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    April 21, 2003 
 
 
TO:  The County Board of Arlington, Virginia 
 
FROM:  Ron Carlee, County Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Request to Advertise public hearings on a proposed Zoning Ordinance 

amendment to Section 34. Nameplates, Signs, and other Displays or 
Devices to Direct, Identify, and Inform, of the Arlington County Zoning 
Ordinance to amend regulations regarding commercial signs, non-
commercial signs and political signs. 

 
RECOMMENDATION:  Authorize the advertisement of public hearings on the 

proposed amendments to Section 34 of the Arlington 
County Zoning Ordinance, by the Planning Commission 
on June 2, 2003 and the County Board on June 14, 
2003.  The proposed Zoning Ordinance amendment 
would amend, reenact and recodify zoning provisions 
permitting commercial signs, non-commercial signs 
and temporary political signs, to facilitate the 
creation of a convenient, attractive and harmonious 
community; to reduce and prevent congestion in the 
public streets; to protect against danger and 
congestion in travel and transportation; to encourage 
economic development; and for other reasons 
required by the public necessity, convenience and 
general welfare and good zoning practice.  

 
ISSUE: The treatment of temporary non-commercial political signs. 
 
SUMMARY: The Zoning Ordinance amendment proposed for advertisement in this 

report would clarify the treatment of temporary non-commercial political 
signs.  Longstanding restrictions on temporary political signs are not 
consistent with the public's desire for political signs.  The proposed 
amendment would clarify and modify regulations of non-commercial 
political signs, to permit more signs on a temporary basis.  It would also 
clarify the requirements in light of past Court rulings related to 
Arlington’s sign ordinance.  The proposed amendments would be 
considered by the Planning Commission on June 2, 2003 and the 
County Board on June 14, 2003. 

   
DISCUSSION: Political signs are regulated by Section 34 of the Arlington County 
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Zoning Ordinance.  Political signs are permitted on all private commercial and 
residential properties by several sections of the sign ordinance. 
 
Political message is noncommercial speech; therefore such messages are permitted 
wherever commercial message is permitted by Section 34.A.4., which states as follows: 
"Wherever commercial speech is permitted on a sign under this section of the 
ordinance, noncommercial speech is also permitted."  Therefore, political signs are 
permitted on private commercial property wherever commercial uses are permitted.  
Political message is also permitted on all private property by Section 34.E.7. which 
allows real estate “for sale” signs. 
 
Political signs are permitted on private residential property in all zoning districts by 
Section 34.F.5.a.-g.  The number of signs per principal dwelling unit (Section 34.F.5.f.) 
is not enforced as a result of the Court’s decision Arlington County Republican 
Committee v. Arlington County, Virginia, 983 F.2d 587 (4th Cir. 1993).  The Fourth 
Circuit overturned the county ordinance that limited the number of temporary signs that 
could be posted by an owner on his property in residential districts to two signs.  
Although a permit is required by Section 34.F. for the placement of political signs on 
private property, this requirement has proven impractical to administer because of the 
number of such signs and the way in which they are posted. 
 
Political signs are also allowed in the public right of way at street intersections on 
weekends and holidays to the same extent that real estate signs are permitted.  Real 
estate directional signs in the right of way at street intersections are permitted from 
sundown Friday to sundown Sunday and holidays.  They are not permitted on utility 
poles, trees, or on or adjacent to other public property (i.e. schools, recreation fields, 
parks, other public facilities, and median strips), at any time.  Since a noncommercial 
message is permitted wherever a commercial message is permitted, political signs may 
be placed at intersections under these time restrictions.  Based on this, the only place 
that real estate signs and political signs are currently allowed in the public right of way 
is at intersections in the planting strip adjacent to streets.  Staff is not currently 
enforcing the prohibition on signs in the median on weekends. 
 
Commercial or noncommercial signs, and therefore political signs, are not permitted on 
public property at any other times. Section 34.C.4 states: Any sign on public land, other 
than those erected at the direction of a public authority, or by an official of the state or 
county pursuant to statute or ordinance, and those otherwise authorized by this section. 
. .  is prohibited.  Section 34.D.5. authorizes the removal of signs from public lands 
when signs are erected there contrary to these provisions.  Staff generally removes such 
signs in the public right of way on Mondays, depending on staff availability and 
priorities.   
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Staff recommends a new subsection to Section 34.E.15 that would allow political signs 
of up to four and one half (4½) square feet to be placed on public property in street 
intersections and medians on weekends and holidays during the same time period that 
real estate directional signs are permitted.  In addition, political signs would be 
permitted on the weekdays of an election week.  Real estate directional signs of up to 
one and one-half (1½) square feet are currently permitted at street intersections from 
sundown Friday to sundown Sunday and on legal holidays.  Such signs are not 
permitted on utility poles or trees, or on or adjacent to other public property (i.e., 
schools, recreation fields, parks, parkways, and medians) at any time.  Signs would also 
be prohibited in traffic circles.  Since a noncommercial message is permitted wherever a 
commercial message is permitted, political signs may be placed at intersections under 
these same time restrictions.   
 
