






Up or Down on Billboards . . . We Can All Agree on These Principles 
  
By Patrick O’Donnell and Dewey Reagan 
 
A column published by the Deseret News October 13, calling for a billboard ban, raises important issues 
about constitutional freedoms and corporate responsibility. 
  
Yes, people debate about billboards but most everyone can agree on these principles: 
  
• Good corporate citizens try to solve problems 
  
Over time, American attitudes about seatbelts and drunk driving have changed: most passengers now 
buckles up and drunk driving is not cool. 
  
Many change agents pushed this shift, including public safety billboards. The National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration now uses “digital” billboards on behalf of safety.  

 
  
Law enforcement and emergency authorities rely on billboards to find fugitives and communicate with 
the public. 
  
In Utah, Reagan Outdoor Advertising donated thousands of dollars in digital (electronic) billboard space 
to promote Covid-19 testing on the Navajo Nation. The outdoor advertising industry in Utah routinely 
provides pro bono space to community organizations such as the L.D.S. Church, the Buddhist Temple, 
and the Urban Indian Center. 
  
• Innovation drives our economy 
  



Young Electric Sign Company (YESCO) was founded 100 years ago by an immigrant who hand-painted 
signs in Ogden. YESCO is now a tech leader in lighting, engineering, and signage. 
  
Signs once painted by hand are activated by computers. The ability to change messages quickly helps 
advertisers and communities. 
  
After the Elizabeth Smart kidnapping in 2002, printed billboards were posted to seek tips and advertise 
the reward for her return. By 2008, AMBER Alerts were transmitted quickly to digital billboards. 
  
• Banning legal business is extreme 
  
Regulation of business is the norm, not government bans. The billboard industry supports regulation. 
  
Most Americans agree that regulation is preferable to arbitrary government banishment of legal 
businesses. If you accept bans as legitimate government policy, then you should ask “who’s next?” 
 































 
21A.46.160: BILLBOARDS: 
      A.   Definitions: The definitions in this section apply in addition to those in section 
21A.46.020 of this chapter. 
   BILLBOARD: A form of an off premises sign. A freestanding ground sign located on 
industrial, commercial or residential property if the sign is designed or intended to direct 
attention to a business, product or service that is not sold, offered or existing on the 
property where the sign is located. 
   BILLBOARD BANK: An accounting system established by the city to keep track of the 
number and square footage of nonconforming billboards removed pursuant to this chapter. 
   BILLBOARD CREDIT: An entry into a billboard owner's billboard bank account that shows 
the number and square footage of demolished nonconforming billboards. 
   BILLBOARD OWNER: The owner of a billboard in Salt Lake City. 
   DWELL TIME: The length of time that elapses between text, images, or graphics on an 
electronic billboard or electronic sign. 
   ELECTRONIC BILLBOARD: Any off premises sign, video display, projected image, or 
similar device with text, images, or graphics generated by solid state electronic 
components. Electronic billboards include, but are not limited to, billboards that use light 
emitting diodes (LED), plasma displays, fiber optics, or other technology that results in 
bright, high resolution text, images, and graphics. 
   ELECTRONIC SIGN: Any on premises sign, video display, projected image, or similar 
device with text, images, or graphics generated by solid state electronic components. 
Electronic signs include, but are not limited to, signs that use light emitting diodes (LED), 
plasma displays, fiber optics, or other technology that results in bright, high resolution text, 
images, and graphics. 
   EXISTING BILLBOARD: A billboard which was constructed, maintained and in use or for 
which a permit for construction was issued as of July 13, 1993. 
   FOOT-CANDLE: The English unit of measurement for luminance, which is equal to one 
lumen, incident upon an area of one square foot. 
    
MODIFIED BILLBOARD: A billboard that is modified or repaired pursuant to a provision of 
Utah State Code or this ordinance. 
 
   MOTION: The depiction of movement or change of position of text, images, or graphics. 
Motion shall include, but not be limited to, visual effects such as dissolving and fading text 
and images, running sequential text, graphic bursts, lighting that resembles zooming, 
twinkling, or sparkling, changes in light or color, transitory bursts of light intensity, moving 
patterns or bands of light, expanding or contracting shapes, and similar actions. 
 
