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City of Detroit 

CITY PLANNING COMMISSION 
208 Coleman A. Young Municipal Center  

Detroit, Michigan 48226 

Phone:  (313) 224-6225   Fax:  (313) 224-4336 

e-mail:  cpc@detroitmi.gov 
 

 

May 7, 2020 

HONORABLE CITY COUNCIL 

RE: Sign Ordinances Chapter 50, Zoning and Chapter 4, Signs - Further analysis of post initial 

public hearing (FOLLOW-UP) 

 

At the March 5th public hearing relative to the amendments to Chapters 4 and 50, several speakers 

raised comments and concerns related to the proposed ordinances’ allowances for advertising signs 

outside of the Central Business District.  At that same meeting, support was mentioned for alternate 

provisions that had been suggested by Council Member Castaneda-Lopez. 

Subsequent to the public hearing, City Planning Commission (CPC) staff and Council Member 

Benson’s staff had the opportunity to review some of the concerns raised at the hearing and in 

response, we prepared and submitted a follow-up memo to Member Benson dated March 31, 2020 

(attached). 

Institutional land 

Several speakers, including former CPC director, Marsha Bruhn, questioned the 

desirability/appropriateness of allowing off-premises advertising signs on land classified as 

“Institutional” by the Master Plan.  Institutional land is one of the classifications that comprises the 

“Low-density commercial/Institutional Sign District.”   

CPC staff has found the following relative to sites classified as “Institutional” per the Master Plan: 

 There are 213 locations in the City of Detroit classified as “Institutional”—typically, 

schools/educational institutions, religious complexes, hospitals, community centers. 

 

 The proposed Chapter 4 Sign Ordinance would permit advertising signs outside of the 

Central Business District (CBD) on land classified as “Institutional,” subject to spacing 

requirements (500 feet from historic districts, schools/educational institutions, 

parks/playgrounds; 125 feet from dwelling units), provided no other advertising sign oriented 

to the same flow of traffic is within 1,000 feet. 

 

 Of the 213 “Institutional” locations: 

 

o 34 are currently zoned in Business or Manufacturing districts where advertising signs 

have historically been permitted. 
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o 179 are currently zoned in Residential, Business, or Special districts where 

advertising signs have historically been prohibited: 

 

 154 on land zoned R1 – R6. 

 

 1 on land zoned B1. 

 

 24 on land zoned PD, PC, SD1, SD2 (special districts) 

Further Analysis 

It is not often that this office is happy to report a flaw in our analysis, but such is the case with regard 

to the expected impact of the proposed Chapter 4 sign amendment upon future advertising signs 

outside of the Central Business District (CBD). 

In the March 31st report, we indicated that of the 179 institutional locations where advertising signs 

have historically been prohibited, 149 of those locations would still be ineligible for advertising signs 

but that 30 of those locations would be newly eligible for advertising signs.  The Law Department’s 

review of the CPC report revealed that our findings were based on a long-held and now known to be 

flawed application of the sign ordinance’s method of measurement for spacing between advertising 

signs and sensitive uses (schools, parks/playgrounds, historic districts, dwelling units).   

The CPC staff analysis of the impact of spacing was based on measuring the distance between the 

sensitive use and the actual sign structure as currently provided for in the Zoning Ordinance (Secs. 

50-6-72, 50-6-80, 50-6-82, 50-6-83, 50-6-86).  Law points out that the measurement between two 

features is to be taken from the perimeter of one premises to the perimeter of the other premises as 

specified in the proposed to be revised Sec. 4-4-6 and in Sec. 4-4-103 as well as in the current Zoning 

Ordinance, Sec. 50-12-127(c).   

The Planning and Development Department (P&DD) was asked to re-compute and map the impact 

of the Chapter 4 provisions based on premises-to-premises measurement.  The difference between 

the two methods of measurement is appreciable.   

 CPC staff had reported that the February 7th draft of the Chapter 4 ordinance would result in 

7,622 acres of land (11.91 square miles) outside the Central Business District would be 

eligible for consideration of an advertising sign, subject to the proximity of the nearest 

advertising sign oriented to the same flow of traffic.   

 Measuring from the perimeter of the premises (or lot line) of a proposed lot line to the 

perimeter of the premises of a sensitive use, 2,316 acres of land (3.62 square miles) outside 

the Central Business District would be eligible for consideration of an advertising sign, 

subject to the proximity of the nearest advertising sign oriented to the same flow of traffic. 

