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OPENING THOUGHTS . . . 

PURPOSE.  The purpose of this handout is to guide the Adviso-
ry Committee’s work on the standards in the Section 6.17 of the Land 
Development Code (the “Sign Code”), which regulate signs on private 
property.  Future handouts will outline the work with regard to regulat-
ing signage in different areas of the City, nonconforming signs, approval 
procedures, and enforcement.

RELATIONSHIP TO COMPREHENSIVE PLAN.  When consid-
ering revisions to the Sign Code, it is important to keep the City’s plan-
ning objectives in mind.  To that end, Arvada adopted a revision to its 
Comprehensive Plan in 2015 that sets out the City’s vision and objectives.

The adopted Comprehensive Plan addresses signage in terms of 
economic development and community character.  The Comprehensive 
Plan encourages a balance between commercial imperatives and com-
munity aesthetics, and emphasizes the quality of design:

•	 “City economic development programs, zoning, signage and 
permitting processes must encourage business development 
while protecting the integrity of the community.”

•	 “The City will promote high quality architecture, site planning, 
landscaping, signage, and lighting for new residential and com-
mercial developments.”

In more general terms, a running theme of the Comprehensive Plan 
is preservation and enhancement of Arvada’s diverse community char-
acter through quality design that is varied yet focused on maintaining 
Arvada’s “small town feel.”  The plan’s vision statements include such ob-
jectives as:

•	 Retaining existing businesses, and expanding and diversifying 
[the City’s] economic base.

•	 Preserving [the City’s] historical resources in Olde Town and 
other areas where feasible, and enhancing Arvada’s small town 
feel and history; and

•	 Embracing the diversity of income, racial, ethnic, and genera-
tional groups that make up [the] community . . . .

The Comprehensive Plan seems to suggest that a new Sign Code 
should emphasize the characteristics of quality, balance, and diversity, 
establish or maintain a unique identity, and maintain or enhance historic 
resources.  What other concepts should focus the discussion?

RELATIONSHIP TO URBAN RENEWAL PLANS.  In Colorado, 
Urban Renewal Plans are typically more related to project finance than 
project design.  As such, as is customary throughout the state, most of 
the City’s urban renewal plans do not address signage.  That said, the 
Ralston Fields Urban Renewal Plan includes several provisions related to 
urban design, and specifically addresses signage as follows:

•	 Sidewalk signs are anticipated in pedestrian-oriented areas; 
•	 Unspecified signage is anticipated to be part of a well-designed 

streetscape along 58th Avenue from Garrison to Kipling

In the Main Street ares of the Triangle, “Signage shall be in confor-
mance with regulations of the City of Arvada. Neon lighting is permit-
ted by approval of the City of Arvada. Signs may be lit externally and 
internally.” All of the City’s other urban renewal plans defer to the Land 
Development Code to establish the standards for development of urban 
renewal projects.  

To the extent that urban renewal projects (or any other anticipat-
ed development) may shift community character from auto-oriented 
to pedestrian-friendly, or from rural to auto-oriented, or from rural to 
pedestrian-friendly, consider how such changes impact the need for and 
desirability of different types of signage.



CREATING A NEW SIGN CODE . . .

STEP 1: DEFINE “SIGN.”  The definition of “sign” is key to how 
the sign code is applied.  Defining “sign” for the City of Arvada will help 
focus the work ahead.  In defining the word “sign,” if there are specific 
exceptions to the definition, they must be carefully considered if they are 
based on the content of the sign.  Distinguishing between commercial 
and non-commercial messages may still be allowed by the courts, but it 
can be challenging to administer.

Current Definition —

Sign. Any advertisement, identification, announcement, direction 
or communication produced in whole or in part by the construction, 
erection, affixing or placing of a structure on any land or on any other 
structure or produced by painting on or posting or placing any printed, 
lettered, pictured, figured or colored material on any building, structure 
or surface.

[Note that the definition of “structure” is “anything constructed or 
erected, the use of which requires a location on the ground, or attached 
to something having a location on the ground.”]

