DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT SERVICES
Planning Division
memorandum
TO:

Mayor Diane Marlin and City Council Members

FROM:

Lorrie Pearson, AICP, Acting Community Development Director
Marcus Ricci, AICP, Planner II

DATE:

October 3, 2019

SUBJECT:

An Ordinance Approving a Major Variance
(304 South Race Street / ZBA Case No. 2019-MAJ-11)

Introduction
First United Methodist Church of Urbana (“the Church”) 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. Siting an electronic display outside the B-3, General Business, or CRE,
Conservation-Recreation-Education Zoning Districts requires a major variance. 1
At its September 18, 2019, meeting, the Zoning Board of Appeals (ZBA) held a public hearing on this case.
No members of the public spoke regarding the case. The ZBA voted unanimously, with seven ayes and
zero nays, to recommend that City Council approve the variance with one condition.

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
an 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. Other
than the proposed major variance to allow the electronic display in the B-4 district, 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. Table 1 below
summarizes the zoning and land uses for the subject site and adjacent parcels. More information on the
location and surrounding area can be found in Exhibits A and B.
Table 1. Zoning and Land Use
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Location

Zoning

Existing Land Use

Site
North
South
East
West

B-4, Central Business District
B-4, Central Business District
B-4, Central Business District
B-4, Central Business District
B-4, Central Business District

House of Worship
Parking Lot
Day Care Center
Shopping Mall
House of Worship; Karate Studio; Parking Lot

Section IX-4.C. of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance.
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Discussion
The proposed sign would adhere to the zoning requirements for both freestanding signs in the B-4 zoning district2
and electronic displays in the B-3 zoning district. 3 It would be 7.67 feet tall by 7.25 feet 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
– sign design). The existing sign does not accommodate easy changes to the service times or messages and
requires printing new messages on paper and 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 Business 4 since at least 1940; it has not been rezoned. Zoning regulations
for electronic displays have been evolving since their initial inclusion in the 2002 Zoning Ordinance as
permitted in B-4 and B-4E zoning districts (including the subject site), but only for community events. This
is likely due to a desire to limit the amount of electronic-based sign advertising in the downtown district,
while acknowledging that the benefits of promoting community activity outweigh the costs to aesthetics.
In 2006, in B-3 zoning districts, electronic wall and freestanding signs were added as a permitted sign type
for any use, acknowledging that the general business corridors are a more appropriate venue for electronic
displays. In 2008, community-event electronic displays were still permitted only in B-4 and B-4E zoning
districts, but were further limited to those events operating on a regular basis on City-owned or -controlled
property. In 2015, electronic 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 are permitted for any use or
event in the B-3 and CRE zoning districts, and they are permitted in the B-4 and B-4E districts only for
community events operating on a regular basis on City property. The proposed sign is for events on nonCity-owned or -operated land; essentially, for non-community events in the B-4 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.
One reason for the prohibition on electronic displays in the B-4 district is to maintain the character
and atmosphere of the downtown district without the distraction or glare of electronic displays. The
special circumstance in this case is that the Church is located at the periphery of the B-4, Central
Business District, and converting its internally-lit sign to one that incorporates an otherwise
conforming electronic display is unlikely to negatively affect the essential character of the downtown
business district. In addition, this variance would not be generally applicable to other lands or
structures as the Church is one of the few houses of worship in the B-4 district. It is also one of the
few non-commercial or non-governmental parcels in the B-4 district.
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 in Urbana. To permit a
Table IX-1. 50 square foot maximum; 16’ tall if 15’ from public right-of-way; minimum 8’ setback from public right-of-way.
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.
4 In 1940 the zone was called “Central Commercial,” which was changed to “B-4 Central Business” in 1979.
2
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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
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 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 brightness, auto-dimming, and
how frequently the message changes.
5. The variance generally represents the minimum deviation from requirements of the Zoning
Ordinance necessary to accommodate the request.
Since electronic signs are not allowed in the B-4 district (except for “community event signs”), the
minimum deviation would be to allow an electronic display, 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. However, 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 intent of the regulations for electronic displays in the B-4 district is to maintain the character
of Downtown Urbana by limiting them to “community event signs.” In this case, the Church’s
location on the periphery of downtown reduces the likelihood that the proposed sign will
negatively affect the character of downtown or the neighborhood, but since the sign will not meet
the narrow definition of “community event sign,” it is not allowed by right. These circumstances
create a practical difficulty that makes carrying out the Zoning Ordinance impractical and makes a
variance necessary.
Zoning Board of Appeals
At the September 18, 2019, ZBA meeting, staff recommended that the ZBA forward the case to City Council
with a recommendation to APPROVE the major variance with one condition: general conformance to the
site plan and sign design.
Pastor Freeman detailed the Church’s community collaborations and activities it offered that are free and
open to the public. He also stated that the Church needed “a better-looking sign,” and said that the Board of
Trustees must approve messages before they are posted (see Exhibit E for draft ZBA minutes).
The board voted unanimously, with seven ayes and zero nays, to forward this case to the Urbana City Council
with a recommendation to APPROVE the request with the first condition as presented, that the sign be in
general conformance with the attached site plan and design.

