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Sighage Ordinance Amendments
for Public Art

Model Language to Distinguish Artistic Displays from Commercial Signs

How to Use This Document

This document provides model language that municipalities can use to amend
their existing signage ordinances to accommodate murals, public art installations,
and artistic elements that might otherwise conflict with standard sign requlations.

The Problem This Solves

Many municipalities encounter situations where public art projects conflict
with signage regulations. A business owner may want to paint a historical mural
on their building, but the ordinance treats any image with text as a "sign"
subject to size limits. An artist may propose a sculptural gateway for a
downtown district, but the code interprets it as an "off-premises advertising
structure." A community may want painted utility boxes, but the ordinance
prohibits graphics on municipal infrastructure.

These conflicts arise because most signage ordinances were written to regulate
commercial advertising, not artistic expression. Without clear distinctions,
municipal officials must make case-by-case determinations that can appear
arbitrary or inconsistent.

How to Customize This Template
Throughout this document, text in [BRACKETS] indicates places where your
municipality should insert specific information, such as:

* Your municipality's name

* References to your existing signage ordinance sections

* The designated reviewing body

* Size thresholds appropriate for your community
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Sections marked [OPTIONAL] may be omitted if not relevant to your
municipality. For example, the Historic District provisions are only needed if
your municipality has designated historic districts.

IMPORTANT: Have your municipal solicitor review any amendments
before adoption. These provisions must be integrated with your existing
ordinance structure and comply with Pennsylvania law.
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Pennsylvania Legal Authority

Signage Regulation Under the MPC

Pennsylvania municipalities derive authority to regulate signs from the
Pennsylvania Municipalities Planning Code (MPC), 53 P.S. § 10101 et seq. Article
VI of the MPC grants municipalities the power to regulate "the size, height, bulk,
location, erection, construction, repair, maintenance, alteration, razing, removal
and use of structures" through zoning ordinances.

Sign regulations are a valid exercise of the municipal police power when they
serve legitimate governmental interests such as traffic safety, aesthetic
enhancement, and preventing visual clutter. However, these regulations must
comply with constitutional protections for free speech.

First Amendment Considerations

The U.S. Supreme Court's decision in Reed v. Town of Gilbert (2015) significantly
changed how municipalities must approach sign regulations. The Court held
that sign regulations that distinguish based on the content of the message are
subject to strict scrutiny and are presumptively unconstitutional.

This means municipalities should craft sign regulations that are
content-neutral — focusing on objective characteristics like size, location,
lighting, and materials rather than the message the sign conveys.

Key Principles for Constitutional Sign Regulations:

* Regulate based on objective, content-neutral criteria (size, height,
materials, location)

* Apply the same rules regardless of the sign's message

* Avoid requiring officials to read and interpret sign content to determine
applicable rules

» Distinguish categories based on function (commercial transaction vs.
artistic expression) not message

How Public Art Differs from Commercial Signage

Courts have recognized that distinctions based on the function of a display
(rather than its content) can be constitutionally permissible. Commercial signs
direct attention to a business, product, or service available at a location. Public
art, by contrast, serves cultural, educational, historical, or aesthetic purposes
without proposing a commercial transaction.

The model language in this document defines categories based on functional
characteristics — whether a display is attached to a commercial enterprise and
directs attention to available goods or services — rather than on the words or
images depicted.
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Model Amendment Language

The following provisions may be adopted as amendments to an existing signage
ordinance. Section numbers should be adjusted to match your municipality's
existing ordinance structure.

NOTE: The language below is presented as model text. Italic text in
parentheses provides guidance and should not be included in the adopted
ordinance.

SecTioN 1. FiINDINGS AND PURPOSE

1.1 Findings
The [GOVERNING BODY] of [MUNICIPALITY NAME] finds that:

(@) Public art, including murals, sculptures, artistic signs, and decorative
elements, contributes to community identity, cultural vitality, and sense
of place.

(b) Public art installations differ in purpose and character from
commercial advertising signs and should be regulated accordingly.

(c) Clear standards that distinguish public art from commercial signage
protect both property owners and municipal officials by establishing
predictable approval processes.

(d) Historic murals, heritage-themed artwork, and artistic
representations of community history should be encouraged as
expressions of local identity.

(e) The municipality has an interest in encouraging artistic expression
while maintaining reasonable standards for public safety and aesthetic
compatibility.

1.2 Purpose
The purpose of these provisions is to:

(a) Establish clear definitions that distinguish public art from commercial
signs;

(b) Create appropriate exemptions for murals, artistic installations, and
decorative elements;

(c) Establish review procedures that are efficient, transparent, and
equitable;

(d) Support the York County Economic Action Plan's goal to enhance
quality of place through arts and culture.

