
 

MEMORANDUM  

Bill Fiander, AICP, Director 
Tel: 785-368-3728 
www.topeka.org  

Planning Department 
620 SE Madison, Unit 11 
Topeka, KS 66607 
 

To: Topeka Planning Commission 
From: Mike Hall, AICP; Manager, Current Planning  
Date: May 20, 2019 
 
RE: ACZR 18/02 Visual Code Update III / Sign Code Update 
 
 
Staff is presenting for your consideration the attached Sign Code which is recommended to 
replace the current sign regulations in Chapters 18.10, 18.15, 18.20, and 18.25 in Title 11 of the 
Topeka Municipal Code.   A notice of this public hearing has been published and staff is requesting 
the Planning Commission make a recommendation to the Governing Body upon hearing any 
testimony.   
 
Also attached is the Sign Code Update Handbook which presents the proposed code in a more 
digestible and executive summary format. This Handbook serves as staff’s presentation.   
 
Direction from Planning Commission; March 18, 2019 Work Session 
 
After receiving occasional briefings over the past 18 months, the Planning Commission conducted 
a work session at the March 18th regular meeting.  At the close of the work session the 
Commission directed staff to provide more information and options for the following:  

 
• Freestanding Signs near Highways 
• Signs for Construction Projects 
• Non-conforming Signs 
• Abandoned Signs 
• Portable Message Center Signs 

 
Options and clarification for these signs are attached.   
 
 
Background 

The Topeka sign code has not undergone a comprehensive update in many years.  The standards 
for signs in the “C” and “I” districts have not changed since the 1960s.  At the beginning of the 
current process staff identified several issues and flaws in the current sign code.   The current 
sign code:  

• lacks clarity and is not user-friendly for  sign companies, city staff, and the lay public; 
• does not follow best practices to effectively address traffic safety and aesthetic quality; 
• is not consistent with the U.S. Supreme Court rulings, in particular the Reed v. Town of 

Gilbert, AZ (2015) case and its mandate for content-neutrality; and 
• does not adequately address the full range of signs currently in use, such as feather signs 

and portable message center signs.  

http://www.topeka.org/
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The current sign code adequately addresses off-premise signs (billboards), electronic message 
centers, and signs in downtown districts D-1 and D-3.  No substantive changes are recommended 
for these types of signs.    
  
To gather community feedback about sign aesthetics, the City of Topeka conducted a community-
wide Visual Appeal Survey in January and February of 2018.  Working with the Sign Code 
Committee, staff utilized the results of the Visual Appeal Survey, our knowledge of best practices, 
and understanding of needs and conditions specific to Topeka to draft a new sign code.   

  
 
Purpose of the Sign Code  
 
The current sign code does not include an explicit statement of its purpose.  The purpose of sign 
regulation by cities and local government is typically to promote traffic safety by preventing visual 
obstruction and distractions, and to prevent visually unattractive signs that tend to proliferate in 
the absence of sign regulations.  It is also generally understood that sign regulations must not 
infringe on the constitutional rights of free speech guaranteed by the First Amendment to the 
United States Constitution.  The U.S. Supreme Court ruling regarding Reed v. Gilbert is an 
imperative for all local governments to examine their sign regulations with regard to content-
neutrality.   
 
As included in the draft sign code the expressed purpose of the proposed sign code is to:  

• provide for effective communications by businesses, institutions, and others; 
• enhance traffic safety;  
• preserve and enhance the visual appearance of the community; 
• preserve and enhance the  safety and appearance of Topeka’s primary transportation 

corridors; 
• prevent visual distractions; 
• protect property values; 
• accommodate the rights of individuals to free speech; and 
• preserve and promote the public health, safety, and general welfare.  

 
 

Recommended Standards for Permanent On-Premise Signs 

The proposed standards for permanent signs are mostly based on proportionality.  In other words, 
for most zoning districts the size of the sign allowed is based on the size of the building and the 
property’s street frontage.  A one-size fits all approach whereby the maximum size permitted is 
the same for every property within the same zoning district does not serve Topeka well.  Topeka 
has developed over a long period of time and with a variety of uses and diverse range of building 
and parcel sizes.  Proportional standards help to ensure context-sensitive signage.   
 