Starting Point for Proposed Definition—

Sign means any surface, fabric, device, or display that includes (or is 
specifically designed to include) lettered, pictorial, or sculptured matter 
that is intended to convey information to people on abutting property or 
a public street, sidewalk, or right-of-way.

New Definition of “Sign” for Arvada —

Sign means  ____________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________

STEP 2:  CREATE CONTENT-NEUTRAL AND SPEAKER-NEU-
TRAL CLASSIFICATIONS.  Step 2 is to decide how signs will be classi-
fied for the purposes of regulation.  What types of signs (based on their 
physical structure) should be allowed without a permit, allowed with a 
permit, or not allowed?  How much detail is necessary in the classifica-
tion system? 

The current ordinance classifies signs in a variety of ways, some 
related to physical structure and some related to “purpose,” and some 
related to “speaker.”  The law no longer allows classifications based on 
“purpose” unless they serve a compelling governmental interest using a 
means that is least restrictive on speech.  The law also disfavors regula-
tions based on the speaker (e.g., the type of business or institution that is 
displaying the sign, like a church or a bed-and-breakfast).Consider whether any one of the above three displays would fall within the City’s cur-

rent definition of “sign,” and if so, why.



The following is an outline of a set of potential classifications that are 
based only on physical structure, to be used as a starting point for setting 
the classification system.  After the outline are “exiting classifications to 
evaluate,” as a reference to help ensure that the new classification system 
is complete (that is, do all of these sign types fit into a corresponding 
physical structure-based classification?).   

Starting Point for New Sign Classification Vocabulary—

PERMANENT, ATTACHED
•	 ROOF
•	 FASCIA
•	 WALL (FLAT) 
•	 WALL (PROJECTING); BLADE
•	 AWNING / CANOPY
•	 UNDER-AWNING
•	 WINDOW

•	 FLAG

PERMANENT, FREE-STANDING
•	 BENCH
•	 MONUMENT
•	 POLE 
•	 FLAG

•	 STORAGE TANKS OR OTHER STRUCTURES

TEMPORARY
•	 BALLOON / BUNTING / PENNANT
•	 BANNER
•	 FEATHER FLAG / FLUTTER FLAG / TEARDROP FLAG
•	 FLAG

•	 PORTABLE
•	 TRAILER SIGNS
•	 SIDEWALK SIGN
•	 INFLATABLE SIGN
•	 POSTER
•	 SITE SIGN
•	 SOCK / “TOASTER COVER”
•	 SWING SIGN
•	 WINDOW SIGN

•	 YARD SIGN

REQUIRED SIGNS (e.g., Addresses, Street Signs, Traffic Control 
Devices, Construction Signs, Legal Notices, Signs Required by Regula-
tion, whether temporary or permanent)

{HOLIDAY DECORATIONS}

Existing Classifications to Evaluate—
•	 Banner. A sign that is constructed of cloth, canvas or other 

type of fabric, or other similar light, non-rigid material which 
can be folded or rolled, but not including paper or cardboard, 
and not containing an enclosed framework.

•	 Banner, building.  (not defined)
•	 Banner, street. A banner suspended from a utility pole or other 

designated structure within the public street right-of-way.
•	 Billboard. A sign that identifies or communicates a commer-

cial or non-commercial message related to an activity conduct-
ed, a service rendered, or a commodity sold at a location other 
than where the sign is located.

•	 Building plaque. (not defined)
•	 Bus bench or shelter signage. (not defined)



•	 Clock tower. (not defined)
•	 Flag. A piece of fabric o other flexible material, usually rectan-

gular, containing distinctive colors, patterns, standards, words, 
or emblems used as symbols of a government political subdi-
vision, or other entities, including but not limited to political 
jurisdictions, such as the United States.

•	 Flag, commercial. Any flag designed or used to advertise or 
promote a business, product or service. A commercial flag shall 
be considered a business sign and shall be subject to all appli-
cable business sign restrictions as contained in § [6.17] of this 
Code.

