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At the next meeting on June 3, 2015, the Planning Commission will receive a briefing on the
proposed code amendments concerning billboards, including background information, the
intended approach and the timeline for the project (attached).
The City is exploring amendments to the special billboards regulations in the Tacoma Municipal
Code, Section 13.06.521.M. The main objective is to continue to reduce the number of
billboards in the City and move billboards which adversely impact neighborhoods, protected
districts and land uses to more acceptable areas. This process is part of an effort to
successfully end a legal “standstill” agreement between the City of Tacoma and Clear Channel
Outdoor (CCO) regarding the City’s efforts to enforce its billboard regulations. CCO is the
owner and operator of all but a few of the billboard faces in the City.
The amendment process follows the work of the Billboard Community Working Group (CWG),
which made a presentation of regulatory alternatives in March to City Council after several
months of meetings. A copy of the CWG Final Report was provided to the Planning
Commission in February. The report and relevant information are available on the Planning
Services Division’s website at www.cityoftacoma.org/planning (and click on “Billboard
Community Working Group”). Based on the CWG recommendations, this proposal may add a
significant number of zoning districts where billboards are permitted and modify some of the
existing development regulations addressing buffers, dispersion and design characteristics for
billboards.
If you have any questions, please contact me at 253-279-8950 or jharring@cityoftacoma.org.
Attachment
c: Peter Huffman, Director
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Billboard Regulations
(Proposed Revisions to TMC 13.06.521 General Sign Regulations)

RECENT HISTORY – AND WHERE WE ARE TODAY
(partial excerpt from the CWG Final Report)

Billboard regulations have been a highly contentious issue in Tacoma for decades. Although the CWG
was expressly "not charged with rendering an opinion on current city codes or deliberating whether that
code should be enforced,” it was necessary for us to understand how Tacoma, its citizens, billboard
owners and advertisers arrived at this point. This section of our report summarizes this context with a
brief re‐cap of recent history and the current billboard situation in Tacoma.
The City’s billboard codes have evolved substantially over time. Whereas we understand from the
Planning Department that it is reasonable to assume that nearly all billboards in the City were, at the
time they were initially installed, compliant with code, changes over time mean that today, only 3 of the
311 billboard faces in the City comply with code. These 308 billboards are considered “nonconforming” ‐
‐ because they are not consistent with the code.
The City first adopted comprehensive billboard regulations in 1988, which sought to limit the number of
billboards to those in place in April of that year, ban billboards from all parts of the City excepting
Industrial and some commercial zones, and adopt other regulations. That code was significantly revised
in 1997, adding provisions that made many more existing billboards nonconforming, and adopting an
amortization provision that required nonconforming billboards to be brought into compliance or
removed, at the cost of the owner, within 10 years. The rationale behind amortization was that the
owner of the billboard structure would have been able to fully recoup its capital investment in the
structure over the course of a decade. Clear Channel has owned nearly all of the billboards in the City
since the early 2000s.
When, in 2007, the City sought to enforce the 1997 code amortization provisions, Clear Channel
Outdoor sued, leading to a Settlement Agreement in 2010. The Settlement Agreement recognized Clear
Channel’s vested rights in its conforming and legally nonconforming signs and relocation permits, and
included an exchange program that would allow digital billboards. After community opposition to digital
billboards, the City did not pass a digital ordinance as contemplated by the Settlement Agreement, but
instead passed the 2011 Code4 (also referred to in this Report as “Current Code”) which revived the
prior 10‐year amortization provision as a way to reduce the number of billboards, the 2011 Code also
banned digital billboards, expanded buffer and dispersal requirements, and instituted a number of
design requirements. The City then filed a declaratory judgment action asking the Court to declare that
the Settlement Agreement was not binding. In response, Clear Channel countersued the City over the
2011 Code, which led to the current Standstill Agreement.
Per the Standstill Agreement, the 2011 Code remains in place, but is not enforced: the 1997 code
applies, except the amortization provisions are not enforced. Under the 2011 Code, all but three of the
current 311 billboard faces5 in the City are nonconforming, most for multiple reasons. Nearly ninety
percent of the billboards do not comply with the buffer requirements in the current code.
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SUMMARY OF TACOMA BILLBOARD REGULATION HISTORY
(partial excerpt from the CWG Final Report)
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PROJECT APPROACH
A set of draft amendments to the City’s billboard regulations will be developed through extensive
outreach efforts. Based on Council and Planning Commission direction, the CWG report
recommendations, on‐going feedback from CCO and community meetings with interested Councils and
Business District Associations, a set of regulations will be drafted for consideration by the Planning
Commission. The Commission will then hold a public hearing and after considering testimony finalize a
recommendation to the City Council for their final review and action. At appropriate junctures
throughout the review process, periodic updates will also be provided to, and feedback solicited from,
the City Council.
The most significant segment of community outreach for this amendment has been completed through
the work of the Tacoma Billboards Community Working Group. This group was made up of a wide cross‐
section of the community, including billboard opponents and members that were favorable to
billboards. The group included members of neighborhood and business organizations, CCO and other
advertising industry representatives, as well as Historic Tacoma and Scenic Tacoma. This group worked
for five months and submitted a final report with recommendations to City Council in February.
Staff plans to continue outreach by consulting with Tacoma Community Council and Cross District
Association regarding the recommendations from the CWG and to gather more input about specific
perceived good and bad impacts/effects of billboards on neighborhoods and businesses.

TENTATIVE SCHEDULE
(as of May 28, 2015)

Date
March 24

Event
City Council – Resolution No. 39145

May – Sept.

Discussions with Clear Channel

June – Sept.

Community Outreach – Stakeholders, Billboards Community Working Group,
Neighborhood Councils, Business District Associations, interested parties

June – August

Planning Commission ‐ Review

August 11

City Council – Study Session

August 15

Standstill Agreement – Existing expires but automatically extends

September 16

Planning Commission – Public Hearing

September

IPS Committee – Status update

October 21

Planning Commission ‐ Recommendation

November 17
November

City Council – Study Session and Public Hearing
IPS Committee – Recommendation

December 1

City Council – First reading of ordinance to adopt amendments

December 8

City Council – Final reading of ordinance to adopt amendments
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