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SUBJECT:   2011-7070 Discussion and Possible Action to Introduce an 
Ordinance Amending Chapter 19.44 (Signs) of Title 19 (Zoning) of the 
Sunnyvale Municipal Code (Study Issue) 
 
REPORT IN BRIEF 
Council directed that the sign code be studied in order to address ways to 
assist smaller businesses in shopping centers to have effective identity from the 
street, and to better organize and simplify the existing sign code (see study 
issue paper in Attachment A). 
 
To address these concerns, as well as other issues that have arisen in the past 
regarding the City’s sign standards, staff undertook a comprehensive revision 
of the sign code (Attachment B). The revised sign code balances two key goals: 
maintaining Sunnyvale’s attractive community character by avoiding excessive 
commercial signage, and adjusting and simplifying certain sign standards to 
allow more opportunities for businesses to effectively identify themselves. As 
part of the rewrite of the code, staff also reformatted the code for easier use by 
businesses, sign companies and staff. Attachment C provides a list of existing 
and proposed changes that are part of the code. In general, the following 
approaches were used: 
 

1. Allow larger wall signs to ensure easy visibility. 
2. Allow businesses more flexibility to address their unique locational or 

business needs. This flexibility may include allowing a business to install 
multiple wall signs rather than just one, or placing a sign along the side 
of the building rather than the front façade only. The overall sign area 
allowed would be the same, regardless of the number of signs used on a 
building face. 

3. Allow more on-site sign opportunities for shopping centers. These 
opportunities could include allowing A-frame signs on private property 
and not visible from the street. 

4. Add sign types not currently allowed, such as digital signs and projecting 
or “fin” signs, which are signs that are mounted perpendicular to a 
building wall rather than flush to the wall. 

5. Increase temporary sign options, including allowing for longer periods of 
time to display such signs. 

6. Allow residential business signs (maximum two square feet) to assist 
home-based businesses. 
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7. Redefine political signs as non-commercial message temporary signs to 
be consistent with sign neutrality concerns. A temporary sign that does 
not identify a business is covered by this definition, and the proposed 
code provides no limit on the total number of signs, but does limit the 
aggregate sign area of 16 square feet on a property at one time. 

 
On May 29, 2013, the Planning Commission held a public hearing on the issue. 
The Commission voted 6-0 (with Vice Chair Dohadwala absent) to recommend 
in accordance with the staff recommendation, with the modified requirement 
that Electronic Message Center signs have a hold time of two minutes, rather 
than 30 seconds. 
 
Staff recommends introducing an ordinance to repeal and amend SMC 19.44 
Regulatory Sign Code in accordance with the Planning Commission 
recommendations. 

 
BACKGROUND 
The current sign code was adopted in 1985, and there have been numerous 
amendments made to it since that time. Examples of recent changes include: 
increasing the height of ground signs along El Camino Real, increasing the 
length of time a temporary sign can be in place from 60 to 90 days, increasing 
the number of tenants allowed on a ground sign and allowing additional 
ground signs for properties with more than 300 foot street frontage. Many of 
these changes were made to address concerns from businesses. 
 
In 2011, a small business owner requested a study issue to address how to 
provide visible signage for businesses located in larger shopping centers out of 
immediate view of the street. When Council sponsored the study issue, staff 
suggested expanding the work to include an entire rewrite of the sign code 
because amending the code every few years has resulted in a code that is 
inconsistent, difficult to read and understand, and does not address new sign 
technologies. 
 
Signs are a cost-effective and simple way to convey a message. They can be 
used to express an opinion or position, or to promote a business. They affect 
the community character, and can reflect on a business’s image. Signs also 
add to distractions found on a road (including street signals, street signs, 
moving traffic, inattentive drivers, emergency vehicles, turns in the road, 
parked cars, buildings, etc.) which affect the relative safety for vehicles, 
pedestrians and bicyclists. The same thing a sign is meant to do (attract 
attention) can also create clutter. 
 
