of 

having any moving or animated parts, except as provided within this division. 

2. Section 30-605(2): Any sign, including window signs, which have flashing, moving or oscillating lights, 

excluding time and temperature signs. 

3. Section 30-608(2)a.4: Height: Not more than five feet above grade for ground signs, or 25 feet for 

freestanding signs with a minimum of eight feet ground clearance to permit an unobstructed view for 

motorists and pedestrians. 

4. Section 30-608(2)a.5: Illumination: No illumination shall be allowed if the property is adjacent to a 

residential district. 
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Dimension Code Allowance Application 
Request 

Variance 
Request 

Free Standing Sign Height Ground 
Clearance 

Minimum of 8ft 5 ft 3 ft 

 

 

Property Information 

Current Land Use: Churches (Conditional Use) 

Zoning District: B-2 

Sec. 30-548. - B-2 district.  

(a) Scope and intent. This section applies to the B-2 district. The intent of the B-2 district is to 

establish and preserve general commercial areas within the city that are convenient and 

attractive for a wide range of retail uses and business, government and professional offices. The 

intent of this district is to encourage the concentration of commercial business to the mutual 

advantage of both the consumers and merchants and thereby promote the best use of land at 

certain strategic locations. 

(b) Permitted principal uses. Permitted principal uses within the B-2 district shall include retail 

establishments selling gifts, hardware, clothing, drugs, groceries, sporting goods, antiques, 

baked goods, arts and crafts, studios, beauty shops and barbershops, banks, restaurants, 

cocktail lounges, offices, clinics, personal service establishments, hotels, motels, funeral homes, 

theaters (except drive-in), and gas stations. Residential occupancy shall be permitted above the 

ground floor in the district. 

(c) Conditional uses. Conditional uses within the B-2 district shall include open-air business uses, 

such as sales and rental establishments for trailers, mobile homes, boats, farm equipment, 

automobile dealers for new or used cars, and the same conditional uses as permitted in the R-3 

district. 

(d) Prohibited uses. Prohibited uses within the B-2 district shall include junkyards. 

Adjacent Zoning District(s): The parcel is adjacent to an R-1 zoning district (see the yellow properties in the 

image below). The specific R-1 parcel adjacent to the 1920 Lake Shore Dr is the Armory.   
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Red Parcels:  

B-2 Zoning District 

 

Yellow Parcels:  

R-1 Zoning District 

Background 

July 2025: The Memorial United Methodist Church approached the Zoning Administrator regarding a new sign 

installation with plans for an LED digital message board to replace their existing sign. Upon initial discussions, 

they were notified that their existing proposal did not meet the criteria of the current Sign Ordinances.   

August 2025: The Planning Commission Meeting Minutes from August 5, 2025 reflect the following under 

“New Business”: 

4. Sign Ordinance Review 

West provided an overview of the limitations within the City of Gladstone’s current sign ordinance. She 

initiated a discussion on the possibility of revisiting the ordinance to better align with evolving trends in 

the sign industry, while still preserving the quaint character and visual appeal of the community. 

Although no formal motion was made, the Commission expressed collective support for West to pursue 

professional development opportunities aimed at gathering information and best practices for potential 

ordinance improvements. Chairperson Haulotte requested that the formation of a sign ordinance 

subcommittee be added to the agenda for the Planning Commission’s next meeting. 

Furthermore, the following was recorded under public comment in the same meeting: 

Denise Messina, representing the United Methodist Church of Gladstone, spoke in support of reviewing 

the City of Gladstone’s sign ordinance. 

September 2025: The Planning Commission Meeting Minutes from September 2, 2025 reflect the following 

under “New Business”: 

3. Establishment of Sign Ordinance Subcommittee 

Commission Chair, Haulotte, appointed Commission Leonard, Commissioner Hewitt, and 

Commissioner Kennedy to the sign ordinance subcommittee, with the expectation to participate in 

training and discussions on best practices, review potential updates to the ordinance, and establish a 

timeline for pursuing possible amendments. 
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October 2025: The sign subcommittee met on October 16, 2025 to discuss existing challenges, 

nonconformities, and training opportunities. 

January 2026:  

 Denise Messina formally requested the variance form on January 15, 2026. 

 The sign subcommittee met on January 27, 2026 to discuss the direction of focused amendments and 

identified the need for a community survey. 

February 2026: 

 Variance Request was received on February 11, 2026. 

 The Planning Commission conducted an online feedback survey regarding LED signs and digital 

message boards to collect community input and inform the development of proposed ordinance 

amendments. 

Applicable Ordinance Standards 

This variance request should be broken into two separate reviews: 

Allowance of an LED/Digital Message Board Height Variance 

1. Section 30-603(e): No sign shall contain any 
moving or animated parts, nor have the 
appearance of having any moving or animated 
parts, except as provided within this division. 
 

2. Section 30-605(2): Any sign, including window 
signs, which have flashing, moving or oscillating 
lights, excluding time and temperature signs. 

 
 

3. Section 30-608(2)a.5: Illumination: No 
illumination shall be allowed if the property is 
adjacent to a residential district. 

1. Section 30-608(2)a.4: Height: Not more than five 
feet above grade for ground signs, or 25 feet for 
freestanding signs with a minimum of eight feet 
ground clearance to permit an unobstructed view 
for motorists and pedestrians. 
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Variance Review Criteria 
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Does the request fit the definition of a dimensional variance? 

