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MEMORANDUM 

          Agenda Item # 7 

TO: Metropolitan Planning Commission 

FROM: Mark Donaldson, Executive Director 

DATE: December 3, 2009 

SUBJECT: 12-A-09-OA 
 Consideration of proposed amendments to the City of Knoxville Zoning Ordinance at Article V, 

Section 10 (Sign Code) regarding the minimum required street frontage for the installation of a 
changeable price sign. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Request: 
At its October 20, 2009 meeting City Council requested MPC consider amendments of the City of Knoxville 
Zoning Ordinance at Article V, Section 10 (Sign Code) regarding the minimum required street frontage for the 
installation of a changeable price sign, which is considered an electronic message center (EMC) in the Zoning 
Ordinance. 
 
Background: 
Currently, changeable price signs are limited to parcels with a minimum of 250 feet of frontage on the street 
where the property is addressed.  City Council proposed to reduce the requirement to 100 feet of street 
frontage.  No other changeable price sign requirements are proposed for change.  Changeable price signs are 
often used by gas stations, hotels and motels. 
 
Changeable price signs are best described in the zoning ordinance at Article V, Section 10.G.5.m as follows:  
For the purposes of these regulations a changeable price sign is one that shows a product or service, such as 
fuel or hotel/motel room rates as an unchanging element of the 
sign and only the price is changeable. 
 
In addition to the current requirement of a minimum of 250 feet of frontage on the street where the property is 
addressed, a changeable price sign is subject to the following requirements: 

• The changeable price sign shall be integrated into a business ground sign or monument sign, or be 
placed on a canopy or wall; 

• Changeable price signs shall be limited to three (3) per sign structure; 
• The minimum area of each changeable price sign shall be six (6) square feet and maximum area shall 

be twenty-five (25) square feet per changeable price sign; 
• Each changeable price sign on a parcel shall be counted toward the total allowable signage allowed per 

parcel; 
• Changeable price signs are also subject to the requirements affecting legal EMCs, such as: 

o Elimination of any changeable letter reader board on the parcel; 
o Static hold time of 60 seconds per display; 
o Instantaneous transition between displays; 
o Brightness standards; and 
o Minimum text sizes. 

 
Analysis: 
The relationship between size and spacing of signs and static hold time of displays influences the aesthetic and 
safety considerations of EMCs.  The larger the sign, shorter the static display time or shorter the distance 
between signs, the more likely a series of signs can be perceived to be distracting.  Because changeable price 

 

Suite 403 
City – County Building 

400 Main Street 
Knoxville, Tennessee  37902 

Office: (865) 215-2500 
Fax: (865) 215-2068 



 - 2 - 

signs are smaller than otherwise allowed for EMCs and subject to a minimum static hold time of 60 seconds 
(but actually likely to change much less often), the spacing of changeable price signs is much less sensitive 
than for EMCs in general.  A minimum static hold time of 60 seconds assures that any passing motorist 
(regardless of travel speed or spacing between signs) will see a display change only once; and even at a 
reduced street frontage requirement, the transition of displays of changeable price signs on adjacent parcels is 
unlikely to become a distracting sequence of changing displays.  This would indicate that the 250 foot minimum 
street frontage requirement could be reduced. 
 
Reducing the minimum required street frontage for changeable price signs brings many more parcels into play.  
See Attachment A, which presents the number of parcels on selected corridors having office or commercial 
zoning within the City of Knoxville as of September 2008. 
 
A minimum required street frontage of 100 feet would allow the use of changeable price signs on 64% of the 
sample parcels, compared to 16% of sampled parcels with a minimum required frontage of 250 feet that are 
eligible for changeable price signs under the current ordinance, assuming no change to the street frontage of 
parcels existing in September 2008. 
 
The planning commission should view a requirement of 100 feet of street frontage as the smallest frontage to 
be considered, but could recommend a number between the City Council proposed 100 feet and the current 
requirement of 250 feet of street frontage. 
 

• Prior to an amendment in March, 2009 the minimum street frontage for EMCs was 200 feet. 
 

• A review of aerial photos and crude measurements of what appear to be gas stations along the 
Kingston Pike/Cumberland Avenue/Magnolia Avenue/Asheville Highway corridor from Pellissippi 
Parkway on the west to Brakebill Road on the east found that all gas stations appeared to have at least 
100 feet of frontage, only 3 appeared to have less than 150 feet and only 3 appeared to have more 
than 250 feet.  A majority of these tested parcels had from 150 feet to 200 feet of street frontage. 

 
Parcel street frontage for apparent gas stations 

Along Kingston Pike/Cumberland Avenue/Magnolia 
Avenue/Asheville Highway 

Street 
Frontage 

No. 
Parcels 

Pct. 
Parcels 

Less than 100’ 0 0 
100’ to 149’ 3 11 
150’ to 199’ 14 52 
200’ to 249’ 7 26 
250’ or more 3 11 

 
If this sample is an indicator of the situation throughout the City, a recommendation of a minimum street 
frontage of 100 feet seems to assure that all gas stations would become eligible to utilize an electronic 
changeable price sign. 
 
Allowing more changeable price signs would result in the elimination of more existing changeable letter reader 
boards, which could be viewed as improving the aesthetics of many corridors. 
 
Staff Recommendation: 
Staff recommends that the Planning Commission recommend to City Council that Article V, Section 10 (Sign 
Code) be amended to require a minimum of 100 feet of frontage on the street where the property is 
addressed.  See Attachment B. 
 
Attachments: 

• Attachment A.  Parcels by street frontage width. 
• Attachment B.  Proposed amendments to Article V, Section 10.E.2.a(4)(b) and Section 10.G.5.a.4.b. 
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12-A-09-OA     Attachment A 

 
 
 
 

Number of Parcels by Street Frontage on Select Corridors 
with Office and Commercial Zoning 

within the City of Knoxville as of Sept. 2008 
 

Corridor 100 ft or 
less 

>= 100’ 
< 150’ 

>=150’ 
< 200’ 

>=200’ 
< 250’ 

250’ 
or more 

TOTAL 
Parcels 

Broadway 163 75 54 25 40 357
Central 136 24 29 6 12 207
Chapman Hwy 37 47 34 32 32 182
Clinton Hwy 25 28 37 24 40 154
John Sevier Hwy 2 0 4 1 6 13
Kingston Pike 68 94 74 40 77 353
Magnolia / Asheville Hwy 158 72 40 31 37 338
Middlebrook Pike 12 9 12 3 18 54
Western ‘ Oak Ridge Hwy 44 27 27 20 33 151
TOTAL by FRONTAGE 645 376 311 182 295 1809
PERCENT OF ALL PARCELS 36% 21% 17% 10% 16% 100%
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12-A-09-OA     Attachment B 

 
 

Proposed amendment to the City of Knoxville Zoning Ordinance regarding 
minimum required frontage on a street for changeable price signs. 

 
 
Article V, Section 10.E.  Commercial Districts. 
 
2.a(4)(b) Changeable price signs shall be limited to parcels with a minimum of 250 

100 feet of frontage on the street where the property is addressed. 
 
 
 
 
Article V, Section 10.G.  Industrial Districts. 
 
5.a.4.b Changeable price signs shall be limited to parcels with a minimum of 250 

100 feet of frontage on the street where the property is addressed. 
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