Safety Issues 
A key concern in preparing a sign code is ensuring the safety of motorists, 
pedestrians and bicyclists from distractions found along the street. Signs serve 
the purpose of gaining a driver’s attention to businesses, but too many signs or 
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moving and animated signs could distract a driver. Finding a proper balance 
between these two aspects is important. For instance, the City allows balloons 
(which move and gain attention) placed on a property to highlight a sale event, 
but prohibits “sign mascots” (also known as sign twirlers or dancing men) that 
stand on the sidewalk and hold and spin a sign advertising a nearby business. 
The reason is that a balloon may capture your attention for a short period of 
time, but a sign that moves could consume more time, which is when a driver 
may not be focusing on driving. Although businesses see real value in having 
these types of signs, concerns about distracting drivers must also be 
considered. Studies have shown (including those considering the effect of 
drivers that text on their phones) that a driver not paying attention to driving 
for more than 2.5 seconds is a distracted driver. 
 
These concerns were considered in preparation of the proposed sign code. 
Streets like El Camino Real already have many distractions- e.g., six lanes of 
traffic, parked cars on the street, many types of signs, cars travelling at 
different speeds, cars turning into driveways, busses pulling in and out of the 
travel lane and people trying to locate their destination. The sign code is 
prepared with sensitivity to the many distractions that exist along a street, and 
business needs are balanced with the need to maintain the safety of motorists, 
bicyclists and pedestrians. 
 
Content/First Amendment Rights 
A key area of concern in writing a sign code is to ensure that it respects First 
Amendment rights. Sign ordinances are among the most complex laws a city 
will adopt, from a First Amendment perspective. Simply put, a city is very 
limited in regulating the content of a sign. This applies not only to political 
signs, but business signs as well. 
 
In general, the information shown on a sign is off limits for a city to regulate. 
One aspect that can be regulated is commercial versus non-commercial (or free 
or political) speech. A city can prohibit commercial signs in residential areas, 
but signs with a non-commercial message are allowed greater opportunities. 
The proposed sign code is written to meet today’s legal standards. 
 
Sign Code Literature and Other Cities’ Codes 
Staff reviewed several publications and studies on sign placement and many 
other cities sign codes as part of the study. Twenty sign codes (including most 
Santa Clara County cities) were used in preparing the revised sign code (see 
Attachment D). In reviewing these codes, staff found no consistency with how 
cities prepare a sign code. Sign codes tend to have many provisions based on 
location and type of signs. Showing an easy “like-for-like” comparison is 
difficult. 
 
Overall, the existing Sunnyvale sign code is less restrictive than most cities. 
Some cities may allow more and larger signs for specific uses (such as for auto 
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dealerships), but overall, the allowances in Sunnyvale exceed what is found in 
the majority of other cities (including sign height, size and temporary sign 
durations). Sunnyvale’s consistent enforcement practices provide an 
environment with few sign code violations; other cities may not consistently or 
stringently enforce sign violations. 
 
EXISTING POLICY 
GOAL CC-2 ATTRACTIVE STREET ENVIRONMENT — Create an attractive 
street environment which will complement private and public properties and be 
comfortable for residents and visitors. 
 
Policy CC-2.1 Maintain and provide attractive landscaping in the public right-
of-way to identify the different types of roadways and districts, make motorists 
more comfortable and improve the enjoyment of residential neighborhoods.  
 
Policy CC-2.2 Minimize elements which clutter the roadway and look 
unattractive.  
 
Policy LT-2.1 Recognize that the City is composed of residential, industrial and 
commercial neighborhoods, each with its own individual character; and allow 
change consistent with reinforcing positive neighborhood values. 
 
Policy LT-4.13 Promote an attractive and functional commercial environment. 
 
Policy LT-7.3 Maintain an attractive business community. 
 
Policy CC-1.7 Encourage neighborhood patterns that encourage social 
interaction and avoid isolation. 
 
