
STAFF REPORT FOR PLANNING COMMISSION MEETING OF JULY 30, 2014 
 
 
FILE NO:  SUP-13-022 AGENDA ITEM:  F-3 
 
STAFF AUTHOR:  Lee Plemel, Community Development Director 
 
REQUEST:  Action to accept a one-year review regarding the Community Center sign 
illumination, dimming, and message displays to determine that the existing sign operational plan 
is adequate to minimize impacts to surrounding properties.  
 
APPLICANT:  Carson City 
 
ADDRESS:  851 E. William Street 
 
RECOMMENDED MOTION:  “I move to accept a one-year review regarding the Community 
Center sign illumination, dimming, and message displays to determine that the existing sign 
operational plan is adequate to minimize impacts to surrounding properties.” 
 
LEGAL REQUIREMENTS:  CCMC 18.02.050 (Review); 18.02.080 (Special Use Permits). 
 
KEY ISSUES:   

• Are the existing controls for the Community Center sign adequate to address potential 
impacts to surrounding properties?  

 
BACKGROUND: 
The Planning Commission approved a Special Use Permit for the new Community Center 
electronic message center sign on March 27, 2013, by a vote of 7-0. A condition of approval 
included a requirement to create and obtain approval of an operational plan for the sign, 
including parameters for sign brightness and dimming at night, message transitions, and sign 
animation. (See attached Notice of Decision) 
 
The Planning Commission reviewed and approved a sign operational plan on July 31, 2013, by 
a vote of 6-0 (see attached sign operational plan). A one-year review was required regarding the 
Community Center sign illumination, dimming, and message displays to determine that the 
existing sign operational plan is adequate to minimize impacts to surrounding properties.  
 
Construction of the sign was completed and the sign was in operation in October 2013.  
 
DISCUSSION: 
Carson City currently has no specific standards for message center display signs. City staff 
recommended and Planning Commission approved requirements for the Community Center 
sign in accordance with recommendations and guidelines from the International Sign 
Association (ISA). The operational plan includes the following sign operation standards:  
 
1.  Sign brightness and dimming at night – The sign brightness at full white shall be no more 

than 0.3 foot-candles (Fc) above ambient light (sign at full black), measured in 
accordance with the operational policies and procedures.  

 
The sign operational policies and procedures establish the method for making this 
measurement in accordance with ISA standards. The standard is that the sign brightness at full 
white, with the entire sign white, is not more than 0.3 foot-candles brighter than the sign when 
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dark. The measurement is taken from a distance based on the square area of the sign, per the 
recommended ISA formula in the sign operational plan. A foot-candle is a standard light 
measurement that approximates the brightness of a candle at a distance of one foot. 
 
City staff conducted a test of the new sign after dark (more than 30 minutes after official sunset) 
on November 7, 2013, with Community Center staff on hand to adjust the sign brightness during 
the testing. Based on the sign area, the test was conducted at a distance of 91.6 feet from the 
sign with a light meter capable of measuring to the hundredth of a foot-candle. The test was 
conducted on the west-facing sign, where the background ambient light is less than for the east 
facing side where the Roop intersection is in the background. The sign brightness is the same 
on both sides.  
 
Staff was able to obtain consistent readings at full white and full black. The brightness of any 
given measurement varied slightly primarily depending on the number of cars approaching with 
headlights shining towards the light meter. With the original “factory” setting for sign brightness, 
the difference in brightness was 0.5-0.6 Fc for the first seven tests. Then staff reduced the 
brightness setting on the sign so that the difference between full white and full dark was less 
than 0.3 (0.25-0.28). The test results are below. 
 
Test # Fc Dark Fc White Diff. Sign setting 

1 0.94 1.50 0.56 28 
2 0.95 1.51 0.56 28 
3 0.95 1.52 0.57 28 
4 0.85 1.41 0.56 28 
5 0.85 1.38 0.53 28 
6 0.91 1.48 0.57 28 
7 0.93 1.49 0.56 28 
8 0.93 1.18 0.25 20 
9 0.90 1.17 0.27 20 

10 0.90 1.18 0.28 20 
 
Once the sign brightness was dialed down to the lower setting, Community Center staff 
evaluated the regular sign content to ensure that messages were adequately visible. All agreed 
that the brightness was appropriate to ensure the visibility of the messages. The lower 
brightness setting also appeared to improve the contrast for various sign graphics, i.e. the 
photos looked clearer than they did on the brighter setting. The sign has been operating at the 
lower brightness setting since the test was conducted and no complaints have been received 
regarding the sign. (Note: The sign automatically adjusts brightness for daylight, and brightness 
of the sign during daylight in not a concern for staff based upon observations.)  
 
2.  Message hold times – The minimum message hold time is three seconds.  
 
A minimum message hold time is intended to limit driver distraction from continuously moving or 
changing messages. Studies have shown that the mean driver glance time at digital billboards is 
less than one second. The sign has been operating with message hold times of at least three 
seconds and staff recommends continuing with this requirement.  
 
3.  Message transitions – Transition time between messages shall be a maximum of one 

second. 
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Maximum message transition times are intended to limit driver distraction from overly animated 
transitions, getting to the message quickly while allowing for some transition time for message 
fades, fly-ins, etc. No changes are recommended to this operational requirement.  
 
3.  Video and animation – The policies and procedures allow the use of video and 

animation. However, it requires the Parks and Recreation Department to evaluate video 
and animation capabilities and parameters and bring back further recommendations to 
the Planning Commission at the one-year review.  

 
The Parks and Recreation Department has used minimal animation as part of the sign 
advertisements. Staff recommends no further modification to the sign operational plan regarding 
the use of animation.  
 
Based on this review, staff recommends that the Planning Commission accept this report and 
include no further requirements on the Community Center sign operational plan. 
 
PUBLIC COMMENTS:   
Public notices were mailed to 125 property owners within 300 feet of Mills Park pursuant to the 
provisions of NRS and CCMC. No comments were received prior to the completion of the staff 
report packet for the Planning Commissioners. Any comments that are received after this report 
is complete will be submitted prior to or at the Planning Commission meeting, depending on 
their submittal date to the Planning Division.   
 
OTHER CITY DEPARTMENT OR OUTSIDE AGENCY COMMENTS:  
No comments have been received from other city departments.  
 
Attachments: 
1) SUP-13-022 Notice of Decision, July 31, 2013 
2)  Adopted Community Center Electronic Message Center Operation Policy 
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