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Sign Code Advisory Committee 
Meeting #2 

June 12, 2008 
 
 

I. Issue 
 
Signage within the City’s residential zones. 
 

II. Background 
 

It seems like an oxy-moron to think that signs exist or are needed within residential 
zones.  Most discussions related to sign regulations are limited to commercial and 
industrial zones.  However, signs are very prominent within residential zones and play an 
important role in residential zones.  The City has three residential zoning categories, Low 
Density Residential (LDR), Medium Density Residential (MDR), and High Density 
Residential (HDR) (Attachment A: Mapping of all Residential Property in the City).  The 
dominant use within the LDR zone are single family homes, however single family 
homes can also be found in the MDR and HDR zones.  Multi-Family complxes are a 
permitted use within the MDR and HDR zone (Attachment B: Map of all MDR and HDR 
Zoned Property in the City).  Multi-Family structures include duplex and triplexes as well 
as larger apartment buildings. 
 
There are uses within residential zones that have signage needs that resemble the signage 
needs of commercial businesses.  The City’s schools, religious institutions, and parks use 
freestanding and wall signs (Attachment C: Institutional Uses in LDR, MDR, and HDR 
Zones).  The freestanding sign at Foster High School utilizes an electronic message board 
to convey messages to the student body and public.  There are also businesses such as 
home occupations, day-cares and bread and breakfasts which are allowed within 
residential zones. 
 
Single family homes utilize signs for a variety of reasons.  The signs at single family 
homes can be utilized for a commercial speech such as to advertise a home for sale or a 
garage sale; or the signs can be utilized for a non-commercial speech such as political 
signs. 
 
The City also contains numerous apartment complexes that utilize signage to advertise 
the name of the building and to advertise available units (Attachment D:  Apartment 
Complexes within MDR and HDR Zones). 
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Below is a brief overview of the types of signs typically found within the City’s 
residential zones. 
 
On-Premise 
Real-Estate Sign 
 

This on-premise real estate 
sign is displayed by attaching 
the sign to stakes and placing 
the sign in the ground.  This 
would be an example of 
incidental signage.  

Off-Premise-
Real Estate Sign 
 

Off-premise signs are 
typically used at busy traffic 
intersections to inform 
individuals of the specific 
location of a home for sale.  
These signs are often illegally 
placed in the City’s right of 
way.  This type of sign would 
be an example of incidental 
signage. 

 

Wall Mounted 
Apartment Sign 

The sign to the right is a 
building mounted wall sign 
located within the City. 

 
Freestanding 
Apartment Sign 

Freestanding signs are 
commonly used to denote the 
name of an apartment 
complex. 

 
Freestanding 
City Signs 

The signs are typically used to 
denote the names of parks, 
fire houses and other city 
facilities 

 
Freestanding 
School Sign 

There are two school signs 
shown:  A freestanding sign 
utilizing a pole and a 
freestanding sign on the 
adjacent wall. 
  



B. Miles Page 3 06/11/2008 
C:\DOCUME~1\scott-k\LOCALS~1\Temp\XPGrpWise\Issue Paper, Residential Zones.doc 

Freestanding 
Church Sign 

The readerboard to the right is 
considered a freestanding 
sign. 

 
“A” Board   The board to the right is being 

used to advertise an open 
house.  This would be an 
example of incidental signage.

 
Political Sign Political signs usually are 

prevalent prior to and shortly 
after elections.  However, not 
all political speech is tied to 
an election.  For example a 
sign saying “US Out of Iraq” 
could also be considered a 
Political Sign.  Political signs 
are an example of incidental 
signage. 

 

 
The City regulations for signs within residential zones are found in various parts of the 
existing sign code.   
 
III. Existing Regulations Regarding Incidental Signage within 

Residential Zones 
 
The Sign Code section, “Exceptions, Permits not Required” (TMC 19.12.050) lists 
specific exemptions for when permits do not need to be obtained.  Exemptions relieve an 
individual from having to obtain a sign permit.  However, an exemption does not relieve 
an individual from the requirements of the sign code.  Many of the exemptions are for 
incidental signs typically found in residential zones.   
 
These exemptions included: 
 

 Real estate signs which offer the immediate premises for sale, lease or rent 
when the sign is less than six square feet in size.  This section also permits 
“A” board to be displayed when the agent or seller is on-site (TMC 
19.12.050 (4)). 