SecTION 2. DEFINITIONS

(Add the following definitions to the existing Definitions section of the signage
ordinance, or create a new subsection for public art-related definitions.)
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1. ARTISTIC SIGN. A sign that is hand-painted, hand-carved, or
hand-crafted by an artist or artisan and that incorporates artistic design
elements beyond standard commercial lettering and graphics. An artistic
sign may identify a business, but its primary character is artistic
craftsmanship rather than commercial messaging.

2. COMMERCIAL SIGN. A sign that proposes a commercial transaction by
advertising a business, product, service, or commercial activity, and that
is designed primarily to direct attention to goods or services available for
purchase.

3. DECORATIVE ELEMENT. An artistic treatment applied to building
facades, infrastructure, or site features that enhances visual appearance
without conveying commercial messages. Examples include decorative
tilework, ornamental metalwork, carved stone elements, and painted
patterns.

4. HERITAGE MURAL. A mural that depicts historical events, persons,
places, or themes related to the municipality, region, or broader cultural
heritage. A heritage mural may include text such as historical names,
dates, or brief explanatory content when such text is integral to the
historical narrative.

5. MURAL. A picture or graphic image painted, applied, or affixed directly
onto an exterior wall or fence that does not propose a commercial
transaction. A mural is distinguished from a sign by its primary purpose
of artistic expression, cultural commentary, or community beautification
rather than commercial advertising.

6. PUBLIC ART. Original works of art that are accessible to the public in
outdoor or publicly accessible locations. Public art includes, but is not
limited to, murals, sculptures, monuments, fountains, mosaics,
earthworks, and installations. Public art also includes digital and
projected imagery displayed in public locations; performance-based
work including dance, music, and theater presented in public spaces;
applied art forms such as graphic design, photography, and craft-based
work incorporated into public installations; and designed elements such
as wayfinding graphics, artistic utility treatments, and architectural
embellishments. Public art does not include commercial signs,
temporary banners, or mass-produced decorative items.

7. UTILITY ART. Artistic treatments applied to utility infrastructure
including electrical boxes, transformer enclosures, traffic signal cabinets,
stormwater inlets, and similar public facilities. Utility art transforms
functional infrastructure into visual amenities.

8. WAYFINDING ART. Artistic signage or installations that provide
directional information while incorporating significant artistic design
elements. Wayfinding art helps orient visitors to destinations, districts,
or routes while contributing to the aesthetic character of the
streetscape.
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SecTioN 3. PuBLic ART EXEMPTIONS FROM SIGN REGULATIONS

3.1 Exemption from Sign Permit Requirements

The following categories of public art shall be exempt from the sign permit
requirements, size limitations, and placement restrictions of [REFERENCE TO
EXISTING SIGN ORDINANCE SECTIONS], provided they comply with the review
procedures established in Section 4:

A. Murals. Murals painted or applied to building walls are exempt from sign
area calculations when: (i) the mural does not include commercial
advertising for goods or services; (ii) any incidental text is limited to
artist signatures, titles, dates, historical references, or sponsor
acknowledgment not exceeding [TEN (10)] percent of the mural surface
area; and (iii) the mural has been approved under Section 4.

B. Heritage Murals. Heritage murals depicting historical themes may
include historical names, dates, and brief explanatory text integral to the
historical narrative without such text being counted toward any sign
area limitations. The historical nature of the content must be
documented as part of the review process.

C. Sculptures and Three-Dimensional Art. Sculptures, statues, and
three-dimensional artistic installations are exempt from sign regulations
when they do not function as commercial advertising. Height limitations
for freestanding signs shall not apply to sculptural artwork; however,
such installations must comply with applicable building setback
requirements.

D. Artistic Signs. Hand-crafted artistic signs for businesses may exceed the
size limitations of standard commercial signs by up to [TWENTY-FIVE
(25)] percent when the Zoning Officer or designated reviewing body
determines that the sign qualifies as an Artistic Sign under Section 2 and
the additional area is attributable to artistic design elements rather than
increased commercial messaging.

E. Decorative Elements. Decorative tilework, ornamental metalwork,
carved elements, painted patterns, and similar artistic treatments
applied to building facades or site features are exempt from sign
regulations when they do not convey commercial messages.

F. Wayfinding Art. Artistic wayfinding installations that provide directional
information to municipal facilities, cultural destinations, historic sites, or
designated districts are exempt from commercial sign regulations when
installed as part of an approved municipal wayfinding program or public
art plan.