Some of the proposed regulations are less restrictive than those in the current sign code.  Other 
proposed regulations are more restrictive.   For Office & Institutional districts and institutional uses 
in residential districts the proposed standards for free-standing signs allow more height and area 
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than the current sign code.  For most of the commercial and industrial districts, tighter regulations 
are proposed for free-standing signs to promote best practices as informed by the Visual Appeal 
Survey.    
 
 
Recommended Standards for Temporary Signs  
 
The update to the temporary sign standards was driven mainly by the Reed v. Gilbert Supreme 
Court Case and its imperative for content-neutrality.   To that end staff is recommending standards 
and definitions for more types of signs than described in the current sign code to distinguish signs 
by their manner of design and construction and not by their content.   
 
 
Recommendation for Portable Message Center Signs 
 
The attendees of the February 26th public meetings asked questions and shared their opinions 
about portable message center signs.1   The stakeholder feedback affirms the Visual Appeal 
Survey’s findings about portable message centers, although the question was raised about 
allowing portable message centers as temporary signs as an alternative to prohibiting them.   Staff 
recommended that portable message center signs be prohibited because they are generally 
poorly maintained, are misused as permanent signs, and the Visual Appeal Survey rated them as 
the most unappealing in our community.    
 
 
Stakeholder Engagement 
 

February 26th Public Meetings  
 
Staff conducted two public meetings on February 26, 2019 at the Topeka-Shawnee County 
Library to inform stakeholders and solicit their input.2  The meetings were well publicized and 
many people and organizations received direct notification.  The City’s media relations director 
posted notice of the meetings on social media outlets Nextdoor, Twitter, Facebook, and 
Instagram and sent a news release to print and broadcast media.   Planning Director Bill 
Fiander took part in three broadcast media interviews.  The Planning and Development 
Department notified over 600 individuals and organizations by email and regular mail, 
including design professionals, sign companies, schools, churches, and others.  
Approximately 30 people attended the meetings. (Staff notified meeting attendees and those 
on the department’s email group list of the March 18, 2019 Planning Commission meeting.)  
Staff responded to questions and comments at the meeting and also collected comment 
cards.  The questions and comments from the meetings are attached.   
 
In addition to the February 26th meetings information about the sign code update has been 
and will continue to be available on the Planning and Development Department Visual Code 
Update web page throughout the process at:  https://www.topeka.org/planning/visual-code-
update/ 

 
 

https://www.topeka.org/planning/visual-code-update/
https://www.topeka.org/planning/visual-code-update/
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Sign Code Committee 
 
The Sign Code Committee met nine times between December 2017 and April 2019 mainly to 
advise and respond to draft sign standards.  The Committee consists of:  

• Katrina Ringler, Topeka Planning Commission Chair  
• Virginia Baumgartner, Luminous Neon (sign company) 
• Cindy Proett, Luminous Neon  
• Rod Hart, Custom Neon (sign company) 
• Becky Esopi, Zoning Inspector, City of Topeka 
• Steven Gee, Fast Signs (sign company) 
• Johnny Ray Huffman, Guard Sales Co. (sign company) 

 
The staff and Sign Code Committee have also being assisted by consultant Mark White, White 
& Smith, LLC Planning and Law Group, and Deputy City Attorney Mary Feighny.     
 
The emphasis of the work of the Sign Code Committee and the Planning Commission so far 
has been on dimensional standards for on-premise signs, temporary signs, portable message 
center signs, abandoned and nonconforming signs.  The full sign code includes other sections 
that are necessary for the effectively administration of the sign code. 
 
