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Betty Jo Mahan <bettyjo.mahan@knoxmpc.org>

[MPC Comment] Sign Ordinance
1 message

Danny Kirby <dkirby@5881000.com> Tue, Nov 11, 2014 at 12:22 PM
Reply-To: dkirby@5881000.com
To: "commission@knoxmpc.org" <commission@knoxmpc.org>

Commissioners, 

I would like you to consider these general and specific comments to the proposed Sign Ordinance. I 
believe that MPC needs to take more time to thoroughly vet what has been placed before them by MPC 
staff, to ensure that what is recommended to City Council is 1) representative of what the Sign Task Force 
discussed and approved;  and 2) is in best interest of the community as a whole, including the most 
important people that it effects, which are the business owners.

GENERAL COMMENTS

- There seems to be some confusion about what the Sign Task Force actually took action on, as it 
relates to sending a Draft Ordinance to MPC. It’s my understanding that the only item ever receiving a 
majority approval vote was the sign heights of 30’, and that no other section of the Ordinance, whether 
individually or as a whole, was ever voted on or approved by the Task Force. 

- If the purpose of the Ordinance is to “avoid visual clutter” as stated, then perhaps the City should try 
enforcing the current regulations first, as a majority of the “clutter” is created by illegal signs, flags, and 
banners (See attached Picture 1). 

- If the purpose of the Ordinance is to “avoid visual clutter”, what is the City doing to improve the clutter 
created by KUB, TDOT, TVA and other public and quasi-public entities (see attached Picture 2)?  In both of 
these pictures, the least offensive clutter in the pictures are the legal signs…the legal signs are not what’s 
doing the “visual harm”. 

- If the goal is to beautify Knoxville, then we need a comprehensive plan to address all of the problems 
and not just business signs. Why are we only addressing signs? Because the City has no control over the 
other offenders…not KUB, not TDOT, not TVA. So with no recourse over those other violators, the City has 
chosen to punish the local business community...in the name of beautifying the City. This is an unfair 
means for trying to achieve the goals the City, on the backs of those providing jobs and a substantial 
amount of the tax base. It is a myth that reducing signage will beautify the City…signs are only a very small 
part of the problem. 
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- Has anyone studied what the economic impact will be on the business community? We are still in a 
struggling economic environment, and the timing of this increased regulation is suspect. Is now really the 
time to be adopting new regulations that could possibly harm businesses? How sure are we about this?

- A document from the January 2013 meeting of the Task Force identified “Three Big Policy 
Directions” (see attached document)…Shrink Signage, Creative Incentives to Use Master Sign Plans, and 
Create Incentives to Use Monument Signs. This Ordinance only addresses one of them…Shrink Signage! 
Why? The other two have been completely ignored, not by the Task Force, but by MPC Staff. There was 
incentive language discussed by the Task Force for Master Sign Plans and Monument Signs. But, if you 
will see the last page of the e-mail from Joyce Feld dated September 9, 2014, that was attached to the on-
line Agenda Package, you will see that she gave the direction that “Items in pink should be removed, 
whether new or old!”…and so they were. So I ask you, who is driving this boat? In a separate e-mail sent 
by Mrs. Feld, she refers to an article titled “The Secrets of Successful Communities”, and in that article, the 
number 3 “secret” is to “Use Education and Incentives, Not Just Regulation”. Again, this Ordinance has NO 
incentives…why?

- As mentioned previously, the only item that received a majority vote by the Sign Task Force was the 
height of detached signs of 30’. MPC’s version of the Sign Ordinance includes that language as approved. 
However, an Exhibit J attached to the Agenda Package shows an alternate table of sign heights and sizes, 
and Mark Donaldson admitted that Staff was recommending that the  alternate language be used instead 
of what the Task Force approved. Why was it not put in the body of the MPC version and instead put as an 
attachment? And why is MPC taking it upon itself to recommend alternatives to the one thing the Task 
Force agreed on?

- It’s pretty clear by the attached e-mails from Joyce Feld, Mellissa McAdams, and Carlene Malone, that 
this Ordinance has continued to be “worked on” outside of a public forum, and that the supposed Task 
Force version you have before you may or may not resemble what was discussed during the two years the 
Task Force met.

SPECIFIC COMMENTS

C. DEFINITIONS

- Sight Triangles are not necessary, as that is regulated by other sections of the Zoning Ordinance

- Abandoned Signs – One year is not enough time. Some large stores take two to three years to 
negotiate with a tenant.

D. PROHIBITED SIGNS

- #6 & #7 will never be enforced, and if they were going to be, what would be the cost to the City to do 
so?

- #11 is too restrictive…not all businesses are in rough parts of town that require the public to be able to 
see into their store to feel safe.