 Bulletin boards not over 12 square feet in area for each public, charitable 
or religious institution when the sign is located on the premises of the 
institution (TMC 19.12.050 (8)). 
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 Political signs, posters, or bills provided they are less than 32 square feet 
in area for a single sided sign or 64 square feet total for a double sided 
sign.  The signs may be displayed ten days past either a primary or general 
election.  Signs that are more political in nature and not tied to a particular 
election may be displayed for an indefinite period of time.  Political signs 
must be placed on private property (TMC 19.12.050 (13)). 

 Signs for community service and fraternal organizations (TMC 19.12.050 
(15)). 

 
IV. Existing Regulations Regarding Permanent and Temporary 

Signage in Residential Zones 
 

Permanent Signage 
 
Residential zones also contain many institutional uses which have sign needs that are 
typical of signs needs in commercial districts.  Theses institutional uses include such uses 
as: schools, parks, the Tukwila Community Center, religious institutions, fire stations, 
and libraries.  These uses are permitted within all residential zones via a conditional use 
permit. 
 
Institutional uses or organizations dedicated to education and/or public service are 
permitted to have one freestanding and one wall sign.  An additional sign, either a wall 
sign or freestanding sign, is permitted for each additional street frontage.  For example if 
a school has one street frontage it would be permitted a total of two signs, one 
freestanding and one wall sign.  However, if the school is bordered by two public streets 
it would be permitted a third sign.  Multi-family complexes are only permitted to have 
one sign, either a freestanding or wall sign. 
 
No sign (either freestanding or wall sign) can be greater than 50 square feet in size at 
institutional uses.  A freestanding sign at an institutional use cannot exceed 16 feet in 
height.   
 
The City’s MDR and HDR zones also contain a large number of apartment buildings. 
Each multiple-family development is permitted one sign not to exceed 32 square feet in 
size. The maximum height of the sign shall not exceed five feet in height. 
 
Another sign issue that is strictly limited to residential zones is signage for home 
occupations.  Home occupations are outright permitted in all residential zones.  In 2007, 
the City Clerk’s Office had a total of 170 home occupations licensed in the City.  The 
City applies specific limitations on how home occupations can operate, one limitation is 
that the home occupation does not negatively impact the surrounding residential 
development (TMC 18.06.430).  The City’s existing sign code permits a home 
occupation to display a single non-illuminated wall plague of not more than 1.5 square 
feet in area. 
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Temporary Signage 

 
Schools, churches, and other uses within residential zones tend to use banners and other 
similar advertising devices to denote upcoming special events.  The City’s current 
regulations allow one banner not to exceed 64 square feet to be displayed for up to 30-
days per quarter.  The use of balloons, inflatable objects, and other similar devices is 
strictly prohibited. 
 

Incidental vs. Temporary Signage 
 
Incidental signage such as garage sale signs, real estate signs, and political signs could be 
considered temporary signage.  However, for now, staff is considering these to be two 
distinct categories.  Incidental signs are made to be temporary, they become weathered 
and worn after they have been outside for an extended period of time.  However, 
incidental signage can be displayed for an indefinite period of time.  Take for example a 
real estate sign, in a booming market the sign could be put up and taken down in a matter 
of days; but in a down market, the sign could languish for months or years.  In contrast 
signs that are considered temporary are allowed for a prescribed time period.  
Additionally, signs considered incidental do not require permits, temporary signs do 
require a permit. 
 
V. Analysis of Sign Issues within Residential Zones  
 
The City’s Comprehensive Plan notes that the City’s residential neighborhood features 
should have a “small town” character.  The design, number, and quality of the signs 
located within residential zones can promote or detract from the City’s goal of creating 
neighborhoods that have a small town character.  After reviewing the existing code, staff 
has identified five specific topic areas regarding signage that need to be addressed within 
residential zones.  These topic areas include: 
 

A. Regulations regarding incidental signage (real estate, political, garage sale signs, 
etc.) 

B. Consistency of Regulations for Multi-Family and Institutional Uses; 
C. Aesthetic requirements for freestanding signs; 
D. Size limitations for wall signs; 
E. Clarify what types of temporary and event signage is allowed within residential 

zones. 
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A. Regulations regarding incidental signage (real estate, political, garage sale 

signs, etc.; 
 
Common Examples of Incidental Signage 
 

 
 
 
 
As noted above, the City’s existing sign regulations permit real estate, political, and home 
occupation signs to be displayed on all single family residences in the City.  At the first 
meeting of the Sign Code Advisory Committee the City Attorney provided a briefing on 
the current legal environment related to signage.  The City’s current sign regulations 
appear to be based solely on content.  Setting aside the legal issue such regulations pose, 
the current sign regulations have unintended consequences in that certain common 
signage is not mentioned as being allowed within residential zones.  For example the 
City’s sign regulations do not mention garage sale signs.  A literal reading of the code 
would conclude that such signage is not permitted.  Additionally, if a little league 
baseball player who participates in Tukwila Little League wanted to display a sign 
denoting upcoming league registration such signage would not be allowed.  At the first 
meeting of the Committee, the City Attorney noted the strict limitations that the City 
would face in attempting to regulate signage based on content.  Besides the legal issues 
with regulating sign content, it is also very difficult to do from a practical standpoint.  
The City can not anticipate every sign that might be displayed at a single-family home. 
 