   RELOCATED BILLBOARD: A billboard that is moved from one location to another location 
pursuant to a provision of Utah State Code or this ordinance. 
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   TEMPORARY EMBELLISHMENT: An extension of the billboard resulting in increased 
square footage as part of an artistic design to convey a specific message or advertisement. 
   TWIRL TIME: The time it takes for static text, images, and graphics on an electronic 
billboard or electronic sign to change to a different text, images, or graphics on a 
subsequent sign face. 
 
   B.   Permit Required For Removal Of Billboards: 
      1.   Permit: Billboards may be removed by the billboard owner only after obtaining a 
permit for the demolition of the nonconforming billboard. 
      2.   Application: Application for demolition shall be on a form provided by the zoning 
administrator. 
      3.   Fee: The fee for demolishing a nonconforming billboard shall be as shown on the Salt 
Lake City consolidated fee schedule. 
   C.   Credits For Billboard Removal: After a Billboard is demolished pursuant to a permit 
issued under subsection D1 of this section, or its successor, the city shall create a billboard 
bank account for the billboard owner. The account shall show the date of the removal of the 
demolished billboard. The account shall reflect billboard credits for the billboard and its 
square footage. 
    
   D.   Life Of Billboard Credits: Any billboard credits not used within thirty six (36) months 
of their creation shall expire and be of no further value or use. 
   E.   Billboard Credits Transferable: A billboard owner may sell or otherwise transfer a 
billboard and/or billboard credits. The transfer of any billboard credits do not extend their 
thirty six (36) month life provided in subsection D of this section, or its successor. 
   F.   Double Faced Billboards: Demolition of a billboard that has two (2) advertising faces 
shall receive billboard credits for the square footage on each face. 
   G.   New Billboard Construction: It is unlawful to construct a new billboard other than 
pursuant to the terms of this chapter. In the event of a conflict between this chapter and 
any other provision in this code, the provisions of this chapter shall prevail. 
   
H. Billboards Prohibited: No billboard may be constructed anywhere in Salt Lake City 
except as provided under section K or pursuant to Utah State Code.  Billboards that exist as 
of [insert date of publication of this ordinance], are a permitted conforming use. 
 I.   Permitted Zoning Districts: New billboards may be constructed only in Mixed Use, 
Commercial, Industrial or Manufacturing Zones. 
   J.   New Billboard Permits: 
      1.   Application: Anyone desiring to construct a new billboard shall file an application on 
a form provided by the zoning administrator. 
      2.   Fees: The fees for a new billboard construction permit shall be: 
         a.   Building permit and plan review fees required by the uniform building code as 
adopted by the city; 
   K.   Use Of Billboard Credits: 



      1.   A new billboard permit shall only be issued if the applicant has billboard credits of a 
sufficient number of square feet and billboards to allow construction of the new billboard. 
      2.   When the permit for the construction of a new billboard is issued, the zoning 
administrator shall deduct from the billboard owner's billboard bank account: 
         a.   The square footage of the new billboard; and 
         b.   The number of billboards whose square footage was used to allow the new 
billboard construction. 
      3.   If the new billboard uses less than the entire available billboard credits considering 
both the number of billboards and square footage, any remaining square footage shall 
remain in the billboard bank. 
    
   L.   Size, Height and Spacing Requirements: 

1. Billboards constructed pursuant to section K above are subject to the size, height 
and spacing requirements in this subsection or the provision of the Utah Code 
relied on by the billboard owner to permit the relocation or modification, at the 
discretion of the billboard owner. 

a. Size: If the provision of Utah Code relied on by the billboard owner to 
permit the relocated or modified billboard does not identify a maximum 
size for the relocated or modified billboard, the billboard shall not exceed 
fifteen feet (15’) in height and fifty (50’) feet in width. 

b. Height: If the provisions of Utah Code relied on by the billboard owner to 
permit the relocated or modified billboard does not identify the 
maximum height for the relocated or modified billboard the billboard 
excluding temporary embellishments shall not be more than: 

i. Forty-five feet (45’) above the existing grade, measured from the 
highest point of the billboard to the grade of the land directly 
beneath the highest point of the billboard; or 

ii. Twenty-five feet (25’) above the existing grade, measured from the 
highest point of the billboard to the grade of the street, measured 
from the highest point of the billboard to the grade of the street 
directly perpendicular to the street to a point on the billboard 
closest to that street, is on a different grade than the billboard; 

iii. If the provisions of subsection b.ii of this section, or its successor 
subsection, apply to more than one street, the new billboard may 
be the higher of the two (2) heights. 