Detailed review of the most recent mapping shows that each of the 30 sites classified as Institutional 

that we had earlier determined to be newly eligible for consideration for an advertising sign is likely, 

in fact, to be rendered ineligible by the corrected method of measurement.   

This revised analysis also has implications with respect to the suggestion of Council Member 

Castaneda-Lopez to eliminate land classified by the Master Plan as “Light Industrial” from the mix 

of areas eligible for advertising signs.  Not only does the corrected method of measurement benignly 

affect land classified as institutional, it removes a noticeable amount of light industrial property from 

“billboard eligibility.” 
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Digital signs 

A second area of concern that was raised related to the broad permissibility of dynamic (digital) 

advertising signs outside of the CBD. 

Scenic Michigan, in its testimony, spoke to the findings of Sterling Heights, Michigan with respect to 

advertising signs.  Their surveyors found that a digital sign was visible from a distance of 3,600 feet 

(0.68 miles).  CPC staff verified this information as noted in the Sterling Heights Board of Zoning 

Appeals report (attached) pertaining to a proposed digital sign in its community. 

This underscores the casual observation of CPC staff that a digital sign’s impact far exceeds that of a 

conventional, externally illuminated billboard.  As noted from the purple glow from the Ford Field 

roof that is viewed as far away as southwest Detroit, a digital sign’s illumination can be expected to 

reach nearby residential areas, not just the vehicular traffic, which is its target audience. 

Many municipalities prohibit the digitization of billboards except upon removal of a specified 

number of static billboards.  Council Member Benson’s suggestion of adding such a provision at the 

March 5th Council meeting certainly deserves further consideration.  We understand that the Law 

Department has had the opportunity to examine the “digital/static” swap provisions in the sign 

ordinances of cities such as Grand Rapids and Kalamazoo and may be able to provide guidance in 

this matter. 

Public benefit 

CPC staff has noted in earlier reports that advertising signs, including dynamic advertising signs, 

inside the CBD are potentially mitigated with regard to adverse aesthetics by the public arts funding 

contribution that may be required for specific locations.  No such mitigation measure is provided for 

the adverse aesthetics of advertising signs outside the CBD. 

While the benefit to traditional billboard companies is clear, their ability to continue to 

commercialize and digitally illuminate the public realm outside the CBD, often at the expense of 

residential quality of life, is difficult to characterize as a benefit to the public. 

We hope the information in this updated report is helpful as the Chapter 4 ordinance is fine-tuned for 

scheduling of the next City Council public hearing. 

 Respectfully submitted, 

 

Marcell R. Todd, Jr., Director 

M. Rory Bolger, Staff 

cc: Amanda Elias, Mayor’s Office 

Daniel Arking, Law Department 

Tonja Long, Law Department 

Arthur Jemison, Chief of Services and Infrastructure 
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TO:  Council Member Scott Benson 

FROM: Marcell R. Todd, Jr., Director 

  M. Rory Bolger, Staff 

RE:  Follow-up to Chapter 4 public hearing; further findings 

DATE: March 31, 2020 

 

At the March 5th public hearing relative to the amendments to Chapters 4 and 50, several 

speakers raised comments and concerns related to the proposed ordinances’ allowances for 

advertising signs outside of the Central Business District.  At that same meeting, community 

support was mentioned for alternate provisions that had been suggested by Council Member 

Castaneda-Lopez. 

Subsequent to the public hearing, City Planning Commission (CPC) staff and Mr. Wimberley of 

your office had the opportunity to review some of the concerns raised at the hearing and in 

response to Mr. Wimberley’s request for further information we provide the following: 

Institutional land 

Several speakers, including Marsha Bruhn, questioned the desirability/appropriateness of 

allowing off-premises advertising signs on land classified as “Institutional” by the Master Plan.  

Institutional land is one of the classifications that comprises the “Low-density 

commercial/Institutional Sign District.”   

CPC staff finds the following relative to sites classified as “Institutional” per the Master Plan: 

 There are 213 locations in the City of Detroit classified as “Institutional”—typically, 

schools/educational institutions, religious complexes, hospitals, community centers. 

 

 The proposed Chapter 4 Sign Ordinance would permit advertising signs outside of the 

Central Business District (CBD) on land classified as “Institutional,” subject to spacing 

requirements (500 feet from historic districts, schools/educational institutions, 

parks/playgrounds; 125 feet from dwelling units), provided no other advertising sign 

oriented to the same flow of traffic is within 1,000 feet. 

