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DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 

Planning Division 

m e m o r a n d u m 
 
 

TO: Urbana Zoning Board of Appeals 

FROM: Marcus Ricci, AICP Planner II 

DATE: September 13, 2019 

SUBJECT:  ZBA-2019-MAJ-11: A request by Robert Freeman, on behalf of First United Methodist 
Church, for a Major Variance to construct an electronic display at 304 South Race Street, in 
the B-4, Central Business District. 

 

Introduction 
First United Methodist Church (Church) of Urbana has requested a variance to allow an electronic display 
on a permitted freestanding sign in the B-4, Central Business Zoning District. The Church is upgrading the 
seventy year-old sign and would like to use a sign that is more versatile, more convenient to update, and 
more energy-efficient. Section IX-4.C. of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance only allows electronic displays in 
the B-3, General Business, and CRE, Conservation-Recreation-Education Zoning Districts. 

For the major variance request to be approved, the Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA) must recommend 
approval by a two-thirds majority and forward to City Council for final review and approval. 

Background 
First United Methodist Church is upgrading the sign at the southeast corner of South Race and West Green 
Streets (Exhibit A). The internally-lit sign was installed in 1957. It incorporates the Church’s logo and has 
a cabinet for displaying a message (Exhibit D. The applicant would like to install a new sign comprised of 
a internally-lit section with the Church’s name, above an electronic display component which can show 
service times, upcoming events and meetings, and messages to congregants and the general public. Because 
the Zoning Ordinance only allows electronic displays in the B-3, General Business, and CRE, Conservation-
Recreation-Education zoning districts, the applicant requests a major variance to allow the electronic display 
in the B-4, Central Business District. Other than the proposed variance, the proposed sign will meet all 
other zoning requirements of the Zoning Ordinance. 

Description of Site 

The 0.56-acre site is located at the southeast corner of South Race and West Green Streets (Exhibit A). 
Table 1 summarizes the zoning and land uses for the subject site and surrounding area (Exhibit B). 

Table 1. Zoning and Land Use 
 

Location Zoning Existing Land Use 

Site B-4, Central Business District House of Worship 
North B-4, Central Business District Parking Lot 
South B-4, Central Business District Church-Affiliated Day Care Center 
East B-4, Central Business District Shopping Mall 
West B-4, Central Business District House of Worship; Karate Studio; Parking Lot 
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Discussion 
The proposed sign would adhere to the zoning requirements for both freestanding signs in the B-4 zoning district1 
and electronic displays in the B-3 zoning district.2 It would be 92” tall by 87” wide with a total sign area of 
36.25 square feet, 17.25 square feet (48%) of which would be the electronic display (Exhibit C). The existing 
sign does not accommodate easy changes to the service times or messages and requires printing the new 
message on paper and then attaching it over the old message (Exhibit D). Granting the variance would 
allow Church staff to remotely update service times, event announcements, and messages to congregants 
and the general public.  

The site has been zoned Central Business3 since at least 1940; it has not been rezoned. Zoning regulations 
for electronic displays have been evolving since their inception in 2002 for community events located in B-
4 and B-4E zoning districts, including the subject site. In 2006, electronic wall and freestanding signs in B-
3 zoning districts were added as a permitted sign type for non-community events. In 2008, community 
event electronic displays were expanded to be permitted in all zoning districts but limited to those operating 
on a regular basis on City-owned or -controlled property. In 2015, electronic wall signs were added as a 
permitted sign type in the CRE zoning district. In summary, although electronic signs have been permitted 
as early as 2002, they have only been permitted for community events in the B-4 and either B-4E districts 
or for non-community events in the B-3 and CRE districts. The proposed sign is for non-community events 
in the B-4, Central Business district. 

 

Variance Criteria 
Section XI-3 of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance requires the Zoning Board of Appeals to make findings based 
on variance criteria.  The following is a review of the variance criteria as they pertain to this case: 

1. The proposed variance will not serve as a special privilege because the variance requested is 
necessary due to special circumstances relating to the land or structure involved or to be used for 
occupancy thereof, which is not generally applicable to other lands or structures in the same district. 

The special circumstance in this case is that the Church functions as a community resource, hosting 
events that are free and open to the public, so that the proposed sign should be treated a “community 
event sign” permitted in the B-4 district rather than as a “commercial sign” which is permitted only 
in the B-3 district. Since the regulation started in 2002, the only exception to this restriction has been 
for community events; this later became more restricted to community events on city property. In 
comparison to a business operation, the Church is a community resource, and its public events 
should be treated as community events.  

2. The variance request is not the result of a situation or condition having been knowingly or 
deliberately created by the Petitioner. 

The request is not meant to correct a situation knowingly created by the Petitioner, as the subject 
site has been zoned “Central Business” since the inception of zoning. To permit a freestanding 
electronic display by right, the subject site would need to be rezoned to B-3, General Business. 

3. The variance will not alter the essential character of the neighborhood. 

The proposed sign should not alter the character of the neighborhood. The new sign will be in the 

                                                      
1 Table IX-1. 50 square foot maximum; 16’ tall if 15’ from public right-of-way; minimum 8’ setback from public right-of-way. 
2 Section IX-4.C. General Sign Allowances – Electronic Displays. Sign area (B-4 and CRE) must be less than 50% of total sign 
area; no animation permitted; display change frequency no less than once per three minutes; auto-dimming technology required 
with maximum illumination of 0.3 footcandles above ambient light levels. Wall signs (CRE) shall not exceed 50 square feet. 
3 In 1940 the zone was called “Central Commercial,” which was later changed to “B-4 Central Business”  in 1979. 
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same location as the existing sign, which has been in place since 1957. The electronic display should 
not have any noticeable effect on the character of the neighborhood. 

