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January 27, 2011

City Council Chambers

On Thursday, January 27, 2011, at 7:00 p.m., a regular meeting of the Plan Commission was called to order.  Roll Call.  Present:  Chair John Stauter, Tom Jensen, Mike Gill, Eric Larson, Mike Mellott, Margo Myers and Steve Munson.  Absent:  None.

Also present were City Planner Dustin Wolff, City Attorney Ron Coplan, Building and Zoning Services Coordinator Mike Wolber, and City Clerk Marie Rombouts.

Margo Myers made a motion to approve the minutes from December 16, 2010 with corrected roll call; seconded by Steve Munson.  Voting:  Ayes – All.  Nayes – None.  Motion carried.

Mike Wolber reported the City Council directed the Mayor to send a letter of no objection to the County for rezoning of additional property from A-1 (Agricultural) to I-1 (Industrial) for Wahl Clipper.  The letter has been sent.

Tom Jensen made a motion to table the petition from C.U.S.D. #5 for directional signage on public right-of-way; seconded by Steve Munson.  Voting:  Ayes – All.  

Nayes – None.  Motion carried.

Chair Stauter opened a public at 7:02 p.m. for the proposed sign code revision.  Chair Stauter asked Planner Dustin Wolff to summarize the revisions.  

Planner Wolff explained that discussion of the sign code began at the staff level in 2009 and was brought to the Plan Commission in early 2010.  This is a culmination of nine months of work with the Commissioners and attendees.

Planner Wolff and City staff met with various members of the business community in three separate focus group forums on November 19, 2009.  The three forums included owners or managers of downtown businesses, North Locust Street businesses, and East Lincolnway businesses.  Commissioners also performed a visual preference survey and a photologue exercise to review signs that they liked in the community, as well as in other communities.  The Plan Commission has met monthly and even scheduled an occasional work session to discuss provisions of the proposed ordinance. Prior to making a recommendation to the City Council, the Plan Commission  is now conducting a public hearing for input.

The proposed sign code has an expanded definitions section.  It includes new definitions as well as a more clear definitions of some existing terms, such as redefining the Central Business District and better distinguishing between signs types like ground, monument, and pole/pylon.  Lighting levels have been defined and graphics have been included.  The code should be easier to interpret.

The general sign requirements have more specific illumination requirements; clearer exemptions for memorial signs, flags, and murals; better definitions on sign placement to avoid safety issues; new language for directional signage; and a prohibition of off-premise signs, such as billboards.  

Revised requirements reduce the maximum freestanding sign height, eliminate pole type pylon (lollipop) signs, reduce the size of freestanding signs, and reduce the maximum signage allowed on buildings. The proposed code will also provide for set-back requirements to allow taller free standing signs.

The proposed code clearly outlines the types of permitted signs in residential districts and how long residential temporary signs may be posted.

Regulations for the Central Business District (CBD) specifies compliance with the City’s design guidelines, allows A-frame or sandwich board signs, prohibits new box-type signs, and prohibits electronic message signs and certain neon signs.  

The current sign codes does not take into account allowances for new technology.  The proposed code limits the size on changeable copy and electronic message boards to a percentage of the total sign area of the primary identification sign, the number of signs on a parcel, specifies minimum letter size and display duration to ensure readability, and specifies the maximum brightness in relation to surroundings.

New regulations are proposed for shopping centers.  The primary identification sign that indicates the name of the shopping center does not count against the total sign area.  Supermarkets are also allowed a separate sign.

The proposed code clarifies the regulations for temporary signs, including the duration that they may be present, permit requirements, and fees.  

Proposed language more clearly states that all signs must be in good condition and appearance. It includes provisions that provides the City better enforcement action if signs are not well maintained.  

Current signs that become nonconforming may remain generally. Changes that may require the sign to meet the new regulations include modifications affecting size, or if the premises to which the sign is intended to identify becomes vacant. Removal of nonconforming signs and support structures will be required within 30 days upon closure of a business. Modest alterations are permitted as is general sign maintenance.

Chair Stauter asked Mike Wolber for staff comments.  Mike Wolber read a letter from Sterling Federal Bank opposing the expansion of the Central Business District.  The letter stated that inclusion of the bank into the CBD will prohibit them from installing an electronic message center, thus restricting their efforts to keep pace with their competition.