 
Visual Appeal Survey  
 
The City conducted the Visual Appeal Survey of buildings and signs in January-February 
2018.  The survey asked respondents to rate 21 images of signs and to respond to two 
questions.  Respondents were also provided the opportunity to write in comments.  The level 
of response was high:   964 people took the sign survey and 386 written comments were 
received.   A summary of the key takeaways is attached.  The full results of the survey are 
available here:  https://www.topeka.org/planning/visual-code-update/ 
 
Planning Commission 
 
Beginning in November 2017, the Planning Commission held briefings and discussions of the 
Sign Code Update at seven of its regular public meetings.   

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.topeka.org/planning/visual-code-update/
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Attachments   

 
1. Sign Code Options 

2. Stakeholder Questions, Comments, and Responses to Date  

3. Visual Appeal Survey Key Takeaways for Signs 

4. TAB - Sign Code Update Handbook 

5. TAB - Draft Sign Code 

 

 
 

1   Many of the portable message center signs are owned by an individual who rents them to businesses on a 
monthly basis.  This owner attended one of the February 26th meetings.  
2   The meetings were held at 1pm and 6pm.  Each meeting had the same agenda and content but were held at 
different times to accommodate varying schedules of stakeholders. 
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SIGN CODE OPTIONS  

May 20, 2019 

The following options and clarifications are provided at the request of the Planning Commission. 

 

 

Highway Sign Exceptions 

 
Option A  

 
Option B (recommended) 

 

Allow exceptions for location within 700 feet of intersection of centerlines of 
highway and arterial or collector street, and within 120 feet of where ramp 
intersects with arterial or collector.   

Exception for properties zoned C-2:  F/S Signs allowed to a height of 35 feet 
and area of 150 sf meeting exception criteria for I-470, I-70, and US-75.  
Properties meeting the exception criteria relative to US-24 are allowed to an 
area not to exceed 150 sf without exception to the C-2 height standard.  

Exception for properties zoned C-3, C-4, I-1, and I-2:  F/S signs to a height of 
55 feet and area of 250 sf meeting exception criteria for I-470, I-70, and US-75.  
Properties meeting the exception criteria for US-24 are allowed an area not to 
exceed 250 sf without exception to the height standard for C-3, C-4, I-1, and I-2.  

  

 

Option A except 

a) increase radius to 800 ft 

b) replace “within 120 feet of where ramp 
intersects with arterial or collector” with 
“within 120 feet of the right-of-way for an 
on-ramp or off-ramp”.   

 

 

Signs for Construction Projects 

 
Option A (recommended) 

 
Option B 

 

Include a section under “Applicability, Exemptions” stating… 

Signs associated with the temporary use of a building or site, including 
buildings or sites undergoing construction, during the time of said 
temporary use. 

 

Apply “Incidental Sign” standards    
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Non-Conforming Signs 

 
Option A (recommended) 

 
Option B 

 
Option C 

 
All non-conforming signs that were 
lawful prior to adoption of the new code 
and not defined as abandoned may 
legally continue without being brought 
into conformance with the new code 
IF no changes are proposed to the sign 
or property as outlined below. 
 
Any alteration or dimensional change of 
50% or more to existing sign area, 
cabinet size, height, or support structure 
shall achieve full compliance.  
 
Any alteration or dimensional change 
less than 50% of existing sign area, 
cabinet size, height, or support structure 
shall at a minimum achieve partial 
compliance by reducing its 
corresponding sign area or height by at 
least 34%.  
 
In addition, any re-face/change of copy 
of a sign shall at a minimum 
achieve partial compliance by reducing 
its corresponding sign area or height by 
at least 34% IF the change 
accompanies one of the following 
events after adoption of the new code: 

• Rezoning of the property 
• 50% or more of the primary 

structure is damaged or 
rendered not useable 

• Any major building 
addition/expansion that 
requires Site Plan approval. 

• Any major façade renovation 
that requires approval of 
building elevation design. 

• Any property that applies or is 
approved for City of Topeka 
economic incentives (e.g., 
NRP, TIF, CID, etc.) 

 
Any sign height reduced 35 feet or less 
in height must conform to monument 
sign requirements.    
 