Instead of trying to anticipate the content of signage, the City could provide specific 
standards for signage at single family homes.  For example the City could limit the 
number of signs displayed at a single family home, the size of the sign, the location of the 
sign and the duration that the sign is displayed. 



B. Miles Page 7 06/11/2008 
C:\DOCUME~1\scott-k\LOCALS~1\Temp\XPGrpWise\Issue Paper, Residential Zones.doc 

 
B. Consistency of Regulations for Multi-Family and Institutional Uses 
 

 
Example of signs found at multi-family complexes and institutional uses: 

 
A multi-family complex is only permitted to have one sign. Several of the City’s 
apartment complexes are very large and border multiple streets.  Limiting these 
apartment complexes to one sign limits their ability to be identified on streets where there 
may be an entrance.  These signs typically aid visitors in locating the apartment 
complexes.  A multi-family complex would be defined as any structure that contains at 
least five units.  Duplexes, triplexes, and quadplexes would not qualify for the signage 
permitted at larger apartment buildings.  Duplexes, triplexes, and quadplexes would be 
permitted certain types of incidental signage as outlined in the recommendation section. 
 
Institutional uses are allowed to have one freestanding and one wall sign; an additional 
sign either a freestanding or wall sign is allowed for each street the use borders.  
Theoretically, an institutional use that borders four streets could have a total of five signs 
(two signs allowed outright, and one additional sign for each street frontage).  It would 
seem appropriate to limit the additional signage to be along streets to which provide 
access to the use.  For example a use which borders four streets, but only two streets 
provide access would be permitted to have three signs (two signs allowed outright, and 
one additional sign for the second street that provides access). 
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C. Aesthetic requirements for freestanding signs 

 
1. Height 
2. Style and size of sign 
3. Illumination 

 
Examples of freestanding signs in residential zones: 
 

 
The City regulates the height, area, and setback of the sign, but provides no guidelines on 
the overall appearance of the sign.  The City also provides no regulations on how the 
signs can be illuminated.  In order to preserve the character of residential zones it would 
seem prudent to provide additional design standards. 
 

1.  Height: 
The City should consider restricting the height of freestanding signs within residential 
zones.  Tall signs attempt to grab people’s attention.  The main purpose of tall signs is to 
allow motorists to see in sufficient time to make decisions before actually reaching the 
property.  In residential zones where the speed limit is very low, tall signs do not assist 
the traveling public.  In comparison, a short sign in a residential zone would be at eye 
level of a driver in a car.  In order to view the sign the motorist would only have to glance 
either left or right.  With a taller sign the motorist would have to look left or right and 
then up.  While only a split second difference, that split second would be a paramount 
safety issue around a school when kids are present. 
 

2.  Style and size of Sign: 
Using a sign with a single pole for support would not seem appropriate for a sign that is 
lower to the ground because of the proportions of the sign to the pole.  Signs have a solid 
base or multiple support columns would seem appropriate for shorter freestanding signs.  
Additionally, in order to make the signs proportional and to enhance the City’s character, 
the area of the freestanding signs should also be controlled.  
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3.  Illumination: 

How signs are illuminated also needs to be addressed in the new sign code.  Trespass 
lighting, which is unwanted lighting that spills over onto adjacent property should be 
prohibited.  Lighting also plays an important role in the aesthetic character of the sign.  
An interesting lighting technique in providing illumination for freestanding signs is the 
use of indirect illumination.  Indirect illumination uses lights, usually placed in the 
ground or above the sign, to provide illumination for the sign.  Instead of the sign shining 
light outward, the lights on the ground or above the sign shine light at the sign.  Besides 
reducing trespass lighting, this method is very sophisticated.   
  
Example of indirect illumination: 
 

 
D. Size limitations for wall signs 

 
In commercial and industrial zones the area of a wall sign is determined using a formula 
based on the size of the wall where the sign is located.  Thus, the larger the wall the 
larger the wall sign can be.  However, the City stipulates a maximum size for wall signs 
that are permitted within residential zones.  Unlike commercial and industrial zones, the 
size of a wall sign in a residential zone could be disproportional to the wall area. 
 