•	 Flag, noncommercial. Any flag, including but not limited to 
the flag of a governmental, religious, civic, or fraternal organi-
zation, which does not constitutes a commercial flag as defined 
herein.

•	 Flagpole. A pole on which a flag is raised, permanently mount-
ed on a building wall or installed in the ground, and that is 
manufactured for the purpose of displaying a flag.

•	 Menu board (drive-through restaurant). (not defined)
•	 Menu display (restaurant). (not defined)
•	 Mural or graphic. A picture, scene, diagram or illustration 

generally for the purposes of decoration or artistic expression 
which is permanently painted on or attached directly to the 
exterior wall of a building or structure. A mural is regulated as 
wall signage if it is related by language, logo, or pictorial depic-
tion to the advertisement of any product, service, or identifica-
tion of the business.

•	 Public monument. A sculpture, statue, obelisk, war memorial 
or other important object erected on public property in com-
memoration of a person, or event, or marked and preserved as 
a site of public interest.

•	 Seasonal holiday lighting. Lighting intended as a celebration 
of the holiday season that is temporarily installed for use less 
than ninety (90) nights within a year.

•	 Sign, address or building identification. A sign which in-
cludes a letter, number, word or address to identify parcel of 
land, building, tenant space, or building located in a business or 
industrial center, or residential complex building. Not intended 
for advertising.

•	 Sign, A-frame (sandwich board). A portable pedestrian-
oriented sign that is hinged or attached at the top in order to 
form the cross-sectional shape of the letter “A” when installed. 
A-frame signs shall have a maximum height of 4 feet and width 
of 2 feet.

•	 Sign, awning. A sign painted or printed on and attached flat 
against the surface of an awning.

•	 Sign, campaign/election. (not defined)
•	 Sign, canopy. (not defined)
•	 Sign, changeable copy. Any portion of a sign which is capable 

of conveying messages to the public by means of changing the 
individual letters or numbers either manually or electronically.

•	 Sign, dancing tube. A portable sign that is made of a light 
weight and is filled with air from a blower base that gives the 
material motion. Dancing tubes range from 8 feet to 60 feet in 
height and sometimes contains advertising.

•	 Sign, designated parking spaces. (not defined)
•	 Sign, digital electronic message. A sign which contains a mes-

sage containing words, symbols, figures or images that can be 
electronically or mechanically changed by remote automatic 
means.

•	 Sign, directional. A sign that contains no commercial speech 
and gives specific instructions to the public, regulates pedes-



trian or vehicular traffic within private property and includes 
information for the use of a site (such as, “Enter,” “Exit,” “Warn-
ing,” “Self Service,” “Drive-Thru,” “One-Way,” etc.)

•	 Sign, flutter flag (feather flag, teardrop banner). A portable 
sign made of nylon or similar lightweight material that is at-
tached on the top and along the length of a lightweight pole 
that is temporarily inserted in the ground, and which some-
times contains advertising.

•	 Sign, free expression. Any sign, otherwise lawful, the purpose 
of which is not to identify, provide direction to, advertise, or 
otherwise promote a land use activity as may be designated in 
§ 6.17.4.A. or otherwise, but rather the purpose of which is to 
communicate ideas, viewpoints, opinions, or other information 
by the owner of the sign (often, but no necessarily, on contem-
porary social, political, or religious issues).

•	 Sign, freestanding. Any sign supported by structures or sup-
ports that are placed on or anchored in the ground and are not 
attached to any building or structure.

•	 Sign, freestanding monument. A freestanding sign that is sup-
ported by a solid base that is equal to at least 75% of the width 
of the sign frame.

•	 Sign, historic.  (not defined)
•	 Sign, inflatable advertising device. (not defined)
•	 Sign, informational. A sign that provides information related 

to the use or operation of a building (such as, “Open 24 Hours,” 
“Recycled Water,” etc.).

•	 Sign, interpretative. A sign that provides information to visi-
tors on natural, cultural and historic resources or other per-
tinent information, installed by a non-profit organization or 
national, state or local governmental agency.

