
All too often, cities that pass
restrictive codes find themselves
embroiled in controversy.  When
the focus in writing the sign
code is on limiting size, lighting
methods, and placement, and
these regulations are not based
on sound research that could
demonstrate whether the associ-
ated public policy goals will be
achieved, the result can be any-
thing but pleasant.  The exam-
ples of this are numerous, but
for the sake of illustration, con-
sider the experience of Collier
County, Florida.

In 1999, officials in Collier
County adopted a new sign
code, which took effect
February 1, 2003.  On January
26, 2003, the Naples Daily
News ran a special Sunday edi-
tion story about the soon-to-be-
enforced sign code.  “All of the
public attention is on neon,” the
paper wrote, “with a Collier
County ordinance to outlaw
glowing glass-tubing signs at
businesses – even little ones that
say ‘open’ and ‘closed’.”  The
aim of the code, wrote Jeff
Lytle, Perspective Editor at the

newspaper, was to make signs
“smaller and nicer.” 

The newspaper published a
study it conducted, which
entailed taking photographs of
various signs located throughout
the county and asking
Community Development and
Environmental Services officials
to provide information on each,
in order to help its readers
understand the new law.  That
comparison, used with permis-
sion, is reproduced on the fol-
lowing pages.1
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Collier County
banned signs in the
shape of a corporate
logo.  Many would
argue, however, that
the banned signs are
far more interesting
than flat signs with
square or rectangular
borders.

1. Photos by David Wallace and Jeff Lytle, Text by Jeff Lytle, “Centerpiece:  Signs, Signs.  Collier’s new sign law:  What can stay and
what has to go?” Naples Daily News, Sunday, January 26, 2003.  Used with permission.
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Blockbuster sign at
U.S. 41 and Airport-

Pulling Road.
By comparison to
the Home Depot

sign at far right, the
Blockbuster sign is
considered a logo

sign that will be
banned.

The Home Depot on
Pine Ridge Road.
This sign is legal. It
is an allowed ground
sign with landscap-
ing and is not con-
sidered a logo sign,
as it is framed. 

Swift Oil Change,
Pine Ridge Road. 

This sign is not
legal for several

reasons. First there
is no permit for this

sign. Second, the
pole on the sign

must be 50 percent
of the width of the

sign; a pole cover is
required and 100

square feet of land-
scaping is required

at the base of the
sign. A permit could

be obtained with
some modifications.

Toys R Us at North
Airport-Pulling Road.
This is a permitted
wall sign. Logos on
walls are not a prob-
lem. 

Home Depot,
Checkers and

Valvoline sign on
Pine Ridge Road.

This sign will
become an illegal

pole sign. The
height exceeds 20

feet and the sign
copy area is too big.
A "directory" sign is

not allowed for a
property with only

three tenants. 

Pine Ridge Crossing
shopping plaza.
This sign was
approved as part of
the PUD (planned
unit development)
for the shopping
center. A PUD acts
as its own zoning
district. 

McDonald’s at North
Airport-Pulling Road.

This sign is illegal
now, as there is not

a permit for it on file.
Under the new code,

a pole cover and a
new sign face would

be required, as the
existing one is the
McDonald’s logo. 

McDonald’s,
Immokalee Road
and Collier
Boulevard. 
This demonstrates
the new rules for
height as well as
width of poles and
square footage of
sign faces. 

7-Eleven on Pine
Ridge Road.  

This site just received
permits for new signs,
which will appear the
same as in the photo

to the right of this one.
The gas price sign

should be a ground
sign, up to 8 feet in

height and 60 square
feet. The Citgo sign

on the canopy would
be allowed if proper
permits, inspections

and a C/O were
obtained.  

7-Eleven on Airport-
Pulling Road. 
This is the proto-
type for the future in
terms of height and
square footage. 

Checkers fast-food
drive-thru on Pine

Ridge Road.
The neon in the

windows must be
removed by Feb. 1.

Checkers fast-food
drive-thru on Pine
Ridge Road.  
The menu board is
an informational
sign and is mounted
on the wall as a
permitted sign. 

ILLEGAL LEGAL ILLEGAL LEGAL



company $150 to tell the
county that my sign is OK –
unless I prefer to pay $250 a
day in fines.” 

-Margot Fisher, Naples,
February 26, 2003

Facilitating Commercial
Communication and Traffic
Safety

“I feel an ‘open’ sign above a
door is almost an American
right.  I don’t find it offensive.
I find it helpful.  And really,
when I am on the road in
Naples, I notice the drivers
and not the signs.  That is how
I arrive home alive.” 

-Jean Werner, Naples,
February 1, 2003

Free Speech, Support for Small
Businesses, Traffic Safety

“I was contacted last week by
an official from county code
enforcement regarding the
neon ‘Barber’ sign located
inside my business. Under a
new ordinance, this sign is
now considered to be illegal.
The sign is relatively small,
about 2 feet by 6 feet, posi-
tioned inside the window of
my shop which sets back from
the street approximately 100
feet. This sign does not blink
or flash and could not be con-
sidered a traffic safety hazard.
When I pointed out the fact
that several of the large,
national-chain businesses …
continue to display bare neon
tube lighting over their entire
buildings, I received the
response: ‘Those businesses

are not in my area.’ I suppose
it is easier for the county to
harass small, independent
businesses. The large corpora-
tions have the time and
resources to fight back. The
very least we should expect
from our county government is
that it comply with Florida
statutes which provide for a
‘grandfathering’ or non-con-
forming use for zoning issues
that were in existence prior to
a new ordinance going into
effect – an ordinance that no
one supports, except the com-
missioners.” 

