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AN ORDINANCE relating to land use and zoning; adopting findings of fact and 
recommendations to justify retention of the emergency moratorium, 
adopted by Ordinance No. 27982, on the acceptance of applications for 
permits to install, erect, or construct new static or digital billboards or the 
conversion of static billboards to digital formats in all zoning districts for a 
period of six months; amending Ordinance No. 27982 to exempt from 
such moratorium vested applications for billboard relocation permits and 
applications for repair of existing billboards for purposes or 
implementation of safety improvements mandated by state or federal 
standards; and providing for severability. 

 
 WHEREAS, on May 17, 2011, the City Council adopted Ordinance  

No. 27982, enacting an emergency moratorium on the acceptance of 

applications for permits to install, erect, or construct any new billboard or digital 

billboard or the alteration, modification, or replacement of any existing billboard, 

so that the new or existing billboard (as altered or modified) uses static or 

changeable electronic, digital, or video display or flashing, motion, animated, or 

changeable electronic variable message copy, and  

 WHEREAS the purpose of the moratorium is to prevent the permitting of 

billboards within the City that ultimately may be inconsistent with the proposed 

new billboard regulations currently under consideration by the City Council, and 

to allow the City reasonable time to review such regulations to ensure that their 

intended purpose is achieved consistent with the City’s Comprehensive Plan; 

without the moratorium, it is possible that significant investment could be made 

in the installation of new billboards that could quickly be made non-conforming 

upon the adoption of new regulations, and 

 WHEREAS the moratorium applies City-wide and was enacted for six 

months (until November 16, 2011), and 
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 WHEREAS, in accordance with RCW 35.63.200 and Section 13.02.055 

of the Tacoma Municipal Code, on June 1, 2011, the Planning Commission 

conducted a public hearing on the moratorium and provided its findings and 

recommendations to the City Council, attached hereto as Exhibit “A” and by this 

reference incorporated as if fully set forth herein, and 

 WHEREAS, after a review of the current billboard regulations, which 

have not been modified since 1997, and in consideration of the advancements 

in digital technology and the significant developments in the community, policy 

and law regarding signage since adoption of those regulations, as well as 

consideration of testimony from community stakeholders, including 

neighborhood groups, internal staff and officials, business community 

representatives and the public, the Planning Commission concurred with the 

City Council’s conclusion that additional time is needed to consider potentially 

significant changes to the existing billboard regulations, and 

 WHEREAS the Planning Commission concurs with the City Council’s 

initial finding that the status quo should be preserved as a protective measure 

to prevent vesting and continued permitting for new billboards or modifications 

to existing billboards pending the outcome of the City Council’s consideration of 

proposed changes to the City’s current billboard regulations, and 

 WHEREAS, in its findings, the Planning Commission expressed that the 

current six-month duration of the moratorium may need to be extended should 

the City Council desire to send all, or a portion of, the sign code back to the 

Commission for further study, ensuring that the performance standards for 
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billboards are effective, practical and adequately protect the health, safety and 

welfare of the City’s residents; Now, Therefore, 

 BE IT ORDAINED BY THE CITY OF TACOMA: 
 
 Section 1.  That the City Council has considered the testimony presented 

at the July 12, 2011, public hearing on the City-wide moratorium on the 

acceptance of applications for permits to install, erect, or construct new static or 

digital billboards or the conversion of static billboards to digital formats, as 

established by Ordinance No. 27982. 

Section 2.  That the City Council has considered the findings and 

recommendations of the Planning Commission regarding the moratorium 

established by Ordinance No. 27982. 

 Section 3.  In accordance with RCW 35.63.200 and TMC 13.02.055, 

which require the City Council to adopt findings of fact justifying the adoption of 

moratoria, the “Whereas” clauses set forth above are hereby adopted as the 

Findings of Fact of City Council and are by this reference incorporated herein 

as if set forth in their entirety.  

 Section 4.  Consistent with the findings and recommendations of the 

Planning Commission, the City Council hereby amends the moratorium 

established by Ordinance No. 27982 to provide that such moratorium shall not 

apply to vested relocation permits for static billboards.   

 Section 5.  Further consistent with the findings and recommendations of 

the Planning Commission, the City Council hereby amends the moratorium 

established by Ordinance No. 27982 to create exemptions for (1) permit 
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applications to conduct repair of existing billboards, and (2) permit applications 

to implement safety improvements for existing billboards as mandated by state 

or federal standards.  

 Section 6.  The amendment to Ordinance No. 27982, described herein, 

shall be as follows:  That a moratorium is hereby adopted on the permitting, 

installation, erection, or construction of any new billboard or digital billboard or 

the alteration, modification, or replacement of any existing billboard, so that the 

new or existing billboard (as altered or modified) uses static or changing 

electronic, digital, or video display or flashing , motion, animated, or changeable 

electronic variable message copy.  The moratorium applies in all zoning 

districts.  Static copy on existing billboards may continue to be changed.  The 

moratorium shall not apply to vested relocation permits for static billboards.  