It would seem appropriate to utilize the existing formula used in commercial and 
industrial zones in residential zones as well.  However the City should recognize that 
large wall signs should not be allowed in residential zones and thus continue to cap all 
wall signs in residential zones to 50 square feet. 
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E. Clarify what types of temporary and event signage is allowed within 

residential zones 
 

Temporary Signage: 
 
Institutional and multi-family complexes regularly use temporary signage like banners 
and other similar devices to advertise special events and special promotions.  The current 
requirements for temporary signage provide very little flexibility to institutions or multi-
family complexes.  For example, the existing code allows one banner not to exceed 64 
square feet per property for up to 30-days.  Installing one temporary banner would be a 
limitation for a property that borders on more than one street, for example Foster High 
School.  It would seem warranted to allow uses that border on multiple streets to have 
multiple temporary signs. 
 

Special Event Signage: 
 
Community events occur on a regular basis at the City’s schools, parks, and religious 
institutions.  Event organizers sometimes desire to utilize balloons, wind objects, and 
other unique sign devices.  These events are typically temporary in nature and the signs 
are removed when the event has been concluded.  As noted, the City’s current sign 
regulations prohibit such event signage and should be changed to recognize the need. 
 
VI. Recommendations 
 
Staff has the following recommendations for parcels of land that are located within the 
City’s residential zones (LDR, MDR, or HDR).  A matrix comparing the current code to 
the recommendations provided below is attached at the end of this document. 
 

A. Regulations regarding incidental signage (real estate, political, garage sale 
signs, etc) 

 
1. One wall mounted plaque not to exceed 1.5 square feet in size. 

 
Alternative(s): 
 
These type of signs could be prohibited within the City’s residential zones.  The size of 
the sign could also be increased or decreased.  Staff’s proposal is identical to the City’s 
current standards, except that the content of the sign is not restricted. 
 

2. Temporary signage not exceeding six square feet, provided the signs are erected 
not more than 90-days prior to an election and removed within five days 
following the election. 

 
Alternative(s): 
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The number of incidental signage allowed on a site could be limited.  Thus only one sign, 
either a real estate, political, garage sale, etc would be allowed on each parcel of land.  
Such code policy would be easy to enforce, however, such a limitation would present 
certain practical issues. During election season, some individuals install multiple political 
signs for multiple candidates (President, Governor, Senator, etc) on their properties.  By 
restricting the number of signs allowed, the property owner would have to pick which 
sign to display.  Additionally, some households support different candidates for the same 
office. 
 

3. One temporary sign no to exceed six square feet, provided the sign is removed 
within 15-days from the sale, lease, or rental of the property or within seven days 
of completion of any construction or remodeling.  An additional sign may be 
installed for each street that directly borders the subject parcel. 

 
Alternative(s): 

 
The size of the sign could be increased or decreased.  The number of sign could 
also be modified.  The City’s current regulations provide no limits on the number 
of signs permitted on the property. 
 

4. One temporary sign not exceeding four square feet in area which is erected for a 
maximum of eight days in any calendar month and is removed by sunset on any 
day it is erected. 

 
Alternative(s): 
 
The number of days could be modified, either increased or decreased.  Additionally, the 
number of signs allowed could also be adjusted. 
 

B. Consistency of Regulations for Multi-Family and Institutional Uses 
 
Multi-family complexes (at least five units) and institutional uses will be permitted to 
have the same number of signs.  Multi-family and institutional uses would get one wall 
sign and one freestanding sign.  One additional sign, either a freestanding or wall sign 
would be permitted for each public street that provides an entrance to the multi-family 
complex or institutional use. 
 
Alternative(s): 
 
The Committee could choose to keep the current code language.  The Committee could 
also choose to explore the parameters that would determine when additional signage is 
warranted. 
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C. Aesthetic requirements for freestanding signs 

  
1.  Height: 
 
Currently the maximum permitted size for a freestanding sign in residential zones is 16 
feet for institutional uses and five feet for signs located at multi-family complexes.  Staff 
proposes that the maximum permitted height for a freestanding sign in residential zones 
be consistent for both institutional uses and multi-family complexes at five feet. 
 
Alternatives(s): 
 
The Committee could choose to keep the current code language.  The Committee could 
also propose to increase or decrease the height of freestanding signs. 
 
2.  Style and Size of Sign: 
 
The use of single support structures such as a pole sign should be prohibited.  
Freestanding signs should use multiple support structures or a base which is at least 75 
percent the length of the sign panel.  The maximum sign area for a freestanding should be 
36 square feet. 
 