c. Spacing: If the provision of Utah Code relied on by the billboard owner to 
permit the relocated or modified billboard does not identify minimum 
spacing requirements, the following provisions apply: 

i. Small Signs: Billboards with an advertising face three hundred 
(300) square feet or less in size shall not be located closer than 
three hundred (300) linear feet from any other small billboard or 
five hundred (500’) from any other large billboard, except a 
billboard on the opposite side of the street. 



ii. Large Signs: Billboards with an advertising face greater than three 
hundred (300) square feet in size shall not be located closer than 
five hundred (500) linear feet from any other billboard, except a 
billboard on the opposite side of the same street. 

M. Setback Requirements: All relocated billboards, billboards constructed pursuant to 
section K, or existing billboards that are substantially rebuilt or entirely replaced shall 
meet the following setback requirements: 
 1. Billboards shall maintain a setback of not less than five feet (5’) from the front or  
side lot line.  This setback requirement shall be applied to all parts of the billboard, not just 
the sign support structure. 
 
N. Landscaping Requirements: Where the billboard is the only structure upon a parcel, 
the billboard owner shall landscape the area immediately around the pole with low growth 
shrubberies intended to disguise the appearance of the pole. 
   O.   Temporary Embellishments: Temporary embellishments shall not do one or more of 
the following: 

1. Exceed ten percent (10%) of the advertising face of any billboard,  
2. Exceed five feet (5') in height above the billboard structure. 

      3.   Exist on a billboard for more than twelve (12) months. 
    
P. Permits: a billboard owner must obtain a permit as provided in Salt Lake City Code 
18.20.010 or its successor, before erecting, moving, removing, converting or demolishing a 
billboard. 
 
   Q.   Electronic Billboards: 
      1.  Standards: Any electronic billboard shall be operated pursuant to the following 
standards: 
         a.   Any motion of any kind is prohibited on an electronic sign face. Electronic 
billboards shall have only static text, images, and graphics. 
            (1)   The dwell time of any text, image, or display on an electronic billboard may not 
exceed more than once every eight (8) seconds. Twirl time between subsequent text, 
images, or display shall not exceed one-fourth (0.25) second. 
            (2)   The illumination of any electronic billboard shall not increase the ambient 
lighting level more than three-tenths (0.3) foot-candle when measured by a foot-candle 
meter perpendicular to the electronic billboard face at: 
               (A)   One hundred fifty feet (150') for an electronic billboard with a surface area of 
not more than two hundred forty-two (242) square feet; 
               (B)   Two hundred feet (200') for an electronic billboard with a surface area greater 
than two hundred forty-two (242) square feet but not more than three hundred seventy-
eight (378) square feet; 
               (C)   Two hundred fifty feet (250') for an electronic billboard with a surface area 
greater than three hundred seventy-eight (378) square feet but not more than six hundred 
seventy-two (672) square feet; and 



               (D)   Three hundred fifty feet (350') for an electronic billboard with a surface area 
greater than six hundred seventy-two (672) square feet. 
         b.   Electronic billboards may not be illuminated or lit between the hours of twelve 
o'clock (12:00) midnight and six o'clock (6:00) A.M. if they are located in, or within six 
hundred feet (600') of a residential, mixed use, downtown, Sugar House business district, 
gateway, neighborhood commercial, community business, or community shopping center 
zoning district. 
         c.   Controls shall be provided as follows: 
            (1)   All electronic billboards shall be equipped with an automatic dimmer control or 
other mechanism that automatically controls the sign's brightness and display period as 
provided above. 
            (2)   Prior to approval of any permit to operate an electronic billboard, the applicant 
shall certify that the sign has been tested and complies with the motion, dwell time, 
brightness, and other requirements herein. 
            (3)   The owner and/or operator of an electronic billboard shall submit an annual 
report to the city certifying that the sign complies with the motion, dwell time, brightness, 
and other requirements herein. 
    
  R.   Compliance With Ordinances Regulating Trees: Any construction, demolition, 
maintenance, or repair of billboards shall comply with the provisions of the Salt Lake City 
Code that regulate the preservation, maintenance, disturbance, or damage to trees. 
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