 
Option A except: 
 
Full compliance required for any 
triggering events PLUS: 
 

• Change of use (per building 
code specifications) 

 
Option A or B except: 
 
Full compliance with any triggering 
events PLUS: 
 
A ten (10) year amortization period 
from date of ordinance adoption when 
non-conforming free-standing signs 
must be removed, altered, or replaced 
in a manner that conforms entirely to 
the sign regulations.  
 
 
(See Note below)  
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Note:  An amortization requirement may be applied in the same manner, using the same time period, for all nonconforming signs 
or on a case-by-case basis using a formula.  Avoiding a taking and protecting the owner’s return on investment is the basis for 
the time period and/or formula to be used.   

In the APA Planning Advisory Service report Street Graphics and the Law (2004) author Daniel Mandelker explains that how 
amortization requirements have been upheld by several state supreme courts.  Legally defensible amortization requirements are 
those that set the amortization period based on return on investment, some using the Internal Revenue Service depreciation 
schedules to determine the amortization period.  None of the cases cited by Mandleker are from Kansas.   

 

Abandoned Signs 

 
Option A (recommended) 

 
Option B 

 
Definition: An abandoned sign is defined as any sign on a 
property which no longer applies to a use of the property 
because the use has changed or the property has 
become vacant.   
 

1. Any abandoned sign in existence for a period of 
more than 6 consecutive months shall be 
removed or the face of the sign shall be 
covered. 

 
2. Any abandoned sign in existence for a period of 

more than 24 consecutive months shall be 
removed. 

 
3. Abandoned signs shall be removed 

immediately when the primary building on the 
property is demolished or removed.   
 

4. When an abandoned sign is removed, all parts 
of the sign, including structural supports, shall 
be removed.   

 
5. Grace Period: Any sign made “abandoned” by 

this code must comply within one (1) year from 
the date of adoption of the new code. 
. 

 
Option A except:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. Any abandoned sign that is non-conforming in 
existence for a period of more than 24 
consecutive months shall be removed. 

 
3. Abandoned signs that are non-conforming shall 

be removed immediately when the primary 
building on the property is demolished or 
removed 

 
 
 
 

5. Grace Period: None; effective immediately 
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Portable Message Centers 

 
Option A (recommended) 

 
Option B 

 
Option C 

 
Prohibit in all zoning districts.  Owners 
and users of portable message center 
signs will have 12 months from the date 
of ordinance publication (effective date 
of the ordinance) to discontinue use of 
these signs.   

 
• Allow as a temporary sign in C-2, 

C-3, C-4, I-1, and I-2 districts  
 

• Require a permit 
 

• Restrict use to two events per 
year, 30 days per event 
maximum, 30 days between 
events, maximum 60 days total 
per year  

 
Standards:  

• Maximum 32 sf per side of sign; 
any part of the sign containing 
copy and/or illumination is 
restricted to 32 sf. 

 
• Maximum 6 feet high 

 
• Flashing lights prohibited 

 
• Sign must be set back a minimum 

of 5 feet from any property line 

 
Same as Option B but also allow 
for nonresidential uses in 
residential districts.  
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Signs Visual Appeal Survey Key Takeaways 
 

• 964 people took the sign survey and submitted 386 written comments.   
• Signs matter.  97% of survey respondents say that signs are either very “important” or “somewhat 

important” to the visual appeal of a community.   
 

 
 

Responses to Sign Images 
• A preference for short, monument-style signs over tall signs on poles.  
• Poles without covers are more unappealing than poles with covers.   
• The use of multiple wall signs on buildings, especially those constructed of low-quality materials, is very 

visually unappealing.  
• The sites of businesses that use few signs, such as one monument sign and one to two wall signs, are more 

visually appealing than those sites that contain a larger number of ground and wall signs.  
• Size of sign matters less if the sign is a monument-style sign.   
• Use of more than one temporary sign is very visually unappealing.      
• Portable reader board signs are visually unappealing. 

