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BACKGROUND
The applicant, Saul Centers Inc., is requesting a Zoning Ordinance Modification (ZMOD) to permit a Comprehensive Sign Plan pursuant to the provisions of the Revised 1993 Zoning Ordinance.  The subject property, located north of Route 7, east of Belmont Ridge Road (Route 659), and south of Riverside Parkway was rezoned to PD-TC (Planned Development – Town Center) in February 2005 (ZMAP 2003-0006, ZCPA 2003-0003, SPEX 2003-0011, Lansdowne Village Greens), permitting up to 384,700 square feet of retail, office, and recreational uses and 545 residential units on Land Bay E (See Vicinity Map).  

A Comprehensive Sign Plan for the entire Lansdowne development was approved by the Board of Supervisors in June 2003 (ZMOD 2002-0004).  Following the Lansdowne Village Greens application, a Comprehensive Sign Plan was approved by the Board of Supervisors in October 2006 (ZMOD 2006-0004) for a portion of Land Bay E to address the signage needs for the “Main Street” retail and office center (outlined in blue above).  The proposed Comprehensive Sign Plan seeks to expand the area approved with ZMOD 2006-0004 to cover the office, retail, and residential uses located primarily along Diamond Lake Drive (outlined in yellow above).  
COMPLIANCE WITH THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

The property is located in the Ashburn Community of the Suburban Policy Area and is specifically governed by the Revised General Plan and Revised Countywide Transportation Plan (CTP) as adopted July 23, 2001.  The Revised General Plan identifies the subject site as suitable for Keynote Employment uses (Revised General Plan, Chapter 7, Planned Land Use Map).  The policies of the Countywide Retail Plan (Retail Plan) also apply.
ANALYSIS

The Comprehensive Sign Plan for Lansdowne Village Greens proposes to expand the area of the previously approved Comprehensive Sign Plan, ZMOD 2006-0004 to include the subject property as well as include additional modifications not previously addressed through ZMOD 2006-0004.  The Statement of Justification provides that the sign plan booklet submitted for review includes pages of the approved Sign Plan (ZMOD 2006-0004) that identify sign types that are being requested for the subject site, as well as pages that identify new sign types that are being requested.  It is the applicant’s intent to insert the pages that identify the new sign types requested with this application into the approved Sign Plan (ZMOD 2006-0004) so that signage for Lansdowne Village Greens will be contained in one comprehensive sign plan booklet.  Staff notes that several of the previously approved sign types have a maximum number associated with them and may need to be amended to include the additional locations proposed with this application.  Furthermore, the note on the Sign Location Plan (Page 4a) states that “locations and quantities of signs shown on the plans are illustrative of sign criteria set forth herein.  Final locations are subject to change”.  Staff recognizes the applicant’s attempt to retain some design flexibility by not providing details, but without such commitments and assurances, staff is not able to fully assess the entire sign plan in relation to the guidelines found in the Revised General Plan and the Retail Plan. 

Staff recommends the applicant commit to the Sign Location Plan.  Staff requests information regarding the maximum number of signs for each sign type proposed.  This information should also include the number of signs already approved with ZMOD 2006-0004.  
Collectively, the location, quality, and clarity of signs define the general perception of a development, individual business or commercial center and its surrounding community.  If signs are well presented and coordinated, the image of the development as well as the individual businesses and tenants are enhanced.  The Retail Plan specifies that buildings within a multi-building retail center should exhibit a unity of design through the use of similar elements such as rooflines, materials, window arrangement, location of signage and architectural details (Retail Plan, Design Guidelines, Building Placement and Design Policy 3).  The Retail Plan specifies that signs for commercial centers should be developed as an integral part of the overall center design and that a unified graphic design scheme is strongly encouraged (Retail Plan, Design Guidelines, Signs and Lighting Policy 1).  

