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[Mayor Antonio Villaraigosa/City Council/Planning Commission]

City of Los Angeles

200 N. Spring St.

Los Angeles, CA 90012

RE: OPPOSITION TO PROPOSED SIGN ORDINANCE REVISIONS

Honorable Members of the [City Council/Planning Commission]:

We wish to voice our strong objection to the proposed revisions to the City’s sign ordinance, now pending before the Planning Commission (scheduled hearing date February 19).

The proposal is ill-conceived and will do more harm than good. Moreover, no input was sought from the sign industry or its customers – the very businesses and merchants who are directly but adversely affected. 
The proposal unreasonably seeks to eliminate the longstanding, historical distinction between on-premise and off-premise signs (i.e., business identification signage v. billboards). Instead, it establishes for all parcels a minimal, fixed allowable square footage based on street frontage. As a result, every parcel in Los Angeles could potentially have billboards, as well as on-premise identification signage. This will result in a proliferation of signage and an enforcement nightmare – the exact problem the City is trying to resolve.

The proposal also unjustifiably seeks to ban digital electronic signage. This includes not only digital billboards, but all types of commonly accepted electronic message centers, such as time and temperature displays and pricing signs. To the best of our knowledge, the digital billboards currently in place in the City of Los Angeles were all constructed in compliance with existing law. None of them are illegal. The fact that they are unpopular with some citizen groups does not make them bad. 

DIGITAL SIGNS DO NOT ADVERSELY AFFECT TRAFFIC SAFETY

There is a tremendous demand for digital technology from the business and advertising communities. Contrary to the false and undocumented claims of those who speak in favor of a ban on digital technology, the studies and surveys of which we are aware clearly establish the fact that digital signs are no more distracting than street signs. To our knowledge, no traffic accidents have been caused by digital sign distraction. To the contrary, a recent study of driver attentiveness conducted by the Virginia Tech Transportation Institute concludes roadside signage does not measurably affect driver performance.

Furthermore, the Planning Staff’s desire to eliminate digital signs disregards the on-site needs of the thousands of small businesses who now and in the future will benefit from their use. Staff has apparently proposed a total ban in order to avoid constitutional issues. In this regard, the City should review the excellent article, “Professional Responsibility in Municipal Sign Code Writing” (http://www.signs.org/Portals/0/docs/signline/signline_42.pdf).
THE PROPOSED HEIGHT AND SIZE RESTRICTIONS LACK SCIENTIFIC SUPPORT

Additionally, the proposed restrictions on height and size fail to account for legibility, conspicuity, setback and traffic speed, and, further, are apparently not based upon any scientific or empirical traffic safety and wayfinding data. There are numerous studies, including the Manual on Uniform Traffic Control Devices, the USSC Best Practice Standards for Commercial On-Premise Signs (adopted by the American Planning Association), and The Signage Sourcebook (published jointly by the Small Business Administration and the International Sign Association) which establish the appropriate standards. 

With respect to illegal on-site signs, the City has actually encouraged this activity through a lack of enforcement over the years. Most of the “sign clutter” in LA stems from illegal signs. The City would profit greatly, financially and otherwise by implementing a program compelling the removal of illegal signs. We believe there are literally thousands of them. There are many sign companies that have never put up a sign without a valid permit. And yet, we become the victims. The new ordinance, as proposed, will undoubtedly only encourage more illegal sign activity.

In sum, we believe City staff has failed to fairly examine the consequences of the proposed ordinance. While the proliferation of illegal signs of all kinds is a problem, the adverse impact on jobs and business if this ordinance passes will be profound. The City should instead consider regulations that address appropriate concerns without eliminating property rights. Our company and other responsible companies would support such an approach.

UNFAIR BURDEN ON BUSINESS

The challenges facing business today seem especially unjust. Small businesses have shouldered more than their share to sustain our economy and keep people employed, without any bailout. Why would our local government now restrict the ability of small businesses to bring in more customers? The potential loss of jobs and sales tax, as well as reduced property values and lost property tax (signs are deemed an improvement to real property), will be the result of this flawed ordinance, should it pass.

Businesses survive or fail depending on their ability to effectively advertise. The most cost-effective form of advertising is on-premise business signage. It works 24 hours a day, seven days a week drawing in as much as 50% or more of the business’s new clients. It does not make sense to strip businesses of their ability to reach out and communicate.

But that is exactly what will happen with an ordinance that bans new digital signs and slashes the size and height of new commercial signs. If the intention is to clean up a proliferation of competing messages, it makes more sense to remove unpermitted signs and take a fresh look at the cityscape. We want clearly visible signs that give an aging population adequate time to change lanes and reach an establishment. We should appreciate the entrepreneurial spirit evidenced by retail signage. The City should give businesses this small measure of support to survive.

JUST COMPENSATION MAY BE REQUIRED

As a final point, with regard to on-site signage, your attention is directed to California Business & Professions Code Section 5491, which provides, generally, that no lawful on-premises advertising display “shall be compelled to be removed or abated, and its customary maintenance, use, or repair shall not be limited, whether or not removal or limitation is required because of any ordinance or regulation of any city or county, without the payment of fair and just compensation.”

Additionally, California law also requires the City to first conduct an inventory of all illegal and abandoned displays prior to the adoption or amendment of any new ordinance that is more restrictive than current law. (See B&P Code Sec. 5491.1.)

Sincerely,

[YOUR SIGNATURE HERE]

cc:
California Sign Association

P.S.
For an excellent, short video on the beneficial impact of signage in communities, Vital Signs – Vibrant Communities, visit www.signs.org/Default.aspx?tabid=518.