 
Written Comments  
• There are too many signs.  The large quantity of signs is unattractive.   
• There is too much sign “clutter”.  (“Clutter” could mean too many signs, poorly maintained signs, or both.)   
• Landscaping is important to visual appearance.  The numerous comments about landscaping are especially 

significant considering the survey did not pose questions about landscaping.  
• Many signs are too tall.  Shorter signs are more attractive.   
• Outdated, aging, and poorly maintained signs are unattractive.   
• Pole signs are unattractive.  Signs on solid bases (monument signs) are much more attractive than signs on 

poles.   
• Portable readerboard signs are unattractive and the City needs to do more to control them.   
• Quality of the design of signs and materials used is important to visual quality.  
• Temporary signs are needed in some cases but they are visually unappealing.   
• Signs should be easy to read in addition to being visually appealing.  
• Businesses need signs and they should not be overly restricted.  

 





 
 

Planning & Development Department 
620 SE Madison, Unit 11 
Topeka, KS 66607 

Bill Fiander, AICP, Director 
Tel: 785-368-3728 
www.topeka.org  

March 2019 

Sign Code Update 

Questions/Comments from February Sign Public Meetings 
 

Q = Question 
C = Comment 
R = Response 
 
Q: The proposed height of free standing signs are too close to the ground. Trucks, campers, etc 
will hit a sign that is only 15’ to 25’ tall.   
R:   With minor exceptions the proposed code requires free-standing signs to be monument signs  
in which the base is, at a minimum, nearly the full width of the sign.    The current and proposed 
code do not allow a free-standing sign to extend into a street right-of-way.  For these reasons it 
will not be possible to drive under a sign and collide with it due to its height.  

 
Q: How are smaller shopping centers (<7 acres) handled that have multi tenants that don’t meet 
size for a center sign? 
R:   There is less need for smaller centers to be allowed larger multi-tenant signs because in such 
cases the buildings will be closer to the street and wall signs for each business are likely to be 
visible.  The proposed standards for wall signs allow substantial signage.  We will look into 
lowering the threshold under 7 acres and report back.     
 
Q: Does the max sq. ft. of 80 sf allow the letters to be large enough so they are visible from the 
street (taking into account wider rights of way)? 
R:  Yes, 80 square feet should be large enough to allow sign copy to be read by drivers at a lower 
height.  Staff will also add exceptions allowing larger signs with a setback.   
 
Q: Can real estate signs be in the R/W on a temporary basis? 
R:  Real estate signs are not currently allowed in the right-of-way.  It is proposed that real estate 
signs and all other signs, except for those signs specifically allowed in the right-of-way by 
Kansas Statutes, continue to be prohibited from being located in the right-of-way.   
 
Q: Can a limit be placed on the number of free standing banners? 
R:  The current sign code does not allow free-standing banners.  It is proposed that free-standing 
banners, along with free-standing yard signs, be allowed as temporary signs and restricted to 1 
sign per 200’ of street frontage.   
 
Q: How are construction signs handled or how should they be handled? 
R:   Staff are still looking for the most effective way to regulate construction signs.  The US 
Supreme Court case Reed v. Gilbert, Arizona (2015) concluded that sign regulations must be 

http://www.topeka.org/
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content-neutral with regulations limited to time, place, and manner.  Therefore, the proposed sign 
code may not distinguish construction signs from other forms of temporary signage.  As 
proposed the sign code will not allow banners to be installed on fences.  Furthermore, if 
regulated as a temporary sign, a sign used for a construction project would be limited to a 
maximum of 30 days per time period and to no more than 120 days in a calendar year, which 
would not accommodate the typical time needed to complete a construction project.  A 
construction sign could be installed as a free-standing sign, constructed of durable materials and 
would be allowed as long as it meets other standards for incidental signs.  They are not 
considered an issue now so staff will consider ways to legally accommodate signs for transitional 
land uses.  
 