Summary of Staff Findings
1. The First United Methodist Church of Urbana requests a major variance to allow an electronic display
in the B-4, Central Business, Zoning District.
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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 located at the periphery
of the B-4, Central Business District, and converting its internally-lit sign to one that incorporates
an otherwise conforming electronic display is unlikely to negatively affect the essential character of
Downtown Urbana.
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 in Urbana.
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 been a nuisance, the proposed electronic display will not face or be within 100 feet of
residential districts or uses, and the sign will comply with all other zoning regulations, including
brightness, auto-dimming, and how frequently the message changes.
7. The minimum deviation from the requirements of the Zoning Ordinance would be to allow an
electronic display in the B-4 district, which is what the variance request is for.
8. The practical difficulty in carrying out the Zoning Ordinance is that the location of the Church at
the periphery of the B-4 district reduces the probability of negatively affecting downtown character.

Options
The City Council has the following options:
1. Approve the Ordinance; or
2. Approve the Ordinance along with any conditions as are appropriate for the public health, safety,
and welfare, and to carry out the purposes of the Zoning Ordinance; or
3. Deny the Ordinance.

Recommendation

At the September 18, 2019, meeting, the ZBA voted with seven ayes and zero nays to forward this case to
the Urbana City Council with a recommendation to APPROVE the request, with one condition. City staff
likewise recommends approval with the following condition:
•

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

Attachments:

Exhibit A: Location Map
Exhibit B: Zoning Map
Exhibit C: Application & Sign Design
Exhibit D: Site Photos
Exhibit E: ZBA Meeting Minutes, September 18, 2019 – DRAFT
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ORDINANCE NO.

2019-10-053

AN ORDINANCE APPROVING A MAJOR VARIANCE
(304 S. Race St. / ZBA Case No. 2019-MAJ-11)
WHEREAS, the Urbana Zoning Ordinance provides for a major variance procedure to
permit the Zoning Board of Appeals and the Corporate Authorities to consider applications for a
major variance where there is a special circumstance or condition with a parcel of land or a structure;
and
WHEREAS, the First United Methodist Church of Urbana (Church) has submitted a petition
for a major variance to allow an electronic display on a permitted freestanding sign in the B-4, Central
Business Zoning District; and
WHEREAS, the Zoning Board of Appeals held a public hearing on such petition at 7:00 p.m.
on September 18, 2019, in ZBA Case No. 2019-MAJ-11; and
WHEREAS, in accordance with Urbana Zoning Ordinance Section XI-10, due and proper
notice of such public hearing was given by publication in The News-Gazette, a newspaper having a
general circulation within the City, on a date at least 15 days but no more than 30 days before the time
of the public hearing, and by posting a sign containing such notice on the real property identified
herein; and
WHEREAS, the Zoning Board of Appeals voted seven (7) ayes and zero (0) nays to forward
the case to the Urbana City Council with a recommendation to approve the requested variance with
one condition; and
WHEREAS, the City Council finds that the requested variance conforms with the major
variance procedures in Article XI, Section XI-3(C)(2)(d), of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance; and
WHEREAS, the City Council has considered the variance criteria established in the Urbana
Zoning Ordinance and has made the following findings of fact:
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1. The First United Methodist Church of Urbana 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 non-community event 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 located at the
periphery of the B-4, Central Business District, and converting its internally-lit sign to one
that incorporates an otherwise conforming electronic display is unlikely to negatively affect
the essential character of the downtown business 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 in Urbana.
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 been 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 brightness, auto-dimming, and how frequently the message changes.
7. The minimum deviation from the requirements of the Zoning Ordinance would be to allow
an electronic display in the B-4 district, which is what the variance request is for.
8. The practical difficulty in carrying out the Zoning Ordinance is that the location of the
Church at the periphery of the B-4 district reduces the probability of negatively affecting
downtown character.
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT ORDAINED by the City Council of the City of Urbana,
Illinois, as follows:
Section 1.
In ZBA Case No. 2019-MAJ-11, the major variance requested by the First United Methodist Church
of Urbana to allow for the construction of an electronic display as part of a freestanding sign in the
B-4, Central Business, Zoning District, is hereby approved in the manner proposed in the application
with the following condition: The proposed sign shall generally conform to the site plan and
specifications as set forth in Attachment “A,” which is attached hereto and incorporated herein by
reference.