- Bob Koontz/East Naples, 
May 28, 2003

One barbershop owner, com-
plaining about the County’s ban
of rotating barber poles, told the
newspaper, "I have had people
think my barbershop is closed
because the pole isn't rotating.
We also have people on U.S. 41
slowing down to look in the
window because they don't
know if we're open. That can be

a safety hazard."3

Among the more vocal oppo-
nents of the law were businesses
located on Bonita Beach Road.
Businesses on one side of the
road were located within Collier
County and were required to
comply with the new code,
while businesses on the opposite
side of the same road were con-
sidered part of Lee County,
which allowed neon signs.  The
businesses located in Collier
County claimed even long-time
customers were calling them to
find out whether they were
open, because they had seen
open signs in some business’s
windows, but not in others’.
One business owner told the
Naples Daily News, “We’re talk-
ing about an open sign.  We’re
not talking about XXX-rated
video.  One side [of the street]
looks open and one side looks
closed.”4

Some small business owners
expressed concern over the

Interior illuminated signs visible from the street were also
banned in Collier County.  
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2. Rita O’Hearn, to Larry Hannan.  “Barbers protest new ordinance banning barber shop poles.”  Naples Daily News, February 21, 2003.
3. Nick Giannone, to Larry Hannan, reporter.  “County to consider allowing barbershop poles to rotate again,” Naples Daily News, May
28, 2003.
4. Greg Prudente, to Janine A. Zeitlin, reporter.  “Collier sign ordinance impacts Bonita Beach Road businesses.”  Naples Daily News,
April 18, 2003.

The code banned all exposed
neon signs visible from the
street, and all lighted internal
signs visible from the street.  It
also reduced the maximum
height limit of signs from 25
feet to 15 feet, banned pole
signs, limited the number of ten-
ants that could be listed on a
directory sign to no more than
eight, limited wall signs to 20%
of the wall and window signs to
25% of the window, and prohib-
ited signs in the shape of a logo.
Businesses found in violation of
the code would be charged $250
per day of violation.  Before the
month had ended, a lawsuit had
been filed against the County,
claiming First and Fourteenth
Amendment violations. 

One of the more controversial
aspects of the code was its ban
on rotating barber poles.  In
protest, several barbers and a
mime gathered in front of one
barber shop and held a protest
rally against the new code.  The
mime, dressed in white with red
and blue stripes spiraling around
his body, stood in front of the
shop and slowly rotated as a
human barber pole.  One pass-
ing resident, commenting on the

protest rally, told the reporter,
“No one has been telling the
county to get rid of all the bar-
ber poles.  I like the barber
poles and I like neon.  This
community needs more color.”2

Several Collier County citizens
wrote to the newspaper com-
plaining about the sign code.
Their comments addressed a
number of public policy issues:

Fiscal Responsibility, Respect
for Tradition, and Traffic Safety

“I can’t believe our elected
officials are wasting their time
and our money on such
insignificant issues.  With all
the real problems we have
around here, how can they jus-
tify spending even two min-
utes worrying about signs that
have been around for years,
bothering no one except some
do-gooder who thinks they
know what’s best for every-
body?  Actually, the old signs
are a good safety factor.  If I
couldn’t see the Home Depot
sign that you say violates the
law, I wouldn’t know where to
turn until I was right on top of
the intersection – a hazard to
say the least.” 

-Tommy Thompson, Naples,
January 28, 2003

Equal Enforcement
“Only 48 hours after the high-
ly controversial Collier
County sign ordinance took
effect, the county parked an
elevated, 7-foot by 10-foot
mobile flashing sign on the
Vanderbilt Beach Road right
of way abutting Beachwalk.
The sign is a distraction to
motorists, a blight on the com-
munity and compelling proof
that the adage ‘Do as I say, not
as I do’ is alive and well in
Collier County.” 

-Bruce W. Rollinson, Naples,
February 6, 2003

Aesthetics and Traffic Safety
“First, it seems our Collier
County commissioners have
never been to Las Vegas if
they are comparing a small
‘open’ sign in a window to all
the lights in Vegas.  Second, if
the compliance inspectors
need something to do they
should make an effort to have
businesses place street num-
bers on their property and
make them large enough to
read from the street.  I have
seen more traffic tie-ups from
people trying to locate an
address than I have seen from
people looking at a barber
pole.” 

-Art Largent, Naples, 
March 21, 2003

Support for Small Businesses
“Warning:  Collier County
does not like small business.
My frame shop has had the
same sign for 32 years.  I am
being forced to pay a sign

Collier County’s ban on rotating barber poles sparked par-
ticular outrage.  Barbers said that their customers could no
longer tell whether they were open for business, as the
rotating pole was the traditional “open” sign for their shops.
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but just a few years earlier a
Cubs fan had been forced to
remove the sign in his yard.