Q: Can portable signs (portable message center signs) be allowed on temporary basis with a 
permit if the time and placement is regulated? 
R:  Allowing portable message center signs on a temporary basis to be enforced by a permit is an 
option.  However, it is not an effective option because of the difficulty of getting users to obtain 
permits and ensuring compliance with the time limits of a temporary sign.   The current sign 
code requires annual permits for portable signs but no one using a portable sign now has a valid 
permit.  The City has limited resources to enforce temporary signs in the field and adding 
portable message center signs to the list of enforcement duties is not cost-effective given the 
community’s very poor rating of such signs in the Visual Appeal Survey.    

 
Q: Why should new businesses be put at a disadvantage vs existing businesses when it comes to 
meeting the new standards? 
R: Not all sign owners will be put at a disadvantage so to speak. Some of the proposed sign 
regulations, including those for the office and institutional district and non-residential uses 
(churches, schools, etc.), are far less restrictive than current standards.  There are also a number 
of exceptions for larger shopping centers, corner lots, and businesses near highway interchanges.  
 
In the case of free standing signs in commercial districts, the proposed standards are more 
restrictive in Topeka but substantially less restrictive than standards for other comparable cities.  
The current standards for signs in Topeka’s most common commercial and industrial districts 
have not been revised since the late 1960s and are far out of line with current regulatory best 
practices.  The negative aesthetic impact they create make Topeka less visually appealing than 
other cities and contribute to putting Topeka at a competitive disadvantage.     
 
The proposed rules for non-conforming signs provide for compliance over time, not overnight.  
Existing signs that do not comply with the new rules will be able to continue.  As substantial 
alterations are made to signs that are taller and larger than the new standards allow, the altered 
signs will be required to be reduced in size and height by one-third (34%) until the sign conforms 
to the new standards.  This means that no more than two alterations would take place before the 
sign is compliant. Staff considers such an approach to be more practical and more effective than 
approaches typically taken by cities, which is to require complete conformance when there is any 
alteration made to the sign. Staff is concerned that too aggressive compliance may have the 
reverse effect of encouraging non-compliant signs to not change at all over time.    
 
Q: Why does it not make sense to have a “one size fits all approach”? 
A.   A one-size fits all approach whereby the maximum size permitted is the same for every 
property within the same zoning district does not serve Topeka well.  Topeka has developed over 
a long period of time and with a variety of uses and diverse range of building and parcel sizes 
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and amidst a variety of neighborhoods.  Mature development in and close to Central Topeka 
tends to be on smaller lots and in smaller buildings, and located within or adjacent to residential 
neighborhoods.  Newer development is generally characterized by larger parcels and larger 
buildings and with greater separation from residential uses.  It is appropriate that the maximum 
amount of signage allowed for individual development be in proportion to the size of parcels and 
buildings.  Proportional standards are better for aesthetic reasons but will not compromise the 
effectiveness of signs, since the visibility of signs is partly a function of context.    
 
Q: Does the code restrict window signs? 
A.   The current code contains regulations of window signs in the D-1 and D-3 Downtown 
districts.  Reasonable regulation of window signs is anticipated for the proposed code, as well, to 
be fair and to meet the objectives of the sign code.  At this time it is expected that window signs 
will not require a permit.     
 
Q: Increase height allowed in C2 to 20’-25’ and in C3-4 to 35’. This will help trucks from 
blocking the view of signs. 
A:  The large majority of vehicles are at a height of 6 feet or below.  Therefore, signs at a height 
of 15 and 25 feet will be visible under the majority of circumstances.  In part to address this 
concern, staff is recommending allowing an increase in sign height and area in exchange for 
increased sign setbacks.  Signs for large retail centers and office parks will be allowed increases 
in size and height.  Signs for commercial uses in close proximity to highway interchanges will be 
allowed increase height and size.   
 
Q: Should there be setbacks for signs? 
A.   We are not recommending that a setback be required for free-standing signs but it will be 
required that all parts of the sign be contained behind the property line and not be allowed to 
extend over streets and sidewalks.  In response to the feedback received at the February 26th 
meeting staff is recommending that owners and operators be given the option to set the sign back 
from the property line in exchange for moderate increases in size and height.  
 