Page 2 of 3

The major variance described above shall only apply to the property located at 304 South Race Street,
more particularly described as follows:
Plat of E. Harkness Addition of Town Lots to the Town of Urbana in said County
of Champaign. Situated in the N.E. ¼ of Section No. 17 T. 19 N. of Range 9 East.
The length and breadth of each lot are marked on Plat in feet and inches and contain
38 rods & 64/100 each. Corner stone at S.W. corner of lot No. 4 sixty feet north of
the N.W. corner of lot No. 6 in Roe’s third Addition of Town Lots. Given under my
hand and this 4th day of October 1832.
Lot 1, 2, 3, and 4 in the E. Harkness a./k./a. Elisha Harkness Addn.
Commonly known as 304 South Race Street
P.I.N.: 91-21-17-212-005
Section 2.
The City Clerk is directed to publish this Ordinance in pamphlet form by authority of the corporate
authorities, and this Ordinance shall be in full force and effect from and after its passage and
publication in accordance with Section 1-2-4 of the Illinois Municipal Code. Upon approval of this
Ordinance, the City Clerk is directed to record a certified copy with the Champaign County Office of
the Recorder of Deeds and transmit one copy of the recorded Ordinance to the petitioner.
This Ordinance is hereby passed by the affirmative vote, the “ayes” and “nays” being called of a
majority of the members of the Council of the City of Urbana, Illinois, at a meeting of said Council.
PASSED BY THE CITY COUNCIL this ____ day of ______

_____, ______.

AYES:
NAYS:
ABSTENTIONS:

________________________________
Charles A. Smyth, City Clerk

APPROVED BY THE MAYOR this ____ day of ______

_____, ______.

________________________________
Diane Wolfe Marlin, Mayor
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CERTIFICATE OF PUBLICATION IN PAMPHLET FORM

I, Charles A. Smyth, certify that I am the duly elected and acting Municipal Clerk of the City of Urbana, Champaign
County, Illinois. I certify that on the _____ day of ____________________, 2019, the corporate authorities of the
City of Urbana passed and approved Ordinance No. ______________, entitled “An Ordinance Approving a Major
Variance (304 S. Race St. / ZBA-2019-MAJ-11)” which provided by its terms that it should be published in
pamphlet form. The pamphlet form of Ordinance No.________________ was prepared, and a copy of such
Ordinance was posted in the Urbana City Building commencing on the _______ day of _____________________,
2019, and continuing for at least ten (10) days thereafter. Copies of such Ordinance were also available for public
inspection upon request at the Office of the City Clerk.

DATED at Urbana, Illinois, this _______ day of ____________________, 2019.
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Exhibit C: Application & Sign Design

Date: 2-04-19

Client:
First United Methodist
Church of Urbana

Option: UFUMC-3

Project:
Free standing sign.

87.00"

Notes:

Urbana First United
Methodist Church

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)

29”

2”

Overall size: 92” x 87”

92”
29”
76.5”

Drawing Location:

23”

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

END VIEW

Approval Signature:

Sales & Design:

SCALE: 1/2”=1'

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
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SE Corner of Race & Green

Existing Sign

Exhibit E. ZBA Meeting Minutes, September 18, 2019 – DRAFT
MINUTES OF A REGULAR MEETING
URBANA ZONING BOARD OF APPEALS
DATE:

September 18, 2019

TIME:

7:00 p.m.