3.2 Incidental Text

For purposes of determining whether a display qualifies as a mural or public art
rather than a commercial sign, the following text shall be considered incidental
and shall not disqualify the display from exemption: artist signatures; titles of
the artwork; dates of creation or historical events depicted; names of historical
persons, places, or organizations depicted; sponsor acknowledgment in modest
proportion to the overall display; and brief interpretive text integral to the
artistic or educational purpose of the work.
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3.3 Commercial Hybrid Displays

When a mural or artistic display includes a commercial message directing
attention to goods or services available on the premises, the portion of the
display containing the commercial message shall be counted toward allowable
sign area, but the non-commercial artistic portions shall not be counted. The
reviewing body shall determine the reasonable allocation between commercial
and artistic content.

SecTioN 4. ReEViEw PROCEDURES FOR PuBLIC ART

4.1 Administrative Review

The following public art may be approved administratively by the [ZONING
OFFICER /MUNICIPAL MANAGER /DESIGNATED OFFICIAL]:

1. Murals and artistic displays of [TWO HUNDRED (200)] square feet or less
on private property;
Utility art on municipal infrastructure approved under Section 5;

3. Temporary public art displayed for [NINETY (90)] days or less;

Decorative elements and artistic treatments integrated into approved
building permits.

4.2 Advisory Review

The following public art shall be reviewed by the [PUBLIC ART ADVISORY
COMMITTEE /PLANNING COMMISSION/DESIGNATED BODY] with a
recommendation to the [GOVERNING BODY]:

5. Murals and artistic displays exceeding [TWO HUNDRED (200)] square
feet;

6. Public art installations on municipal property;
Permanent sculptures and three-dimensional installations;

8. Heritage murals in historic districts.

4.3 Application Requirements
Applications for public art approval shall include:

9. Site plan showing proposed location and dimensions;
10. Rendering or design of proposed artwork, including colors and materials;
11. Written description of the artwork's theme, purpose, and significance;
12. Property owner consent (if applicant is not the property owner);
13. Maintenance plan describing how the artwork will be maintained over
time;

14. Timeline for installation and expected duration.

4.4 Review Criteria

In reviewing public art applications, the reviewing body shall consider:

15. Artistic merit and quality of design;

16. Compatibility with surrounding context and neighborhood character;
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17. Connection to community heritage, history, or identity;
18. Durability of materials and feasibility of maintenance plan;
19. Public safety considerations;

20. Impact on traffic visibility and pedestrian circulation.

4.5 Timeline for Review

Administrative review shall be completed within [FIFTEEN (15)] business days of
a complete application. Advisory review shall be completed within [FORTY-FIVE
(45)] days of a complete application.

SecTioN 5. UTiLiTY ART PROGRAM

5.1 Authorization

The municipality may establish a utility art program to apply artistic treatments
to utility infrastructure including, but not limited to: electrical boxes and
transformer enclosures, traffic signal cabinets, stormwater inlets and manholes,
pump stations, retaining walls, and other municipal infrastructure as designated
by the [GOVERNING BODY/MUNICIPAL MANAGER].

5.2 Program Administration

The utility art program shall be administered according to guidelines
established by the [GOVERNING BODY/DESIGNATED COMMITTEE], which
shall address:

Artist selection process, including opportunities for local artists;
Design guidelines ensuring compatibility with infrastructure function;
Materials and techniques appropriate for each infrastructure type;

S NI

Coordination with utility owners where infrastructure is not municipally
owned;

5. Maintenance responsibilities and schedules.

5.3 Exemption

Utility art installed under an approved program shall be exempt from sign
regulations. The artistic treatment shall not be counted as signage for purposes
of any sign area calculations applicable to the property where the utility
infrastructure is located.

SecTioN 6. TEMPORARY PuBLIC ART INSTALLATIONS

6.1 Authorization

Temporary public art installations may be permitted for periods not exceeding
[ONE (1)] year, with the possibility of extension upon review.

6.2 Expedited Review

Temporary installations of [NINETY (90)] days or less may be approved
administratively, provided:



YoCo Public Art Toolkit | Cultural Alliance of York County

1. The installation does not involve permanent alteration to any structure
or site;

The applicant demonstrates insurance coverage or assumes liability;

The installation does not obstruct traffic visibility or pedestrian
circulation;

4. Aremoval plan and timeline are submitted.

6.3 Extension

Temporary installations may be extended for additional periods upon
application demonstrating continued maintenance, community benefit, and
property owner consent. Extensions beyond [ONE (1)] year total duration shall
be reviewed as permanent installations.

[OPTIONAL] SecTion 7. PuBLic ART IN HisToric DisTRICTS
(Include this section only if your municipality has designated historic
districts.)
7.1 Additional Review

Public art proposed for installation in a designated historic district, or on a
property listed on or eligible for the National Register of Historic Places, shall
be reviewed by the [HISTORICAL ARCHITECTURAL REVIEW BOARD
(HARB)/HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION] in addition to any other
applicable review.

