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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 
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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.   

 