DISCUSSION 
The existing sign code has been amended numerous times over the past 28 
years; these frequent changes have made the sign code difficult to read and 
administer. In order to address this problem, the proposed revisions follow the 
same logical format as the overall reorganization of the zoning code that is 
currently in progress. 
 
The revised sign code attempts to balance the many issues that have been 
identified before and during this study.  The rewriting of the code was guided 
by policies to balance business needs with desired community character and 
driver safety. The following sections present the concerns raised, possible 
approaches, and the reason why a specific action is recommended. 
 
Sign Code Considerations 
The key features considered in the sign code preparation include:  
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Safety: A sign code should balance the need of business identification with 
driver safety by ensuring that signs do not create too many distractions for 
drivers. 

Content neutrality: The sign code should be revised to respect legal constraints 
regarding sign content. 

Aesthetics: Signs that are well designed and compatible with the building and 
setting promote a positive impression of the business and an attractive 
community image. 

Clear and useful code: A clearly written sign code provides businesses, sign 
companies, decision-makers, the community and staff with the tools necessary 
to ensure signs meet business needs and community standards. It will also 
result in clearer standards for easier enforcement. 
 
Sign Code Proposed Changes 
Staff has met with several businesses, property managers and sign companies 
in preparing the revised sign code. Many of the ideas for the proposed changes 
came from these discussions and feedback. The following changes are 
recommended: 
 
Simplify: The proposed sign code has been completely rewritten using the 
overall zoning code reorganization as a guide. 

A. Organization. The proposed code is more intuitive and reduces the need 
for a reader to jump throughout the code to find the information they 
need. In order to facilitate this, the proposed code begins with a clear 
purpose that explains the basis for the remainder of the code. The code 
includes clear definitions and descriptions of exempt and prohibited 
signs, as well as general requirements for all signs. 

 
B. District-specific. Sign requirements have been separated by zoning 

district. This allows businesses and sign companies to look at one 
section of the code for all detailed sign requirements for the zoning 
district in which the business is located. District-specific regulations also 
allow for different standards in different areas of the city. For instance, 
signs can be larger on El Camino Real than in neighborhood shopping 
centers. 

 
C. Master Sign Programs. The proposed code streamlines the review process 

for smaller shopping centers or multi-tenant complexes by raising the 
threshold when a master sign program must be prepared, from currently 
two or more tenants to six or more tenants. Master sign programs (MSP) 
require all permanent signs for a property to be included in the program. 
MSPs are expensive to prepare and can affect properties that would not 
necessarily benefit from the increased paperwork. 
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Consider business needs: Signs are a crucial part of a business’s success, and 
the revised code has been written with greater flexibility in how a business 
owner can choose to advertise its business with on-site signage. Examples of 
less restrictive sign standards and increased sign options include: 

A. Larger signs. Allow an increase in size of signs along El Camino Real, but 
not necessarily allow more signs. El Camino Real is a wide street, with 
many buildings set far back from the street, and allowing larger signs 
would increase visibility. 

B. More on-site signs. Allow more sign options directed at patrons once they 
are on site, especially for multi-tenant buildings. This feature would 
provide greater visibility for businesses and give more them more options 
and flexibility. 

C. Increased allowance for temporary signs. Allow temporary signs for longer 
periods of time, but not necessarily more temporary signs. Temporary 
signs legally placed provide businesses with the opportunity to display 
information about promotions, sales events, etc.; limiting the number of 
signs would ensure sign clutter does not occur. 

D. Projecting or “fin” signs. Allow the option for wall-mounted signs to be 
placed perpendicular to the building wall. Fin signs are currently 
permitted in the downtown only. An encroachment permit would still be 
needed if the sign projects into the public right-of-way. 

E. Signs on side building elevations. Allow wall signs to be mounted on the 
side of a building perpendicular to the street for visibility by approaching 
motorists and pedestrians. The current code allows these wall signs only 
along Evelyn Avenue between Bernardo and Mary Avenues. This change 
was made in 2011 to address a specific concern for businesses located 
on Evelyn Avenue. The same issues and conditions exist elsewhere in the 
city and staff proposes to expand this option to the entire city. The 
overall sign area would not be increased, and restrictions have been 
added to ensure compatibility with any nearby residential area. 