 

 Of the 213 “Institutional” locations: 
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o 34 are currently zoned in Business or Manufacturing districts where advertising 

signs have historically been permitted. 

 

o 179 are currently zoned in Residential, Business, or Special districts where 

advertising signs have historically been prohibited: 

 

 154 on land zoned R1 – R6. 

 

 1 on land zoned B1. 

 

 24 on land zoned PD, PC, SD1, SD2 (special districts) 

 

 Of the 179 locations where advertising signs have historically been prohibited: 

 

o In 149 locations, the prohibition of advertising signs would be preserved under 

the Chapter 4 sign ordinance; 

 

o In 30 locations the 500 the prohibition would be removed to permit advertising 

signs, subject to the proximity of the nearest advertising sign oriented to the same 

flow of traffic. 

 

 Of the 30 locations classified as “Institutional” that would be newly eligible for 

advertising signs subject to the proximity of the nearest advertising sign oriented to the 

same flow of traffic: 

 

o 16 are adjacent to streets other than freeways; 

 

o 14 are adjacent to freeways. 

Mapping 

As was done for other possible iterations of the sign ordinance, we asked staff from the Planning 

and Development Department (P&DD) to illustrate the permissibility of advertising signs in the 

City of Detroit if land classified as “Institutional” were subtracted from the mix of areas that 

would allow for advertising signs outside of the CBD.  That mapping effort is attached. 

P&DD found that the elimination of Institutional land would still allow for advertising signs to 

be considered by BSEED on 7,084 acres of land in the city—that’s 538 fewer acres than allowed 

under the currently proposed Chapter 4. 

Because land classified as Institutional is typically comprised of multi-acre, rectangular sites 

rather than long ribbons of land, like the commercial corridors, the 125-foot setback from 

dwelling units does not provide the same level of protection for those sites, which are typically 

zoned residential. 

In short, allowing the consideration of advertising signs in Institutional areas departs from the 

status quo outside of the CBD; subtracting Institutional areas from consideration for advertising 

signs helps preserve a measure of the status quo that does not fully benefit from the 125-foot 

spacing. 



Digital signs 

A second area of concern that was raised related to the broad permissibility of dynamic (digital) 

advertising signs outside of the CBD. 

Scenic Michigan, in its testimony, spoke to the findings of Sterling Heights, Michigan with 

respect to advertising signs.  Their surveyors found that a digital sign was visible from a distance 

of 3,600 feet (0.68 miles).  CPC staff verified this information as noted in the Sterling Heights 

Board of Zoning Appeals report pertaining to a proposed digital sign in its community. 

This underscores the casual observation of CPC staff that a digital sign’s impact far exceeds that 

of a conventional, externally illuminated billboard.  As noted from the purple glow from the Ford 

Field roof that is viewed as far away as southwest Detroit, a digital sign’s illumination can be 

expected to reach nearby residential areas, not just the vehicular traffic, which is its target 

audience. 

Many municipalities prohibit the digitization of billboards except upon removal of a specified 

number of static billboards.  Your suggestion of adding such a provision at the March 5th Council 

meeting certainly deserves further consideration. 

Public benefit 

CPC staff has noted in earlier reports that advertising signs, including dynamic advertising signs, 

inside the CBD are potentially mitigated with regard to adverse aesthetics by the public arts 

funding contribution that may be required for specific locations.  No such mitigation measure is 

provided for advertising signs outside the CBD. 

While the CBD advertising signs purposefully bring revenue to building owners who have 

withstood difficult times and whose buildings are a key attractive element of downtown’s built 

environment, it is not clear what benefit the public derives from the likely increase in advertising 

signs outside the CBD in (typically sensitive zoning districts) where billboards have been 

heretofore prohibited.   

While the benefit to traditional billboard companies is clear, their ability to increasingly 

commercialize the public realm outside the CBD, often at the expense of residential quality of 

life, is difficult to characterize as a benefit to the public. 

We hope this information is helpful as the Chapter 4 ordinance is fine-tuned for the scheduling of 

the next City Council public hearing. 

Attachment 

CC: Council Member James Tate 

Council Member Gabe Leland 

Council Member Raquel Castaneda-Lopez 

Kerwin Wimberley 

Karen Gage, PDD, Director of Zoning 



 

  

 

 

 

 



 

  



 



 

 

 
  

 

  



 

 



 



 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 



 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 