Dimensional Variance Definition Use Variance Definition 

These requests typically pertain to 
buildings and structures that cannot be 
constructed in the location required by the 
zoning ordinances or that other certain 
requirements of the ordinance cannot be 
met. To obtain a dimensional variance, the 
applicant must demonstrate that a 
practical difficulty exists on the property. 

A use variance permits a use of land that is otherwise not 
allowed in that district either as a permitted use or as a special 
land use.  

Sec. 30-512(2) states, “Under no circumstances shall the 
appeals board grant a variance to allow a use not permissible 
under the terms of this Code in the district involved, or any use 
expressly or by implication prohibited by the terms of this Code 
in said district.” 

Zoning Administrator Feedback: 
LED/Digital Message Board: The applicant is requesting approval for a sign type that is not permitted in the 
B-2 district when the property is adjacent to a residential district. The request does not involve relief from 
dimensional standards such as sign area, placement, or setback. Because the request seeks permission for 
a prohibited sign type rather than a deviation from dimensional requirements, staff interpret the request as a 
use variance. Under Section 30-512 of the zoning ordinance, the Zoning Board of Appeals may only grant 
dimensional variances and is not authorized to grant variances that allow uses not permitted by the ordinance. 
Therefore, staff find that this request does not meet the criteria for a variance review. 

Sign Height: Height deviations are common dimensional variance requests. 

 

Is the need for the requested variance due to unique circumstances or physical conditions of the 
property, not the applicant’s personal or economic difficulty? 

Applicant Statement: 

 
Zoning Administrator Feedback: 
The application materials do not describe any unique physical characteristics of the property that would 
necessitate the requested variances. 
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Is the need for the requested variance the result of actions of the property owner or previous 
property owners (self-created)? 

Applicant Statement: 

 
Zoning Administrator Feedback: 
The application materials do not indicate that the need for the variance is the result of circumstances beyond 
the control of the property owner. The request appears to be related to the desired installation of a digital 
message sign and height adjustment, rather than a condition created by the property itself. 
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Would strict compliance with regulations governing area, setback, frontage, height, bulk, density or 
other dimensional requirements unreasonably prevent the property owner from using the property 
for the permitted purpose, or render conformity with those regulations unnecessarily burdensome? 

Applicant Statement: 

 
Zoning Administrator Feedback: 
Strict compliance with the existing regulations would not prevent the property owner from using the property 
for the permitted conditional use of church services.  
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Is the requested variance the minimum variance necessary to do substantial justice to the applicant 
as well as the other property owners in the district? 

Applicant Statement: 

 
Zoning Administrator Feedback: 
The subject property is located adjacent to a residential district, where the zoning ordinance places limitations 
on illuminated and digital signs to minimize potential impacts on nearby residential properties. The applicant 
states that the proposed LED sign will incorporate controlled brightness settings, timed message transitions, 
and will not include flashing or rapidly oscillating effects. These measures appear intended to reduce potential 
impacts associated with digital display signage. However, the property currently contains a sign that staff 
understand to be a legal nonconforming internally illuminated message board, and the zoning ordinance limits 
the alteration, expansion, enlargement, or extension of nonconforming signs. The ZBA may wish to consider 
whether the proposed modification to a digital display format could introduce new visual characteristics or 
impacts on adjacent residential properties. 
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Will the requested variance cause an adverse impact on surrounding property, property values, or 
the use and enjoyment of property in the neighborhood or district? 

Applicant Statement: 

 
Zoning Administrator Feedback: 
The subject property is located adjacent to a residential district, where the zoning ordinance places limitations 
on illuminated and digital signs to reduce potential impacts on nearby residential properties. The applicant 
indicates that the proposed LED sign will include controlled brightness settings, timed message transitions, 
and will not incorporate flashing or rapidly oscillating effects. These features appear intended to mitigate 
potential visual impacts associated with digital display signage. However, the ZBA may wish to consider the 
long-term compatibility of a digital display sign adjacent to residential uses, including whether operational 
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conditions such as brightness and message transitions could be reasonably monitored and maintained over 
time to avoid adverse impacts on nearby properties. 

With respect to the requested height variance, industry guidance from organizations such as the United States 
Sign Council (USSC) Foundation suggests that freestanding signs are often designed with a minimum 
clearance of approximately seven feet between the ground and the bottom of the sign panel to support visibility, 
safety, and aesthetics. Sign height and clearance can also influence visibility for motorists and the ability to 
maintain clear sightlines near roadways and driveways. The ZBA may wish to consider whether the proposed 
sign height could affect sightlines or visibility for drivers, pedestrians, or adjacent properties, and whether the 
requested modification remains consistent with the intent of the city’s sign regulations. 

 

Conclusion 

Applicant Summary: 
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Zoning Administrator Summary: 

Based on the information provided in the application materials and staff’s review of the variance standards 

outlined in Section 30-512 of the zoning ordinance, staff did not identify evidence demonstrating that the request 

is necessitated by unique physical conditions of the property or that strict compliance with the ordinance would 

prevent the property from being used for its permitted conditional use of church services. The request primarily 

relates to the installation of a digital sign type rather than relief from dimensional requirements. The Planning 

Commission has recently appointed a subcommittee to review the existing sign ordinance and evaluate whether 

updates may be appropriate to address evolving signage technologies and community standards. As such, the 

ZBA may wish to consider whether the requested relief is best addressed through the variance process or 

through potential future amendments to the sign ordinance. 