Chair Stauter opened the hearing to members of the audience.  He asked that they state their name with their concerns.

Rod Kleckler owns and operates Car Skaden Brake Service.  He believes the new code has drastic changes that are too restrictive for small businesses.  He feels a reduction in the height of signs will make it difficult for customers to see.  He does not want to see billboards eliminated.  Billboards can be tastefully placed and maintained.  Billboards are used to get community messages out to the public.  He believes the removal of a sign after a business closes poses as an additional expense for doing business in Sterling.

Jackie Payne of Bushel Basket Candle Company is concerned for small business owners.  This sign code can threaten their business.  Small businesses provide something to the community and signage is their most affordable advertising.

Karen Ogden, Sterling Main Street Director, expressed concern over the types of signage that will not be permitted in the downtown, such as holiday lights, fluttering, swinging or rotating signs.  Ogden asked why beacons are prohibited.  They help build excitement.  She asked questions about plans for window signage and the size of lettering on awnings.  Ogden did like the acceptance of A-frame signs but felt neon signs could be used to help define a period that a building was constructed in the downtown.  

Tim McNinch is a new owner of a downtown business, Air Play Sports.  He has signs planned and is concerned that they will not comply with the proposed code.  He recently found out about the code update and was disturbed that he did not know about it sooner.  

Karen Ogden pointed out that page 13 refers to event signs that can be in place for 3 weeks and on page 25 it refers to 30 days.  She wondered which is correct.

Jackie Payne asked if her neon “OPEN” sign could be moved to a new location.

Rod Kleckler stated that he was not informed of previous meetings, either.

Tim McNinch expressed concern about the contrast in lighting from day to night.  

Larry McCormick was concerned that if a tenant changes how long he would have to replace the sign.  He was not aware of previous meetings.  McCormick also feels that billboards are good advertising.

Mike Wolber answered several concerns:

· Christmas lighting is addressed in the existing code and no one has been asked to remove lights

· A neon “OPEN” sign is allowed if less than 2.5 square feet

· November 19, 2009 was when focus group meetings were held for the three business district areas

Dustin Wolff responded to several other concerns: 

· Signs must be removed when a business closes

· Replace signs when changing occupancies

· Beacons and spotlights are prohibited in the present code

· Flags are not fluttering signs and these were addressed primarily for car dealerships

· Neon signs are good and bad, they become dated

· Window signs are addressed to determine how much is covered.  Windows in a downtown business provide connectivity to pedestrians and should not be totally covered.

· It is very rare for a building to block a sign.  

· Signs along the road are not hidden.

Mike Wolber clarified a few more points:

· That light dimming requirement refers to electronic message boards. This capability is a feature of many such signs and is included with the sign software.

· Light spilling over onto surrounding properties from a sign is regulated by the lighting ordinance

· If a tenant moves out from a property, the sign can be removed by replacing the name with a blank panel until re-rented if the property is vacant more than 30 days and is a complying sign. 

Planner Wolff explained that the 8” lettering on an awning refers to the portion of the awning that is perpendicular to the ground.

Mike Wolber explained billboards can advertise anything; they are considered off-premise advertising.

Steve Munson asked if the definition of the Central Business District (CBD) is referenced in other parts of the City code.  Mike Wolber acknowledged that the CBD is referenced in the off-street parking section of the City code, as well.  The CBD does not require off-street parking and reduces that obligation of a business.  

Alderman Elston thanked the Plan Commission for their work on this thankless job and listening to everyone’s concerns.  

Chair Stauter thanked Mark Knie, Karen Reynolds, Barry Cox, and Rick Turnroth for the time they have spent attending these meetings and working with the Plan Commission.  

Chair Stauter closed the public hearing at 8:20 p.m.  
Margo Myers made a motion to table the sign code to the next Plan Commission meeting on February 17, 2011 to consider suggestions and complete revisions; seconded by Mike Gill.  Voting:  Ayes – All.  Nayes – None.  Motion carried.
With no further business to discuss, the meeting adjourned at 8:21 p.m.  
Marie Rombouts

City Clerk