F. Allow Both Ground and Wall Signs. Allow businesses the option of having 
both a wall sign and a ground sign. The current code allows both types 
of signs only if there are multiple tenants/businesses or a single 
business that exceeds 10,000 square feet in size. There are many smaller 
properties below the 10,000 square foot standard that could benefit from 
an additional sign, without creating additional clutter along the street. 

G. Innovative Signs. Consider allowing certain “new” types of signs in the 
city, such as electronic message centers (also known as LED, digital or 
changeable copy signs), and building wraps (signs placed on multi-story 
buildings taking up several stories of the outside of the building). Care 
needs to be taken to assure the digital sign (also known as an Electronic 
Message Center- EMC) maintains a relatively static display and does not 
create moving or animated displays to ensure it addresses the safety 
concerns. If EMCs are desired, staff recommends allowing them along 
the commercially-focused El Camino Real corridor, but not in 
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neighborhood commercial areas. Staff is not recommending building 
wraps except for Block 18 of Downtown. 

H. Content Neutral. Remove the current requirements that limit “items of 
information” and “essential information” allowed on a sign with a content 
neutral standard to be consistent with rights of free speech. This 
includes signs with web site addresses, phone numbers, and text in 
different languages. In order to ensure signs do not become overly 
complicated, a minimum letter height is proposed. This minimum, along 
with sign size limitations, would result in a sign that would be easy to 
read but gives the business the flexibility to choose the message. 

I. Exception Process. Allow exceptions for specific elements of a sign. The 
current code allows a variance only for the height of a ground sign. The 
proposed code allows exceptions to sign area, height, location and copy 
height in specific cases, such as building orientation, architectural 
element restrictions, etc. Specific findings would be required to be met in 
order for an exception to be approved. The exception would be an 
administrative decision, appealable to the Planning Commission. 

J. Residential Signs. Allow residences to include a small sign identifying a 
home business. The sign code (and home occupation standards) 
currently prohibits business signs in residential areas. The proposed 
code would allow each residence a two square foot sign placed on or 
adjacent to the front door. This provision recognizes the growth and 
evolving importance of home-based businesses in the local economy, but 
limits the signage so that it will not detract from the neighborhood. 
Certain businesses (such as on-line automobile brokers with no on-site 
inventory) are appropriate as a home business, but the DMV requires a 
sign on the property. Currently, these types of businesses cannot operate 
from a home because the current code prohibits residential signs; the 
draft ordinance includes amending that portion of the zoning code. 

K. Multiple Signs. The proposed code would allow a business to take their 
maximum sign area and divide it into fewer individual signs (without 
exceeding the overall sign area). The goal of this provision is to allow 
businesses more flexibility in determining the best location for them to 
place signage. This is currently allowed along Evelyn Avenue between 
Bernardo and Mary Avenues, a change that was allowed a few years ago, 
and the proposed code would allow it throughout the city. 

 
Safety concerns: This important aspect of signage was addressed in the new 
code as follows: 

A. Minimum Copy Height. A key aspect of sign safety relates to the height of 
letters and copy on a sign. Small letters are difficult to see and can result 
in a driver’s attention focused on seeing the small text while driving. The 
Federal Highway Administration requires minimum letter size on safety 
signs, including a six inch minimum for commercial-type roads. While 
the revised code does not regulate the content of a sign, it does include a 
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provision that lettering (or copy) on a sign cannot be less than six inches 
in height. In addition to the minimum copy height, the proposed code 
would increase the maximum copy height, which would benefit larger 
businesses. 