7.2 Historic Compatibility
In reviewing public art in historic districts, the reviewing body shall consider:
A. Compatibility of scale, materials, and design with the historic character
of the district;

B. Whether the installation will obscure, damage, or detract from
significant architectural features;

C. Reversibility of the installation and impact on historic fabric;

D. Contribution to interpretation of the area's history and heritage.

7.3 Heritage Murals

Heritage murals that accurately depict local history may receive favorable
consideration in historic districts when they enhance understanding of the
area's significance and are executed in a manner compatible with the district's
character.

SEeEcTION 8. ADMINISTRATION AND ENFORCEMENT

8.1 Interpretation

Questions regarding whether a specific display qualifies as public art or as a
commercial sign shall be determined by the [ZONING OFFICER /DESIGNATED
OFFICIAL] based on the definitions and criteria established in this ordinance.
Such determinations may be appealed to the [ZONING HEARING BOARD].
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8.2 Enforcement

Public art installations that do not receive required approvals, or that deviate
substantially from approved designs, shall be subject to the same enforcement
provisions applicable to sign violations under [REFERENCE TO EXISTING
ENFORCEMENT SECTION].

8.3 Fees

The [GOVERNING BODY] may establish application fees for public art review.
Fees for public art applications should be set at levels that do not discourage
artistic expression while covering reasonable administrative costs.

10
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Implementation Guidance

Integrating with Existing Ordinances
These provisions can be integrated into your existing ordinance structure in

several ways:

Option A: Add as a new article or section within your existing signage
ordinance.

Option B: Create a standalone "Public Art" section in your zoning
ordinance that cross-references the signage ordinance.

Option C: Adopt as a standalone public art ordinance that amends
specific provisions of the signage ordinance by reference.

Common Scenarios
The following table illustrates how these provisions apply to common situations:

Classification How Treated

Historical mural depicting the Heritage Mural Exempt from sign area limits;
railroad era with "[Name of historical text is incidental
Railroad]" text

Hand-painted sign for a bakery Artistic Sign May exceed sign limits by 25%

with artistic flourishes for artistic elements

Painted electrical boxes with  Utility Art Exempt; administrative

nature scenes approval

Mural on restaurant wall Commercial Sign Subject to sign regulations;

showing menu items with proposes commercial

prices transaction

Sculptural gateway at Public Art / Wayfinding Exempt from sign height

downtown entrance Art limits; advisory review
required

Temporary yarn bombing for a Temporary Public Art  Expedited administrative
festival review

1l
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Appendix A: Pre-Adoption Checklist

Use this checklist before bringing amendments to your governing body:

Legal Review
[J Municipal solicitor has reviewed proposed amendments
[0 Amendments are consistent with Pennsylvania MPC

[0 Content-neutral approach has been verified (Reed v. Town of Gilbert
compliance)

[0 Cross-references to existing ordinance sections are accurate

Ordinance Integration
0 Section numbers adjusted to match existing ordinance structure
[0 Definitions are consistent with existing ordinance terminology
O Reviewing bodies are correctly identified

O Size thresholds are appropriate for your municipality

Procedural Requirements
[0 Planning Commission review scheduled (if required)
[0 Public hearing notice requirements met
0 HARB review completed (if historic district provisions included)

Resources

The following organizations provide model ordinances, technical assistance, and
best practices for municipalities developing or amending signage and public art
regulations.

Local and Regional Support

Cultural Alliance of York County — Technical assistance for public art projects,
artist connections, and coordination with regional initiatives.

www.culturalyork.org

York County Economic Alliance — Economic development support and
municipal partnerships. www.yceapa.org

York County Planning Commission — Model Ordinances — The YCPC
maintains a library of model ordinances for Pennsylvania municipalities,
including templates that can be adapted for local use. This is an essential
starting point for any ordinance amendment project.

https: //www.ycpc.org /293 /Model-Ordinances

State Resources

12
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Pennsylvania Downtown Center — Resources for Main Street communities,
including guidance on downtown design standards, facade programs, and
integrating public art into commercial districts. The Center provides training
and technical assistance to municipalities participating in Main Street and Elm

Street programs. www.padowntown.org

Pennsylvania State Association of Boroughs (PSAB) — Model ordinances and
legal guidance for borough governments. www.boroughs.org

Pennsylvania State Association of Township Supervisors (PSATS) — Training,
model policies, and legal resources for township officials. www.psats.org

National Public Art Resources

Americans for the Arts — Public Art Network — The Public Art Network is a
professional network within Americans for the Arts that provides resources

specifically for public art programs. Their resources include model policies, case

studies, and the annual Public Art Year in Review featuring exemplary projects
nationwide. The Public Art Network also maintains a listserv where municipal
staff and public art administrators can ask questions and share experiences.
www.americansforthearts.org/by-program /networks-and-councils /public-art
-network
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