The following shall also be exempted from the moratorium: 1) permit 

applications to conduct repair of existing billboards, and (2) permit applications 

to implement safety improvements for existing billboards as mandated by state 

or federal standards. 

 Section 7.  That the City Council has determined that the moratorium on 

the acceptance of applications for permits to install, erect, or construct new 

static or digital billboards or the conversion of static billboards to digital formats, 

as established by Ordinance No. 27982, and as further amended by Section 4 

and Section 6 of this Ordinance, shall be retained in full force and effect until 

November 16, 2011, unless hereafter rescinded, modified or extended by 

separate ordinance. 
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 Section 8.  That if any section, subsection, paragraph, sentence, clause, 

or phrase of this ordinance, or its application to any person or situation, should 

be held to be invalid or unconstitutional for any reason by a court of competent 

jurisdiction, such invalidity or unconstitutionality shall not affect the validity or 

constitutionality of the remaining portions of this ordinance or its application to 

any other person or situation. 

 
Passed     

 
            
      Mayor 
Attest: 
 
 
      
City Clerk 
 
 
 
Approved as to Form: 
 
 
      
City Attorney 
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EXHIBIT “A” 
 
 

 
 

City of Tacoma 
Planning Commission 

 
 
 

Billboard Regulations 
Emergency Moratorium Review 

 
FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

TACOMA PLANNING COMMISSION 
June 1, 2011 

 
A. SUBJECT: 

Emergency moratorium on the acceptance of applications for or construction of new static 
or digital billboards within the City of Tacoma. 

B. BACKGROUND: 

On May 17, 2011, the City Council enacted an emergency moratorium on new static or 
digital billboards (Ordinance No. 27982).  The moratorium prohibits the acceptance of 
applications for the construction of new static or digital billboards or the conversion of 
static billboards to digital formats.  The moratorium applies City-wide and was enacted for 
a duration of six months (until November 16, 2011). 

C. FINDINGS OF FACT: 

1. On May 17, 2011, the City Council adopted Ordinance No. 27982, enacting an 
emergency moratorium on the acceptance of applications for permits to install, erect, 
construct or replace static or digital billboards.  The purpose of the moratorium is to 
prevent the continued permitting of billboards within the City which ultimately may be 
inconsistent with the regulations currently under consideration by the City Council, and 
to allow the City reasonable time to review the associated regulations to ensure that 
those regulations achieve their intended purpose.  It is possible that without a 
moratorium, significant investment could be made in the installation of new billboards 
and that those same billboards could be made non-conforming within a matter of 
months.  The moratorium applies City-wide and is in effect for six months. 

2. RCW 35.63.200 and Tacoma Municipal Code (TMC) 13.02.055 permit the 
establishment of moratoria when it is necessary as a protective measure to prevent 
vesting under current regulations. 
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3. With regards to the duration of moratoria, the Code provides: 

Moratoria or interim zoning may be effective for a period of 
not longer than six months, but may be effective for up to one 
year if a work plan is developed for related studies requiring 
such longer period.  [Excerpt from TMC 13.02.055.D.] 

4. With the adoption of Ordinance No. 27982, the City Council declared that an 
emergency existed and that immediate adoption of a moratorium was necessary to 
prevent the permitting or construction of new static or digital billboards that might be 
inconsistent with the billboard regulations under review and that could potentially 
undermine the moratorium’s goals. 

5. TMC Chapter 13.02 sets forth the procedures and criteria for amending the City’s 
development regulations, including temporary moratoria. 

6. TMC 13.02.055 provides that following adoption of an emergency moratorium, the 
Planning Commission is required to conduct a public hearing and provide findings and 
recommendations to the City Council before the Council, after further review, takes 
final action to retain, rescind or modify the emergency moratorium.  The Commission’s 
findings and recommendations are required to address the need for and the appropriate 
duration of the moratorium. 

7. The subject emergency moratorium was initially presented to and discussed by the 
Planning Commission at its May 18, 2011 meeting.  The Commission authorized the 
distribution of the moratorium for public review and comment, and set June 1, 2011 as 
the date for the Commission’s public hearing on the matter. 

8. Written and/or electronic notice of the Planning Commission’s public hearing was sent 
to community members who testified on the emergency moratorium to the City Council 
at its May 17, 2011 meeting and to citizens who provided comment for the Planning 
Commission’s public hearing on March 16, 2011 concerning proposed revisions to 
existing billboard regulations. The notice also was provided to all recipients of the 
Planning Commission agenda, the Planning Commission’s electronic mailing list, City 
Council members, Neighborhood Councils, business district associations, adjacent 
jurisdictions, other governmental agencies, the Puyallup Tribal Nation, City staff, City 
Commissions, environment, development, civic and social organizations, major 
institutions and employers, and other interested individuals and groups.  In addition, 
notice was sent to all properties with existing billboards and all properties within 400 
feet of an existing billboard. In total, the notice was sent to more than 3,000 addresses.  
Additionally, the public notice was posted on the bulletin boards on the first and second 
floors of the Tacoma Municipal Building and on the City’s internet website. 