DRAFT

PLACE:
City Council Chambers, 400 South Vine Street, Urbana, IL 61801
_______________________________________________________________________________
MEMBERS PRESENT

STAFF PRESENT

OTHERS PRESENT

Joanne Chester, Matt Cho, Ashlee McLaughlin, Adam Rusch, Nancy
Uchtmann, Charles Warmbrunn, Harvey Welch
Lorrie Pearson, Deputy Community Development Director / Planning
Manager; Kevin Garcia, Planner II; Marcus Ricci, Planner II; Lily
Wilcock, Planner I
Paul Debevec, Ann Dickey, Bob Freeman, Dan Gordon, Ryan
Millikan, Trent Shepard

NEW PUBLIC HEARINGS
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.
Chair Welch opened the public hearing for this case. Marcus Ricci, Planner II, presented the
staff report for the case. He began by stating the purpose for the proposed variance, which is to
allow the applicant to upgrade the 70-year-old existing sign to a new, electronic sign. He noted
the zoning of the subject property and talked about the design of the proposed sign. He reviewed
how the variance criteria from Section XI-3 of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance relates to the
proposed request. He summarized City staff findings and read the options of the Zoning Board
of Appeals. He presented City staff’s recommendation for approval with the following
conditions:
1. The proposed electronic display’s location and size generally conform to the site plan and
specifications.
2. The electronic display is monochrome (single-color).
Chair Welch asked if any members of the Zoning Board of Appeals had questions for City staff.
Ms. McLaughlin asked if the color would impact the brightness of the sign display. Mr. Ricci
explained that Condition 2 is suggested as an option to reduce potential concerns or minimize the
impact of the changes in the sign.
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Exhibit E. ZBA Meeting Minutes, September 18, 2019 – DRAFT
September 18, 2019

Mr. Rusch asked what the typical requirements are for an electronic sign. Mr. Ricci stated that
the main requirements for any electronic display are as follows:




Messages must be displayed for a minimum of three minutes before changing.
A display can only be 3 foot-candles brighter than the ambient light levels and must have
auto-dimming technology built in.
The electronic display must be less than half of the area of the total sign.

With no further questions for City staff, Chair Welch opened the hearing for public input. He
invited the applicant to speak on behalf of his request.
Reverend Robert Freeman approached the Zoning Board of Appeals to speak on behalf of the
First United Methodist Church. He talked about the church’s relationship with the community
and stated that they need a better looking sign. He encouraged the Zoning Board of Appeals to
approve their request.
Ms. McLaughlin asked how Reverend Freeman felt about Condition 2 limiting the display to
monochrome only. Reverend Freeman replied that the church was fine with this condition as
they do not want the sign to be a big distraction to motorists or to take away from the hotel once
it is operational again. Mr. Ricci added that he would have the City’s Legal Division review the
wording to ensure that it did not violate any First Amendment rights.
Mr. Rusch wondered if the church would be approving all messages that would be displayed on
the proposed sign. Reverend Freeman explained that the Church’s Board of Trustees would have
to agree to any message being displayed.
Reverend Freeman invited everyone to take a tour of the church to see how great of a structure it
is.
With no further comments or questions from public audience, Chair Welch closed the public
input portion of the hearing and opened the hearing for discussion and/or motions by the Zoning
Board of Appeals.
Mr. Rusch moved that the Zoning Board of Appeals forward Case No. ZBA-2019-MAJ-11 to the
City Council with a recommendation for approval including the condition that the proposed
electronic display’s location and size generally conform to the site plan and specifications. Ms.
Uchtmann seconded the motion. Roll call on the motion was as follows:
Ms. Chester
Ms. McLaughlin
Ms. Uchtmann
Mr. Welch

-

Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

Mr. Cho
Mr. Rusch
Mr. Warmbrunn

-

Yes
Yes
Yes

The motion passed by unanimous vote. Kevin Garcia, Planner II, noted that this case would be
forwarded to City Council on October 7, 2019.
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