The Comprehensive Sign Plan for Lansdowne Village Greens includes simple guidelines and illustrative drawings of representative buildings and signage proposed for the development.  The proposed sign plan includes permanent ground-mounted entrance signs, directional signs, address signs, building-mounted signs, and light pole signs and banners.  
Entrance Signs

The applicant is proposing an additional project entrance sign for non-residential uses (P1) at the southwest corner of Riverside Parkway and Diamond Lake Drive (an entrance sign is already approved at Belmont Ridge Road and Promenade Drive).  The applicant is also proposing an entrance sign for residential uses (P7) at the southeast corner of Riverside Parkway and Diamond Lake Drive.  Sign type P1 is proposed to include the name and logo of the project as well as changeable panels identifying tenants within the project, while sign type P7 is proposed to include the project name only.  Sign type P1 is uniform in design and composition to the entrance sign already constructed along Belmont Ridge Road and Promenade Drive.  However, it appears that sign type P7 provides redundant information and creates the potential for visual clutter.  

The proposed non-residential entrance signage (P1) is uniform in design and composition to existing entrance signage.  Staff recommends removing sign type P7 from the application material as this sign provides redundant information and contributes to visual clutter along the roadway.  Staff recommends the applicant commit to landscaping surrounding the entrance signage utilizing native species as much as possible and a commitment to long-term maintenance of the landscaping.  

Directional Signage
The applicant is proposing site directional signage (P2) at various interior road intersections to provide directional and way finding information for vehicular traffic.  The applicant is also proposing light pole signage (P5) for street identification or major tenant directionals.  Lastly, the applicant is proposing pedestrian directories (P3) as needed throughout the development at pedestrian walkways.  
Sign type P2 is proposed to contain pedestrian ad/or directional information for users, major tenant destinations, site services such as parking, loading dock receiving locations, or other directional information.  They are proposed to be approximately 8.5 feet in height and consist of metal and vinyl.  Light pole signs (P5) are proposed to be a maximum of 8 feet in height and consist of metal and vinyl.  Pedestrian directories (P3) are proposed to have two sides and may contain display panels, directory maps, event announcements, and advertising for tenants and users.  They are proposed to be approximately 6.5 feet in height and consist of metal, glass, and acrylic.  While the three directional sign types proposed (P2, P3, and P5) are intended to provide both vehicular and pedestrian information it appears they are providing redundant information and create the potential for visual clutter.  It may be appropriate to consolidate sign types P2 and P5 into one site directional sign type to reduce the number of signs and enhance the quality of the development.  
Staff recommends the applicant reduce the number of directional signs by consolidating sign types P2 and P5.  
Address Signage
The applicant is proposing office and residential address signage (UP1 and UP2).  The sign plan states that no more than one address sign will be permitted per side of an office or residential building.  While the applicant has provided a perspective view for the office address signage no such information has been included for the residential address signage.  
Staff requests additional information regarding the residential address signage (UP2) to determine if a unified graphic design scheme is being proposed in accordance with Plan policy.  

Building-Mounted Signage

Building-mounted office tenant signs (UP2.2), in-line retail center signs (UP5), and a building-mounted project identification sign (UP7) are proposed.  One building-mounted office tenant sign is being proposed per tenant per façade.  In-line retail stores are proposed to have a maximum 75 square feet aggregate sign area per building façade per tenant for the following sign types: (a) one primary building-mounted sign per façade (except for rear of building – see “c”, (b) storefront graphics applied to glass, (c) one secondary building-mounted sign per rear façade, and (d) under canopy or flagmount (blade) sign.  In-line retail stores are proposed to include awning signage as well.  The sign plan states that the number of signs per tenant will vary and may include any combination of the above mentioned sign types.  The proposed building-mounted project identification sign is proposed along Town Green Drive and is intended to be limited to the project name and/or logo.  
Staff has concerns with the number of signs permitted for the in-line retail stores (UP5).  The number of signs proposed is redundant in nature and will create visual clutter.  The building-mounted project identification sign (UP7) proposed is internal to the development and appears to be redundant as project identification signage is already approved along Belmont Ridge Road, Promenade Drive, and Citrine Drive.  
Staff recommends reducing the number of signs proposed for the in-line retail stores (UP5); additional signage is unnecessary and adds to visual clutter.  Staff further recommends removing the building-mounted project identification signage (UP7) as the location is internal to the development and does not warrant the need for project identification; previously approved signage as well as signage proposed with this comprehensive sign plan will provide the visual recognition needed.   
Banners