Q: Will closing up “holes” in an unkempt sign trigger compliance?  
A. No.  Sign maintenance is expected and will not require changes to the sign to conform to 
current standards.  The current and proposed sign code require that signs be kept in good 
condition.   
 
C: If there are no buildings on the property, left-behind signs should not be allowed to remain at 
all. 
A.  It is proposed that signs no longer pertaining to use on the property be considered 
“abandoned signs” and be required to be removed when the building on the property is removed 
or the property is substantially redeveloped.      
 
Q. How long will political signs be allowed before the election barring any legislation from the 
State saying otherwise? 
A.   The current limit is 45 days.  The legislature is considering amending the current law.  The 
State law does not treat political signs the same as Topeka’s current sign regulations for other 
temporary signs and that is not likely to change with a new sign code.  However, the Kansas 
statute regulating political signs preempts Topeka’s sign regulations.  
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C:  A setback for a monument sign would be a good idea. 
R:  A setback is a requirement that can improve the visual appeal of a street or major corridor.  
The City also recognizes that a setback can reduce visibility of the sign in part because a sign 
that is set back from the property line is more likely to conflict with parked vehicles and 
landscaping.  Because the City is proposing more restrictive standards on size and height in the 
commercial and industrial districts there is reluctance to also require a setback for signs.  In 
response to the feedback received at the February 26th meetings staff is recommending that 
owners and operators be given the option to set the sign back from the property line in exchange 
for moderate increases in size and height. 

 
C.  There is no need to accommodate feather signs. 
R.   Feather flags are so commonly used as a form of temporary signs, and because they are 
another type of free-standing sign, staff are proposing standards to accommodate and control 
them rather than to prohibit them.   

 
C:  Portable signs are an eyesore for the City.  Prohibit portable signs. 
R:  The City’s Visual Appeal Survey included an image of a portable message center sign.  95 
percent of the responses to the image were “unappealing”.  This was the lowest rated score of 
any image in the survey. It is proposed that portable message center signs be prohibited partly 
because of their ranking on the Visual Appeal Survey but also because they are often poorly 
maintained, misused as permanent signs, and efforts to control them by permits and time limits 
are not likely to be effective.   
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Signs Visual Appeal Survey Key Takeaways 
 

• 964 people took the sign survey and submitted 386 written comments.   
• Signs matter.  97% of survey respondents say that signs are either very “important” or “somewhat 

important” to the visual appeal of a community.   
 

 
 

Responses to Sign Images 
• A preference for short, monument-style signs over tall signs on poles.  
• Poles without covers are more unappealing than poles with covers.   
• The use of multiple wall signs on buildings, especially those constructed of low-quality materials, is very 

visually unappealing.  
• The sites of businesses that use few signs, such as one monument sign and one to two wall signs, are more 

visually appealing than those sites that contain a larger number of ground and wall signs.  
• Size of sign matters less if the sign is a monument-style sign.   
• Use of more than one temporary sign is very visually unappealing.      
• Portable reader board signs are visually unappealing. 

 
Written Comments  
• There are too many signs.  The large quantity of signs is unattractive.   
• There is too much sign “clutter”.  (“Clutter” could mean too many signs, poorly maintained signs, or both.)   
• Landscaping is important to visual appearance.  The numerous comments about landscaping are especially 

significant considering the survey did not pose questions about landscaping.  
• Many signs are too tall.  Shorter signs are more attractive.   
• Outdated, aging, and poorly maintained signs are unattractive.   
• Pole signs are unattractive.  Signs on solid bases (monument signs) are much more attractive than signs on 

poles.   
• Portable readerboard signs are unattractive and the City needs to do more to control them.   
• Quality of the design of signs and materials used is important to visual quality.  
• Temporary signs are needed in some cases but they are visually unappealing.   
• Signs should be easy to read in addition to being visually appealing.  
• Businesses need signs and they should not be overly restricted.  
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