E. SIGNS EXEMPT FROM THESE REGULATIONS
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- #11 - Signs carried by a person. So we are going to reduce signs to improve the aesthetics of our City, 
but we’re going to allow people to stand on every corner holding an advertising sign. I understand the City 
is concerned about violating free speech rights, but it’s pretty clear they can regulate free speech on 
private property as evidenced by this Ordinance, so why can’t they regulate free speech on public 
property…this makes no sense.

G. CRITERIA FOR MEASUREMENTS

- #1(c) is confusing…a two-sided sign “shall be considered as one (1) sign”…so does a two-sided sign 
only get the area of one sign, or does each side get the area of one sign…needs to be clarified.

- #4 Primary Building Elevation still rewards the lot with the most street frontage, so that two one-level 
5,000 sf buildings would be allowed different amounts of signage because the one that has more street 
frontage can have its longest side along the road, while the other with may not have as much frontage and 
have its shortest side facing the road. Same size building, but different amounts of signage allowed…
makes no sense.

H. GENERAL SIGN STANDARDS AND REQUIREMENTS

- #5 Landscaping requirements – While it may be a good idea in theory, these areas tend to look bad 
after a while, and we know the City is not going to enforce maintenance of the landscaping. The 
requirement for a “reserve” area is a bit much.

- #6 – Needs to be clarified to include paint as a sufficient “covering”…merely stating the “supporting 
structure (of) a part of a detached sign shall be covered with material complementary to the construction of 
the principal building or structure on the parcel or lot” can be interpreted to mean that poles or structures 
would have to have a brick covering around it. I believe that to be the intent of this language and that could 
be very expensive on a business owner.

I. STANDARDS FOR SPECIFIC TYPES OF SIGNS

- #6(a)(3) Need to list zones where EMC’s are allowed

- #6(g) There is no evidence that a hold time of 60 seconds is any safer than a hold time of 30 or even 
15 seconds. The City is exempt from this requirement as its EMC at the Convention Center changes more 
frequently than every 60 seconds. If it’s okay for the City, it should be okay for everyone.

J. MASTER SIGN PLANS (See above regarding incentives)

- Part of the requirement of the Master Sign Plan is to submit Covenants & Restrictions so that the City 
can see the intention by the Developer to regulate signage within the restrictions. In exchange for this 
voluntary restriction, the Developer gets no additional signage. On a 50 acre development cut into 50 
outparcels, a Developer could potentially eliminate 10,000 sf of signage within the development and get 
nothing in return. This makes no sense.

- Under the proposed Ordinance the Development Directory Sign has to be the same size as any other 
sign for the zoning district it is in…i.e., 30’ and 195 sf. Under the current rules, a Development Directory 
sign can be as large as 400 sf…this is over a 50% reduction in a sign that is supposed to be used to entice 
developers. This is just wrong. The height and size of a Development Directory Sign should be directly 
related to the amount of signage being reduced or eliminated…i.e, as a percentage of the total reduced or 
eliminated.   
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- #4(b) – The Development Directory sign should not count against the allowable signage on the lot, if it 
is on a lot with a business…there should maybe be some spacing requirement, or limit to a monument 
sign, but not completely count against the detached allotment for the business. 

L. SIGNS PERMITTE DBY SPECIFIC ZONE DISTRICT

- #6(e)(2) – Staff took the liberty to again over-ride the Task Force and lower signs along Scenic 
Highways to 10’ tall and 100 square feet, despite the vote by the Task Force to lower it from 35’ to 30’.

O. ABANDONED SIGNS

- New signs should receive a longer exemption from this rule, as they would be constructed under the 
new approved rules, and therefore would not be considered as unsightly as perhaps some of the “non-
conforming” sign structures.

- One year is still not long enough to re-tenant a large building. Negotiations take several years and the 
sign removal just adds a burden on the property owner in those negotiations, as someone will be tasked 
financially to construct a new one. An empty building is enough of a burden for a property owner, but 
adding another  $10,000-$15,000 burden is unreasonable.

Q. ADMINISTRATION

- #1(b) It should not be required for a General Contractor licensed by the State of Tennessee to have to 
obtain a City of Knoxville business license in order to pull a permit for a sign…that’s just a money grab. 

I’ll be glad to discuss any of these items at your convenience. I will reiterate,  that I believe MPC should 
postpone this agenda item for at least 60 days until the Commissioners are at least somewhat 
knowledgeable and comfortable with what’s being presented. 

Thank you,

Danny Kirby

Turley & Co.

P.O. Box 10226

Knoxville, TN 37939

-- 
___________________________________________________
This message was directed to commission@knoxmpc.org

3 attachments
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