B. Animated or Moving Signs. Many businesses involved with the study 
requested allowing sign mascots on the street to advertise and identify 
their businesses. This relatively inexpensive temporary sign option can 
provide a business with visibility at the street, where other signs may not 
be feasible for that business. However, studies have shown that moving, 
twirling and animated signs create distractions for drivers. This is why 
most cities restrict motion as part of the signs, such as sign mascots. 
Another sign that can have motion is a digital sign (or EMC). In order to 
address this, most cities (and Caltrans) require the EMCs to keep a 
message up for a minimum of four seconds without motion as a part of 
the message. The proposed code would not allow sign mascots and would 
require EMCs only if the screen stays static a minimum of two minutes. 

 
Shopping center concerns: A key component of the sign code revision is to 
address the difficulty that smaller businesses in multi-tenant shopping centers 
have in creating an on-street identity. This is difficult for several reasons. 
Allowing every business in a shopping center to be on a ground sign creates a 
sign that is unattractive and contains more information than a driver can see 
without being distracted. The larger the shopping center (and subsequent 
increase in the number of businesses), the more difficult it is to allow each 
business the opportunity for street signage. 
 
Several years ago the existing code was changed to allow the number of 
allowable business names on ground signs to be increased to four plus 
allowing the shopping center name.  Additionally, the minimum property 
frontage where a second ground sign is allowed decreased from 500 feet to 300 
feet. 
 
Staff has found that some property owners and managers do not take 
advantage of current sign allowances. In preparing the revised code, staff met 
with several businesses, provided survey opportunities, met with property 
owners and managers, and sign companies with the goal of understanding the 
issues and possible solutions. It became obvious that many affected businesses 
are not aware of what is currently possible. CDD and Economic Development 
staffs will work together and hold workshops and outreach to businesses, 
property owners, and property managers about what the code allows. Staff 
believes that simplifying the code will help property owners understand their 
allowable signage options, and supplemental information hand-outs may also 
be helpful.  
 
In addition to the above revisions, staff also recommends the following 
revisions to improve the visibility of businesses within shopping centers:  
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A. Ground signs. The proposed sign code removes the provision that limits 
shopping center ground signs to four businesses and the center name. 
This is to address the content neutrality issue. The result can benefit 
businesses in shopping centers because it may be possible to add 
business names to signs. The proposed code maintains an overall sign 
area limitation and adds the minimum copy height limitation to ensure 
shopping center signs do not result in too much clutter and will be easy 
to read. 

B. Temporary signs. Increase the temporary sign allowance from 90 days to 
120 days. These include banners, streamers, pennants and flags to 
promote a business. The code would not allow these signs in the 
landscaped area in order to limit the distractions to drivers and visual 
clutter of the street environment. 

C. More on-site signs. Provide more sign opportunities on-site, such as A-
frames or similar signs. The current code prohibits A-frame signs, except 
in the historic block of S. Murphy Avenue. The proposed code would 
allow A-frame signs provided they are not easily visible from the street 
and do not interfere with pedestrian access. This provision would assist 
business identification once a patron is on the property. 

 
General Requirements: In addition to the above-mentioned changes, the 
following revisions are also recommended: 

A. Illumination standards. Include illumination standards to ensure signs 
are: not too bright, cause distractions, or impact residential uses. 

B. Bounce houses. Remove the bounce house requirements from the sign 
code. Staff believes that bounce houses are more appropriately classified 
as temporary structures. 

C. Remove balloon restrictions. Remove the balloon size and number 
regulations. This is an overly complicated method of regulating a 
temporary sign (which balloons are considered). Staff does recommend 
balloons not extend over the public right-of-way, and that metallized 
Mylar (or foil) balloons not be allowed (due to concerns about safety near 
power lines). 

D. Inflatable objects. Simplify the requirement for large inflatable objects 
from being no higher than the height of the building (for instance, a 15 
foot tall building would be allowed a 15 foot inflatable object on the roof) 
to a simpler requirement of a maximum height of 10 feet above ground, 
or, if on the roof, 10 feet above the top of the roof. The definition of a 
“large inflatable object” has been modified to reflect larger than 14 inches 
in diameter. Anything less than 14 inches is considered a balloon. 