4. The variance will not cause a nuisance to the adjacent property. 
The proposed variance should not cause a nuisance to adjacent properties for two reasons: the 
existence of a sign at that location since 1957 has not been determined a nuisance; and the proposed 
electronic display will not face or be within 100 feet of a residential district or use. The sign will 
comply with all other zoning regulations that apply to electronic displays, including frequency of 
message change, brightness, and auto-dimming requirements. 

5. The variance generally represents the minimum deviation from requirements of the Zoning 
Ordinance necessary to accommodate the request. 

The minimum deviation from the requirements of the Zoning Ordinance would be to allow an 
electronic display in the B-4 Zoning District, which is the subject of the request. The only other 
option would be to rezone the subject site to B-3, General Business, which would permit an 
electronic display by right. This would be in direct conflict with the 2005 Comprehensive Plan, which 
calls for “Central Business” as the Future Land Use for the area. 

6. The variance requested is the result of practical difficulties or particular hardship in the way of 
carrying out the strict letter of the Zoning Ordinance relating to the use, construction, or alteration 
of buildings or structures or the use of land. 

The practical difficulty in carrying out the Zoning Ordinance in this case is that the prohibition on 
electronic displays in the B-4 district except for community events is primarily to maintain the 
essential character of the downtown. The Church’s location on the periphery of downtown reduces 
the likelihood that the proposed sign will negatively impact the character of the neighborhood, and 
thence could allow the proposed electronic display to be treated as a “community event sign” 
rather than as a “commercial sign.”  

Summary of Staff Findings 

1. Robert Freeman, on behalf of First United Methodist Church, requests a major variance to allow an 
electronic display in the B-4, Central Business, Zoning District. 

2. Section IX-4.C. of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance allows electronic displays only in the B-3, General 
Business, and CRE, Conservation-Recreation-Education zoning districts. 

3. The variance request is due to the special circumstance that the Church is a community resource 
hosting events free and open to the public, and that the proposed electronic display should be treated 
as a “community event sign” permitted in the B-4 district rather than as a “commercial sign” 
permitted only in the B-3 district. 

4. The proposed variance is not meant to correct a situation knowingly created by the Petitioner, as the 
subject site has been zoned “Central Business” since the inception of zoning. 

5. The proposed variance should not alter the essential character of the neighborhood, as it will be in the 
same location as the existing sign, which has been in place since 1957. 

6. The proposed variance should not cause a nuisance to adjacent properties because the existing sign 
has not determined a nuisance, the proposed electronic display will not face or be within 100 feet of 
residential districts or uses, and it will comply with all other zoning regulations including frequency 
of message change, brightness, and auto-dimming requirements. 
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7. The minimum deviation from the requirements of the Zoning Ordinance would be to allow an 
electronic display in the B-4 Zoning District. The only other option would be to rezone the subject 
site to B-3, General Business, in direct conflict with the 2005 Comprehensive Plan. 

8. The practical difficulty in carrying out the Zoning Ordinance is that, due to the lack of adjacent 
residential use, the prohibition on electronic displays provides no benefit, while it continues to place 
a hardship to church staff of having to manually update the existing sign. 

Options 
The Zoning Board of Appeals has the following options in case ZBA-2019-MAJ-11: 

1. Forward the case to City Council with a recommendation to approve the variance as requested, based 
on the findings outlined in this memorandum; or 

2. Forward the case to City Council with a recommendation to approve the variance with certain terms 
and conditions, and if so, articulate all terms, conditions, and findings; or 

3. Deny the variance request, and if so, articulate findings supporting the denial. 

Staff Recommendation 
Based on the analysis and findings presented above, and without the benefit of considering additional 
evidence that may be presented at the public hearing, staff recommends that the Zoning Board of Appeals 
recommend APPROVAL of a major variance to City Council that would allow construction of an electronic 
display in the B-4 zoning district, with the following condition: 

• The proposed electronic display’s location and size generally conform to the attached site plan 
and specifications. 

• The electronic display is monochrome (single-color). 

Attachments:  Exhibit A: Location Map 
Exhibit B: Zoning Map 
Exhibit C: Application & Sign Design 
Exhibit D: Site Photos 
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Exhibit A: Location & Existing Land Use Map
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Exhibit B: Zoning Map
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Date:  2-04-19

Project:

Notes:

Sales & Design:

Approval Signature:

Drawing Location:

SCALE: 1/2”=1'

First United Methodist
Church of Urbana

Free standing sign.

FILESERV\Data\AmDow2019\MKite\
Drawings\First United Methodist
Church of Urbana\FUMCofUrbana

THIS DRAWING IS PROPERTY OF AMERICAN DOWELL SIGN COMPANY AND ALL RIGHTS FOR REPRODUCTION ARE RESERVED BY AMERICAN DOWELL SIGN COMPANY 

Mack Kite
mkite@americandowell.com

217-359-6696
217-643-2345

4812 N. Cunningham Ave.
Urbana, IL 61802

Single sided, free standing
monument sign with
internally LED illuminated
main ID top cabinet.
2’ x 7’ single sided 16mm
full color EMC (electronic
message center)

Overall size: 92” x 87” 
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Exhibit C: Application & Sign Design



Exhibit D: Site Photos 
 

 
SE Corner of Race & Green 

 
Existing Sign 
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