9. The notice included general information regarding the time and place of the public 
hearing, a description of the purpose of the public hearing, where additional information 
could be obtained and how to submit public comment. 

10. A copy of the moratorium ordinance was available for review at the offices of the 
Community and Economic Development Department, and was also posted for public 
review on the City’s website. 
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11. The Planning Commission held a public hearing on this moratorium on Wednesday, 
June 1, 2011.  21 people provided testimony at the hearing.  A majority of those who 
spoke at the hearing were in favor of the continuation of the moratorium. 

12. In addition to the testimony received at the June 1, 2011 public hearing,  46 written 
comments were submitted in response to the public notice. 

13. The Planning Commission reviewed all testimony offered at the June 1, 2011 public 
hearing and all written testimony submitted to the Commission prior to the comment 
deadline. 

14. The testimony at the public hearing and the information contained in the public record 
indicate that public opinion supports continuation of the moratorium to prevent 
additional billboard development under existing regulations while the Council reviews 
and considers changes to those regulations. 

15. Based on the moratorium adopted by the City Council and the public testimony 
provided during this review, the Commission has identified the following emergent 
items in need of additional review: 

 The existing definitions and regulations associated with billboards – both static 
and digital – to ensure consistency between those requirements and the intent of 
the Comprehensive Plan. 

 The performance standards for billboards to ensure the protection of the health, 
safety and welfare of the City’s citizens. 

16. The City’s billboard regulations have not been modified since 1997.  The law regarding 
signage, as well as the technology used for advertising, has significantly evolved since 
that time. 

17. As noted above, a review of the billboard code is currently underway.  As part of its 
analysis, the Commission has identified several issues of concern related to the 
introduction of digital billboards to the City, especially concerning their impact on 
residential areas (see attached Findings and Conclusions). 

18. The moratorium ordinance allows time for the Council to study and review the issues 
identified by the Commission.  In order to make an informed decision, the Council 
envisions a thorough evaluation of the current issues related to billboard regulation, best 
practices and policies from other jurisdictions, and the adequacy of the City’s existing 
regulations.  Due to the age of these regulations, the changes in the community, policy 
and law since adoption of those regulations, and the extensive comments received to 
date, this review will likely result in the drafting and preparation of amendments to the 
Land Use Regulatory Code.  In order to properly consider this issue, Council review 
will also necessitate input from community stakeholders, including neighborhood 
groups, internal staff and officials, and the business community. 

19. Clear Channel Outdoor has raised an issue regarding regulatory takings as it relates to 
the relocation permits held by Clear Channel.  As the Council considers the 
moratorium, the issue of the relocation permits and relevant case law should be 
considered.  

20. Clear Channel Outdoor testified that they believed that the moratorium precluded 
routine maintenance and emergency repair of existing billboards. The moratorium 
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should be clarified to ensure the routine maintenance and repairs are not prohibited 
while the moratorium is in effect.  

D. CONCLUSIONS: 

On May 17, 2011, the City Council declared an emergency and adopted an immediate, six-
month moratorium on the acceptance of permits to install, erect or construct new static or 
digital billboards within the City.  The moratorium is intended to prevent further permitting 
under the current billboard regulations and to provide the City Council an opportunity to 
review and discuss whether those regulations appropriately implement the policies of the 
City as well as meet the needs of the community. 
 
After a review of the current regulations, and consideration of digital technology and the 
public comments provided, the Commission concurs with the Council’s conclusion that 
additional time is needed to consider potentially significant changes to the existing billboard 
regulations.  The Commission also concurs with the Council’s initial finding that the status 
quo should be preserved to prevent substantial investment in new billboards, pending the 
outcome of the Council’s consideration of changes to the City’s billboard regulations.  The 
Commission is in agreement with the Council that a moratorium is warranted as a protective 
measure to prevent vesting and continued permitting under the current regulations. 
 
The Commission concurs with the initial moratorium duration of six months; however, 
should the Council desire to send all or a portion of the sign code back to the Commission 
for further study, more time will be needed in order for the Commission to complete its 
review. 

E. RECOMMENDATIONS: 

The Planning Commission recommends that the City Council continue the emergency 
moratorium on the issuance of billboard permits adopted under Ordinance No. 27982.  

F. ATTACHMENTS: 

A. Billboard Code Revisions, Tacoma Planning Commission, Findings and 
Recommendations, May 18, 2011 

 