 
Permit Requirements: The existing code currently requires permanent signs to 
receive approval of a Miscellaneous Plan Permit from the Planning Division, 
unless the property has a Master Sign Program or the change is minor in 
nature. A building permit may be required for permanent signs. The proposed 
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code would maintain the same process to require a Miscellaneous Plan Permit. 
Public notice is not required for these permits, but the decision can be 
appealed to the Planning Commission, whose decision would be final. 
Currently, temporary signs require a permit (with exceptions), and that process 
would be the same under the new code. 
 
Information Sheets: The new sign code provides new opportunities to 
businesses and clarifies many aspects of signs in the City. In order to assist 
staff, businesses and the public in understanding the options available and 
new code requirements, staff will prepare information sheets that will describe, 
in graphic form, possible sign options and solutions that conform to the code. 
 
ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW 
A Negative Declaration was prepared in accordance with California 
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) provisions. The Negative Declaration found 
that no significant impacts would result from the sign code revisions 
(Attachment G). 
 
FISCAL IMPACT 
The recommended changes to the Sign Code would not create a fiscal impact to 
the City. All currently legal signs would be allowed to remain as no 
amortization program is recommended. The sign code would create few non-
conforming signs. However if there was interest in an amortization program 
there would be a fiscal impact to survey all signs to determine exactly which 
ones are non-conforming and the develop an amortization schedule. 
Additionally, the revised sign code with an increase in allowable signage 
options might have economic benefits for businesses which would translate to 
incremental fiscal benefits for the City.   
 
PUBLIC CONTACT 
Several public outreach meetings were held for the study, in addition to several 
Planning Commission study sessions and one Council study session. Also, 
surveys were offered as a way to gain public input. See Attachment E for a 
detailed description of the extensive outreach efforts for this study. 
 
Public Contact for the public hearing was made through posting of the public 
hearing agendas on the City’s official-notice bulletin board, on the City’s Web 
site, a notice in the newspaper, notices and report sent to interested parties 
and the availability of the agenda and report in the Office of the City Clerk. 
 
On May 29, 2013, the Planning Commission held a public hearing on the issue. 
One person spoke on the item, mentioning that larger signs may not result in 
business success. 
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ALTERNATIVES 
1. Introduce an ordinance to amend the sign regulations in Chapter 19.44 

and relating sections of Title 19 (Zoning) of the Sunnyvale Municipal 
Code (Attachment B), which includes the recommended Planning 
Commission amendment to increase the hold time for EMC signs to two 
minutes. 

2. Adopt an alternative with modifications. 
3. Direct staff to return with significant changes to the revised sign code. 
4. Make no changes to the current regulations.  

 
RECOMMENDATION 
Alternative 1. 
 
The revised sign code simplifies the sign code process and provides flexibility 
and additional options for businesses, and maintains necessary safety 
considerations and community character expectations. Balancing all these 
interests is difficult, and may not satisfy all parties; staff believes the revised 
code creates a positive balance that responds to business concerns. 
 
In addition, Planning and Economic Development staffs will work together to 
provide businesses with a clear and understandable list of the sign options 
available to them. Information will be disseminated through hand-outs and 
mailings to businesses, workshops, and material posted on the City’s website. 
 
Reviewed by: 
 
 
Hanson Hom, Director, Community Development 
Reviewed by: Trudi Ryan, Planning Officer 
Prepared by: Andrew Miner, Principal Planner 
 
Approved by: 
 
 
Gary M. Luebbers 
City Manager 
 
Attachments 

A. Study Issue paper 
B. Draft ordinance 
C. List of changes as part of the code 
D. Other cities comparison 
E. Public outreach efforts and responses 
F. Recommended Night-time Brightness Levels for On-premise EMCs 
G. Planning Commission hearing minutes from May 29, 2013 
H. Negative Declaration 
































































































































