•	 Sign, marketing. A temporary project sign intended for pre-
development marketing purposes which may included the 

name of the project, rendering or site plan, name, logo and 
phone number of developer, architect, lender, prime contractor, 
leasing agent, or developer’s website address.

•	 Sign, model home flag. (not defined)
•	 Sign, motor vehicle. (not defined)
•	 Sign, off-premise. A sign that directs attention to a business, 

commodity, service, or entertainment conducted, sold, or 
offered elsewhere other than the same premises or property 
displaying such sign. Erection of an off-premises sign shall be 
considered a principal use of the subject property.

•	 Sign, projecting. A sign which is attached perpendicular to the 
wall of a building or structure.

•	 Sign, public. A sign erected by any government agency, includ-
ing but not limited to, federal, state, county and city govern-
ments, school and recreation districts, but not including private 
water and sanitation districts.

•	 Sign, public property.  (not defined)
•	 Sign, real estate. (not defined)
•	 Sign, roof. A sign erected or constructed wholly on or over the 

roof of a building, supported by the roof structure, and extend-
ing vertically above any portion of the roof.

•	 Sign, service entrance. (not defined)
•	 Sign, temporary residential tract. A temporary sign serving to 

advertise the housing types to be constructed in a subdivision 
(i.e. single family, townhomes, apartments, etc.) in place during 
the active initial sales of the units.

•	 Sign, temporary residential subdivision informational. A 
temporary sign which serves to direct visitors to the construc-
tion or sales site.

•	 Sign, under canopy. A sign suspended from an overhead 
canopy over a sidewalk and perpendicular to the building. An 



under canopy sign may be parallel to the building provided that 
it does not extend out beyond the building wall.

•	 Sign, wall. Any sign attached parallel to, but within 18 inches 
of a wall of a building.

•	 Sign, window. Any sign, picture, symbol, or combination 
thereof, designed to communicate information about an activ-
ity, business, commodity, event, sale or service that is placed 
inside a window within 1 foot of the inside pane or upon the 
window panes or glass and is visible from the exterior of the 
window.

Speaker-Based / Land Use-Based Regulations—

Part of the current Sign Code regulates signs based on the speaker 
or land use to which they are associated.  Consider whether there is any 
perceptible risk that any of the following classifications in the current 
code could be construed to reflect a City preference for a certain type of 
content: 

•	 Assisted Living Facilities & Nursing Homes
•	 Bed & Breakfast
•	 Billboards
•	 Car Wash, Accessory to a Principle (sic) Use
•	 Church which is the only use in a Freestanding Building
•	 Church, Inline Shopping Center Establishment
•	 Commercial Building, Freestanding containing only one estab-

lishment and with exterior public entrances
•	 Commercial, Inline Shopping Center Establishment
•	 Commercial Establishment Without an External Public En-

trance
•	 Commercial Center containing less than 3 acres
•	 Commercial Center containing at least 3 acres but less than 9 

acres

•	 Commercial Center containing at least 9 acres but less than 30 
acres

•	 Commercial Center 30 acres and greater
•	 Community Agriculture
•	 Crop Production
•	 Event Centers, Freestanding (Arena, theater, art center, muse-

ums)
•	 Events Center, Inline Shopping Center Establishment
•	 Gas Station (including accessory gas stations)
•	 Greenhouse/Nursery/Specialty Crop
•	 Home Occupation
•	 Hospital
•	 Industrial Building
•	 Industrial, In-Line Tenant
•	 Mixed Use: First Floor Commercial/Retail Mixed Use Estab-

lishment (with Residential above)
•	 Mixed Use: Second Floor Office Tenant (with commercial/of-

fice below)
•	 Mixed Use: First Floor Exterior Entry to Second Floor Residen-

tial (above commercial or office)
•	 Multi-Family Housing Complexes
•	 Office Building containing only office uses
•	 Office In-Line Tenant in a Commercial/Retail Center
•	 Office Center containing less than 3 acres
•	 Office Center containing at least 3 acres but less than 9 acres
•	 Office Center 9 acres or greater
•	 Produce Stand
•	 Riding Academy and Stables



•	 Special Events
•	 Sports Fields
•	 Subdivision Signs, Single Family and Duplex Developments
•	 Temporary Outdoor Sales
•	 Transient Merchant

Existing Exemptions to Evaluate—

The following signs are exempt from the application of the current 
Sign Code.  No permits are necessary, and no measure of compliance is 
necessary.  Consider whether any of the classifications are content-based 
or speaker-based, and how the classifications could be reworked to avoid 
a content or speaker-basis.  Also consider whether other types of signs 
should be exempt from the Sign Code, or exempt from permit require-
ments but not standards.