- The sign code in Peabody,
MA only allowed time and
temperature displays on
electronic message centers,
and the City took a foot doc-
tor to court for daring to run
a message about foot prob-
lems on his.

- In Brandon, MS, a van
painted with an ad for a dig-
ging service was left parked
for too long in the lot of a
muffler and radiator shop
while awaiting repair, and its
owner was fined for display-
ing an off-premise advertise-
ment.

- A gift store with an unusually
long name challenged a
Grosse Pointe Woods, MI
limit on the number of words
allowed on a sign.

- A Toledo, OH man was fined
for placing an illegal yard
sign, which was critical of the
Mayor, in his yard; the sign,
made of Christmas lights,
read, “Carty Sucks.”

- In Chapel Hill, NC and in
West Bend, IN merchants
were forced to remove patriot-
ic banners that violated the
sign code, resulting in national
outrage.

- In Roswell, GA a furniture
store was cited for failing to
secure a sign permit before
flying the American flag.

- Woodcliff Lake, NJ rushed to
change its sign code after a
new mall was forced to open
without being allowed to sten-
cil signs on its shop windows.

- Ocean City, MD decided to
withdraw two citations for off-

premise signs and revise its
sign code after it realized
allowing the signs gave out-
of-town shoppers critical
directional assistance.

- A church in Plymouth
Township, MI was forced to
remove 2,200 crosses that
made up an anti-abortion dis-
play that the city said violated
the sign code.

- Citizens in Fremont, CA were
outraged by what they called,
“self-appointed, blight-fight-
ing vigilantes” who repeatedly
pulled down garage sale signs
posted in violation of the sign
code before the sales were
done.  The Assistant City
Manager said the city purpose-
ly overlooks garage sale signs
when enforcing its ordinance.

- The City of Baltimore, MD
had allowed a large mural of
Cal Ripken, Jr. with a Nike
logo to be painted on a down-
town building, but did not
approve a subsequent
Volkswagen ad on the same
wall because it was not “art.”

These and many other cities
have been needlessly trauma-
tized over the consequences of
regulatory decisions based upon
unfounded opinions rather than
upon facts, the law, and good
public policy.  

The most effective way city
officials can avoid unwarranted
controversy in regulating sig-
nage is to rely on elected offi-
cials to set public policy; to
meaningfully involve all stake-
holders; to utilize quality, data-
based research; to understand
and respect the civil rights of
sign users; and to thoroughly
examine the potential impacts of
proposed regulations to ascer-
tain whether they will advance
adopted public policies.  This
approach changes the perception
of signage from nuisance to
important planning tool for
enhancing the built environ-
ment.

Neon signs visible from the street were banned, including
signs simply saying “open” or “vacancy.”  
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5. Borchmann, Phil, Naples Daily News, March 10, 2003.

cumulative effects of County
regulations on their viability.
Despite the county’s affluence, a
shortage of quality workers,
high impact fees, and a slow
permitting process had already
left small businesses feeling
burdened.  The restrictive sign
ordinance prompted business
advocates to tell the Naples
Daily News that even more busi-
nesses would fail or relocate out
of the county, taking tax rev-
enues with them.5

On April 8, the County
Commission indicated it would
support an amendment to the
sign code to allow business
owners to install illuminated
signs in windows to communi-
cate with potential customers
whether the business was open.
Signs reading “open” or “vacan-
cy” would be permitted (a clear
content-based distinction).
However, within a few days, the

Commission retreated, citing
concerns over where to draw the
line with exceptions to the code.

Collier County is one of many
communities struggling with the
regulation of signs.  Regulations
often work contrary to the inter-
ests of the community.  

Furthermore, complaints over
unequal enforcement can bring
to light inherent problems in the
sign codes.  In just a few exam-
ples of this from 2001:

- Ligonier, PA struggled over
whether outdoor displays of
merchandise were signs.

- Wilkes-Barre, PA considered
jailing candidates who left
political signs standing two
weeks after an election.

- Myrtle Beach, SC ordered
removal of a Santa Claus from
the rooftop of one shop and a
fishing boat from another, but

allowed a shark to remain on a
third.

- In Orland Park, IL the legal,
but unwelcome placement of a
12 foot tall inflatable rat at a
business prompted sign code
changes.

- In Hardy, VA an 8 foot tall
concrete chicken was ordered
removed for violating the sign
code (later that year, a Circuit
Court judge overturned the
city’s decision).  Nearby, a
shopping center owner was
also cited for placing a 6 foot
gorilla, an 8 foot giraffe, and a
4 foot tiger in a location that
violated the sign code.

- Manhattan, IL relaxed its tem-
porary sign rules during
NASCAR races in order to
take advantage of out-of-town
consumers and promote local
businesses.

- Dothan, IL saw a proliferation
of White Sox signs in fans’
yards and no one complained,

Wall signs, often some of the most creative, were limited to 20% of the wall.  This ignored
the fact that wall signs need to be much larger than signs perpendicular to the roadway in
order to be seen and read.
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