Proposed Ordinance Amendment 
The proposed Zoning Ordinance would permit unlighted temporary political signs, with 
no restriction on number, to be placed on private property, up to a maximum total sign 
area of eighteen (18) square feet per building address.  Temporary political signs would 
be permitted in windows, or if freestanding, would have a maximum height of six (6) 
feet.  The proposed amendment would eliminate the requirement for permits.  Signs 
may be erected no earlier than 70 days prior to an election called by a duly constituted 
public body and shall be removed ten (10) days after the event or election. 
 
The proposed amendment would also modify the treatment of signs permitted in the 
public right-of-way, bringing the regulations into line with our current practice.  The 
proposed amendment would create a new provision for temporary political signs on 
public property, permitting them in medians.  Currently such signs are allowed on 
public property but not in medians.  In order that these signs not proliferate to the 
extent that they become a traffic hazard or create undue visual clutter, the provision 
would also require that signs be placed 75 feet apart from each other and that they not 
cause a corner vision obstruction.  Signs would only be permitted in the medians at 
intersections, curb cuts, or turn-arounds.  Signs would not be permitted to be placed 
continuously “Burma Shave” style the length of the median strip, or on traffic circles or 
traffic calming devices.  The provision would also place time constraints on the 
placement of signs in the public right of way, limiting them to weekends and legal 
holidays, 70 days prior to the election that they advertise and allowing them on the 
weekdays of the week of the election.  Political signs would be allowed on the weekdays 
preceding the election and the day of the election.  Political signs would be required to 
be removed within ten days following the election or event.  The provision would 
increase the size of signs allowed on the public right of way and at designated polling 
places to 4½ square feet, which is the typical size of both political signs and real estate 
signs. 
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CONCLUSION: The Zoning Ordinance amendment in this report is proposed to 
amend, reenact and recodify Subsection 34 of the Arlington County Zoning Ordinance, 
to provide better direction for the placement of non-commercial signs, temporary 
political signs and commercial real estate signs on public and private property, to 
facilitate the creation of a convenient, attractive and harmonious community; to reduce 
and prevent congestion in the public streets; to protect against danger and congestion 
in travel and transportation; to encourage economic development; and for other 
reasons required by the public necessity, convenience and general welfare and good 
zoning practice.  It is, therefore, recommended that the County Board authorize the 
advertisement of public hearings by the Planning Commission on June 2, 2003 and by 
the County Board on June 14, 2003 for the proposed Zoning Ordinance amendment to 
Section 34 Nameplates, Signs, and Other Displays or Devices to Direct, Identify and 
Inform.  
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RESOLUTION TO ADVERTISE PUBLIC HEARINGS ON THE PROPOSED ZONING 
ORDINANCE AMENDMENTS TO SECTION 34 NAMEPLATES, SIGNS, AND OTHER 
DISPLAYS OR DEVICES TO DIRECT, IDENTIFY, AND INFORM, TO AMEND, REENACT, 
AND RECODIFY ZONING PROVISIONS DEALING WITH COMMERCIAL SIGNS, 
NONCOMMERCIAL SIGNS AND POLITICAL SIGNS. 
 
 The County Board of Arlington hereby resolves that the following amendments 
to Section 34 Nameplates, Signs, and Other Displays or Devices to Direct, Identify, and 
Inform, of the Zoning Ordinance be advertised for public hearings by the Planning 
Commission on June 2, 2003 and by the County Board on June 14, 2003, to amend, 
reenact, and recodify Zoning Ordinance provisions dealing with commercial signs, non-
commercial signs and temporary political signs to facilitate the creation of a convenient, 
attractive and harmonious community; to encourage economic development; and other 
reasons required by the public necessity, convenience and general welfare, and good 
zoning practice. 
 