Banners mounted on light poles with graphics on both sides are also proposed within the development.  The applicant is proposing up to two banners per light pole (11 light poles) for a total of 22 banners.  These banners may be changed to provide seasonal decoration and are not intended to provide tenant/user names or advertising, but may include the project name and logo.  Business land use policies call for the mitigation of parking, signs, and other associated activities on the community (Revised General Plan, Chapter 6, General Business Land Use Policy 3b).  Banners have the potential of detracting from the vistas created by the relationship between the streets, buildings and landscape within a community and contribute to the creation of visual clutter.  
The proposed banners are not consistent with the signage anticipated in a mixed-use community where the streetscape, buildings and landscape should remain the predominate feature, not the signage. The proposed banners have the potential of contributing to visual cluster and provide the same information as provided on the proposed traditional signage.  If permitted, the proposed banners should be less obtrusive, fewer in number, and more in keeping with the character of the buildings in the community. Restraint should also be used in selecting colors for the banners.  A condition of approval should be developed to ensure that the proposed banners will not be used for advertising.

Lighting

The Revised General Plan promotes the use of lighting for convenience and public safety without the nuisance associated with light pollution (Revised General Plan, Chapter 5, Lighting and Night Sky Policy 1).  The Retail Plan also specifies all lighting should be designed to reduce glare and spillage of light onto adjoining properties and streets and that fixtures should be attractive site elements that are compatible with the architecture of the retail center (Retail Plan, Signs and Lighting Policy 2).  The proposed sign plan specifies that signage shall be illuminated as follows: 

· Project Entry Monuments (P1 and P7) – Ground mounted, shielded lighting;

· Pedestrian Directory Signage (P3) – Backlight illumination;

· Residential Address Signage (UP3) – Internal illumination or non-illumination; and 
· Building-mounted signs (UP2.2, UP5, and UP7) – Internal illumination or non-illumination.
Staff recommends that the applicant commit to lighting that is downward directed, is fully shielded, provides a glare-free environment, is confined to the site, and has illumination levels that are no greater than necessary for a light’s intended purpose.  All lighting should be designed to preclude light trespass onto adjoining properties, glare to passerby, skyglow, and deterioration of the nighttime environment.  Staff also recommends the use of sign-mounted lights for entrance signs to avoid the spillage of light onto the night sky.

RECOMMENDATIONS

Community Planning staff is unable to recommend approval of the Zoning Modification request until the issue of visual clutter is addressed and additional information is provided.  Specifically, staff recommends the applicant commit to the Sign Location Plan and the total number of signs proposed; remove sign types P7 (project entry monument – residential), UP7 (building-mounted project identification), and P5.1 (light pole banners) from the sign plan; reduce the number of directional signs proposed (P2, P3, and P5) and in-line retail store signage (UP5); provide a commitment to landscaping utilizing native species as much as possible surrounding the project entry monument and a commitment to long-term maintenance of the landscaping; provide information regarding residential address signage; and provide commitments to the use of lighting for signs that eliminates intrusive light trespass and light pollution within the development.
Staff would be happy to meet with the applicant to discuss these issues.

cc: 
Julie Pastor, AICP, Director, Planning

Cindy Keegan , AICP, Program Manger, Community Planning via e-mail
VICINITY MAP





The area outlined in black represents Land Bay E, the area shaded in blue represents ZMOD 2006-0004, and the area shaded in yellow represents the area subject to this application.