Alternative(s): 
 
The Committee could choose not to restrict the style of freestanding signs within 
residential zones. The Committee could also recommend that all freestanding signs have 
the appearance of solid base or some other variation.  The Committee could choose to 
retain the current size limitations found in the existing sign code.  Thus, institutional uses 
would be permitted a maximum sign area of 50 square feet and multi-family complexes 
would be permitted a maximum sign area of 32 square feet. 
 
3.  Illumination: 
 
Staff proposes that indirect lighting be used for all freestanding signs within the 
residential zones. 
 
Alternative(s): 
 
The Committee could recommend not restricting how freestanding signs in residential 
zones are illuminated or could recommend that freestanding signs in residential zones not 
be allowed to have illumination. 

 
D. Size limitations for wall signs 

 
The size of the wall signs should have a relationship to the area of the wall area where the 
sign is located.  This is done in commercial and industrial zones, however the City allows 
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a sign on a school or other public facility to have a maximum size of 50 square feet.  The 
City provides a table in TMC 19.32.140, which provides a basic mathematical formula to 
determine the maximum permitted wall sign allowed based on the area of the wall.  Staff 
recommends that this formula be utilized for wall signs within residential zones.  
However, contrary to what is permitted within commercial and industrial zones the area 
of the wall sign should be capped at 50 square feet.  Capping the sign area would prevent 
extremely large wall signs within residential zones. 
 
Alternative(s): 
 
Staff’s proposal does deviate from the current code.  The City could continue to allow all 
walls signs to be no greater than 50 square feet or the Committee could recommend a 
larger sign area. 
 

E. Clarify what types of temporary and event signage is allowed within 
residential zones 

 
Temporary Signage: 
 
One banner should be allowed for each street the use borders on.  The maximum 
permitted size of the banner should be 64 square feet in size.  This is the current size limit 
found in the code for temporary signs.  Temporary banners should be limited to one time 
per quarter with the banners not to be displayed more than 30 days. 
 
Alternative(s): 

 
The City could prohibit the use of temporary signage in residential zones.  However, such 
signage would most likely continue and would prove a difficult enforcement issue.  The 
size of the signs would also be increased or decreased. 
 
Special Event Signage: 
 
Institutional uses and multi-family complexes within residential zones will be permitted 
to have a permit for “special” event signage up to 12 times per year.  The permit would 
allow balloons, inflatable objects, wind objects, or other similar devices.  The permit 
would be good for up to two days per event. 
 
Alternative(s): 
 
The City could continue to prohibit such special event signage.  The Committee could 
also explore decreasing or increasing the number of times such special event signage 
could be utilized. 
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Sign Code Matrix 
Existing vs. Proposed 
   
Land Use Existing Proposed 
All Uses in residential zones 
(Single Family, Duplexes, 
Apartments, Schools, Churches, 
etc) 

 Unlimited number of 
real estate and political 
signs.  Home 
occupations 1.5 square 
feet wall plaque.  Garage 
sale signs not permitted. 

 One real estate sign 
would be allowed, 
additional sign allowed 
if bordered by a 2nd 
street.  Sign cannot 
exceed 6 sq ft.  
Unlimited political signs 
allowed 90-days before 
an election.  Political 
signs cannot exceed 6 sq 
ft.  1.5 wall plaque 
allowed for all uses 
within residential zones.  
One four sq ft sign 
allowed to be displayed 
8 times per month 
provided the sign is 
removed at sunset. 

Multi-Family Complexes less 
than five units. 

 One freestanding or wall 
sign not exceeding 32 
square feet in size. 

 Would not be allowed 
any permanent signage. 

Multi-Family Complexes more 
than five units. 

 One freestanding or wall 
sign 

 Height-five feet 
 Size-32 square feet max 

size for wall or 
freestanding sign. 

 One freestanding and 
wall sign.  One 
additional sign; either 
wall or freestanding 
allowed for each 
additional street that 
provides access to the 
complex.  Freestanding 
36 square feet max size.  
Size of the wall signs 
based on the wall area, 
however could not 
exceed 50 square feet. 

Churches, Schools, Parks, 
Community Centers and other 
institutional uses. 

 One freestanding sign 
and one wall sign.  
Additional sign allowed 
for each use the street 
borders.  Each sign is 
allowed to be no greater 
than 50 square feet. 

 One freestanding and 
wall sign.  One 
additional sign; either 
wall or freestanding 
allowed for each 
additional street that 
provides access to the 
use  Size of freestanding 
signs are capped at 36 
square feet.  Size of the 
wall signs are based on 
the wall area, however 
could not exceed 50 
square feet. 

 