*  *  *   
 
SECTION 34. NAMEPLATES, SIGNS, AND OTHER DISPLAYS OR DEVICES TO 

DIRECT, IDENTIFY, AND INFORM 
 
E. Signs Permitted in All Districts Without Permits 

No permit shall be required for any of the following signs and the same may be 
displayed as freestanding signs on private property, unless otherwise specifically 
noted, in any district: 

*  *  * 
7. One (1) unlighted noncommercial, or "for sale," "rent" or "lease", sign or a sign 

advertising construction companies, contractors, or others performing work or 
services on a site on a temporary basis, but not exceeding a total area of four 
and one-half (4½) three (3) square feet, which may not be lighted.  Two (2) 
riders, each with a total area not exceeding 75 square feet, may be attached to 
such signs.  Unlighted temporary political signs, without restriction as to number, 
are permitted on private property in all districts with a maximum total sign area 
per building address of eighteen (18) square feet.  Unlighted temporary political 
signs may be placed in a window, or in the case of a freestanding sign shall not 
exceed six (6) feet in height.  No signs shall be erected for more than (70) days 
prior to an election called by a duly constituted public body.  All signs shall be 
removed within ten (10) days following the event or election.  Provided, 
however, that the total area of signs permitted under this Section 34.E.7 shall at 
no time exceed eighteen (18) square feet per building address.     

 
*  *  * 



Request to Advertise Zoning Ordinance Amendment 
Section 34. Non-Commercial Political Signs -6- 
 

 
PLA-3220 
 

 9. Unlighted directional real estate "for rent" or "sale" signs, not exceeding one and 
one-half (1½) square feet in area, are permitted on public property, as follows, 
provided that such real estate directional signs are displayed only from sundown 
Friday to sundown on Sundays and on legal holidays.  Not more than one (1) 
sign for each real estate agency shall be displayed in any one (1) street 
intersection but not on utility poles or trees, nor on or adjacent to any other 
public lands such as school sites, recreation fields, parks, parkways, and median 
strips.  Each such directional "for rent" or "sale" sign posted on public right-of-
way shall contain the name of the real estate company or agency which caused 
the sign to be posted. Such signs shall not be placed in such a fashion as to 
constitute a "vision obstruction" at street intersections as specified in Section 32 
of this ordinance.   

 
*  *  * 

 
14. Political campaign signs erected on the day before or on election day on the lot 

of the officially designated polling place for a period not to exceed twenty-four 
(24) hours.  Each sign may be no larger than four and one-half (4½) square 
feet in area. 

 
15. Unlighted temporary political signs not exceeding four and one-half (4½) 

square feet in area may be displayed on public property, as follows from 
sundown Friday to sundown on Sundays and on legal holidays on those days 
that are seventy (70) days before an election called by a duly constituted 
governmental body.  Such signs may also be displayed in street intersections 
and street medians, on public property, the weekend (beginning Friday 
sundown) preceding and the following weekdays up to and including the 
election day.  Signs in street medians shall be placed only at the curb cuts, 
street intersections, and turn-arounds.  No sign shall be continuously placed 
along street medians.  No sign shall be placed within 75 feet of another sign for 
that same candidate or issue unless separated by a street or public right-of-
way.  No sign shall be placed on any utility pole, sign,  tree, landscaped 
beautification area, traffic circle, or traffic calming device.  No signs shall be 
placed adjacent to or on any school site, municipal building, parkway or park.  
No sign shall be placed in such a fashion as to constitute a "vision obstruction" 
at street intersections as specified in Section 32 of this ordinance.  All political 
signs shall be removed within ten (10) days following an election.  

 
 

F.  Signs Permitted in All Districts With Permits. 
The following sign regulations shall apply in all districts unless otherwise expressly 
specified herein, and the area of any sign permitted in Section 34.F. shall not be 
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counted in calculating permitted signs or sign area for signs described in Sections 34.E., 
34.G., or 34.H.  A sign permit shall be obtained from the zoning administrator for all 
signs allowed by these regulations. 

*  *  * 
5. Temporary noncommercial signs are permitted in residential districts subject to 

the following: 
a. No one (1) sign shall exceed four (4) square feet in area. 
b. One (1) sign permit shall be required for each individually distinctive sign and 

each group of identical signs. 
c. A ten dollar ($10.00) nonrefundable sign permit fee shall be required for 

every group of twenty-five (25) or fewer signs. 
d. No signs shall be erected for more than seventy (70) days prior to the event 

which they purport to advertise. 
e. All signs shall be removed within ten (10) days after the event. 
f. No more than one (1) sign is permitted for each principal dwelling unit. 
g. The sign may be freestanding or placed in a window. 

 
 56. The following regulations shall apply to signs with commercial messages allowed 
   on a temporary basis: 

*  *  * 
 