•	 Signs, including official legal notices, erected by any govern-
mental agency including, but not limited to Federal, State, 
County and City Governments, Courts, School and Recreation 
Districts, but not including private water and sanitation dis-
tricts.

•	 Public warning signs, traffic control and traffic directional signs 
erected by the City or another governmental agency.

•	 Signs displayed within the interior of a building which are not 
visible from the exterior of the building.

•	 Bulletin board signs not exceeding fifteen (15) square feet 
in gross surface area accessory to a church, school, or public 
institution.

•	 Any number of election/campaign signs that are located on pri-
vate property and provided that the size and location of those 
signs do not create a hazard for automobile or pedestrian traffic 
or a public nuisance.

•	 Free Expression signs on property (including City property) 
constituting a traditional public forum, so long as such signs 

are personally held or attended, and provided that persons 
engaged in such activities shall not stand in any vehicular traf-
fic lane when such lane is open for use by vehicles, provide less 
than five (5) feet width clearance for pedestrians to pass by, if 
utilizing a public sidewalk, or otherwise block or impair the 
free and clear vision of drivers, bicyclists, and pedestrians.

•	 Free Expression signs on private property.
•	 Interpretative signs erected by a non-profit, national, state or 

local government agency.

STEP 3:  REGULATORY CONTROLS (DESIGN).  Once the clas-
sifications of signage that will be regulated are established, regulations 
can be developed for each type of sign.  The following outline suggests 
“content-neutral” starting points for regulation.

I. STRUCTURE / MOUNTS

 a. STRUCTURAL MATERIALS

 b. STRUCTURAL GEOMETRY

 c. SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS

  i. NATURAL FEATURES OR LANDSCAPING

  ii. VEHICLES

  iii. STACKED PRODUCTS

  iv. UTILITY POLES AND CABINETS

 d. TRANSPARENCY OF WINDOWS



II. SIGN FACE 

 a. MATERIALS {AND COLORS}

 b. ELECTRONIC MESSAGE CENTER

 c. MANUAL CHANGEABLE COPY MESSAGE CENTERS

 d. BULLETIN BOARD / DISPLAY BOX

 e. CLOCKS

 f. THREE-DIMENSIONAL DISPLAY

 g. SPINNING OR MOVING PARTS

III. LIGHTING / OTHER

 a. INTERNAL / EXTERNAL ILLUMINATION

 b. LIGHTING INTENSITY 

 c. LIGHTING HOURS

 d. SEARCHLIGHTS

 e. SOUND, SMOKE, BUBBLE, OR ODOR EMITTERS

 f. BARE LIGHT BULB COMPONENTS

 g. NEON TUBE COMPONENTS

 h. ANIMATED OR FLASHING LIGHTS

 i. ROTATING OR MOVING COMPONENTS

 j.  WIND-DRIVEN COMPONENTS

IV. SIZE AND DIMENSIONS

 a. AREA OF SIGN FACE

 b. HEIGHT OF SIGN STRUCTURE

 c. CLEARANCE BELOW SIGN

V. LOCATION

 a. SETBACKS

 b. DISTANCE FROM WINDOWS (INTERIOR SIGNS)

 c. PROHIBITED LOCATIONS 

  i. WITHIN RIGHTS-OF-WAY

  ii. COVERING ARCHITECTURAL FEATURES

  iii. OBSTRUCTING EXITS 

  iv. OBSTRUCTING VIEW TRIANGLES

VI. DURATION OF DISPLAY (TEMPORARY SIGNS)


