





Signs of the Time

By Barbara Guarnieri

0%X$&#Z@'! Do we have your attention? From the humble little
corner church to the mega box store, everyone seems determined
to grab our attention with a so called ‘changeable copy’ sign.

Here in Towson electronic signs have sprouted up along the York
Road and Charles Street
corridors. As these signs
proliferate, County
residents are becoming
increasingly aware of the
visual distraction these
flashing, blinking,
scrolling, strobing
messages pose for drivers.
Will our historic sleepy
suburb soon look like an
exploding Times Square?

Two years ago, in response

to constituent concerns,

the Baltimore County

Council charged the Planning Board with reviewing issues
surrounding electronic signs. Last February the Board took
comments on the Planning Office determinations that current
County regulations were neither explicit enough to adequately
cover this newer technology nor were they very well enforced. The
existing standard of change every 24 hours was difficult to police.

Ironically, shortening the interval between copy changes was
determined to be more readily enforceable. After lengthy
examination, the Board recommended a change to once every
hour. The County Council took comments on this and several
other proposed technical changes at a public hearing in July. The
sign industry and local business owners were much in evidence. In
deference to their concerns, the Council’s proposed bill No. 106-
08 would have restricted the time that a message could be
changed to every half hour.

In deference to the concerns of community activists who also
testified, the bill retained existing prohibitions on flashing,
blinking, strobing or scrolling, as well as displaying logos or art
graphics. The bill applied only to signs visible from roadways; it
exempted public institutions.

As proposed, the bill seemed to please no one. RRLRAIA
representatives attended the Council work session on the bill in
early October. Businesses who owned changeable copy signs
testified that the Council’s bill would reduce their sign to nothing
more than a static advertisement. They championed a three
second interval as the ideal standard for catching a driver’s
attention. They also strongly opposed the long-standing
prohibition on flashing, scrolling, etc. Neighborhood
organizations objected to the much-reduced interval of change.

RRLRAIA expressed our concerns in letters to Councilmen Kevin
Kamenetz and Vincent Gardina about the bill as proposed,
advocating a return to the original Baltimore County standard of
change every 24 hours. This remains the standard in Howard and
Montgomery Counties.

Despite heavy opposition from RRLRAIA, other neighborhoods and
the Greater Towson Council of Community Associations, Bill 106-
08 passed the Council unanimously in early November.

Alarmingly, the bill was amended during that Council session to
allow changeable copy once every 15 seconds! The vote on this
amendment split the Council 4 to 3.

Councilman Gardina, who co-authored the
amendment along with Councilmen Samuel
Moxley and John Olszewski, suggested in
an email to RRLRAIA that even “...10
seconds offers a reasonable time to get
the message out but does not create an
offensive or aesthetically displeasing
appearance.” Say what? How did this
happen?

The International Sign Association touts
this bill as “...a measured victory of their
own making.” They suggest that they
“...organized a response from sign
companies, business owners and the

Continued on page 15




Towson West Elementary Update

By Bliss McCord

At present, the planned construction of Towson West Elementary
School on the same site as Ridge Ruxton School is proceeding on
schedule. Work on the design is ongoing but bids should go out
in late spring. Groundbreaking is planned for June and the school
is slated to open in the fall 2010.

The good news is that 451 children who might have learned their
ABCs in a trailer in 2010 will now be seated at spanking new
desks at Towson West instead. The bad news is that those 451
new seats will only relieve the pressure on Towson's four
elementary schools (Rodgers Forge, Stoneleigh, Hampton and
Riderwood) by about half over the next five years. Towson

has never received any response to letters expressing our concerns
to the County Executive, the Superintendent of Baltimore County
Public Schools, nor the President of the School Board. Most
astonishing, no County or State agency seems willing or able to
accept responsibility for oversight of the process by which this
particular site was chosen or is proceeding.

Initially and in accordance with ordinary procedure, BCPS
submitted its construction plans to the County’s Development
Review Committee. The DRC would have heard the concerns of
objecting communities/individuals as part of its review process.
However, shortly after submission of their plans, BCPS wrote to
the County Department of Permits and Development Management

South Elevation

Courtesy Baltimore County Public Schools website

Families United, the grassroots group whose hard work in 2008
helped bring about the current solution for overcrowding, states
that by fall of 2013, the area elementary schools will again be in
need of an additional 400 seats. Last year's overcapacity figure
was the much-quoted 451. According to BCPS, it had grown to
554 by September 2008, in part necessitating a planned move
next fall of Rodgers Forge’s entire fourth grade to Dumbarton
Middle School. In addition, with the downturn of the economy,
some parents are finding it necessary to withdraw from or defer
application to private schools. School system officials are
presently looking at options to help resolve the problem. One idea
under consideration is the construction of additions to Stoneleigh
and Hampton elementary schools.

As the County continues to examine long-term solutions, there are
active, ongoing efforts to require Baltimore County Public Schools
(BCPS) and the Board of Education to adhere to rules, policies,
and state law. The perception lingers that the Towson West
project was rushed and that it failed to adhere to official
procedure (especially regarding community input). The RRLRAIA

asserting that BCPS was not subject to the development review
process. They also contended that BCPS was not bound by County
zoning regulations or restrictions because it was a “state agency”.
The Ruxton Ridge Community Association (RRCA), representing
homeowners whose properties will be most closely impacted by
the construction of the school, appealed to the Maryland State
Department of Education to reverse this position. They responded
that the County and the Board of Education had concurred in
placing the project within their capital improvement program and
the State did not have the authority to question their decision.

As further solutions are sought by County officials, let us be
vigilant. The opinions and concerns of the communities whose
children attend these schools, whose neighbors are affected by
the construction, the increased traffic, and the increased activity
of a new facility have been given a voice by the laws of our
County and State. We elect these officials to represent us, and we
need to be certain that we are heard fairly and adequately.




Volunteers Needed for
April 4th Stream Clean-up

By Helga Morrow The JFWA is a volunteer-driven grassroots
: § RN ' organization started in 1997 to protect
and restore the Jones Falls and its
tributaries. The organization is credited
with bringing attention back to the river
and building awareness of the stream and
stream valley as natural resource assets
for the community. JFWA organizes
volunteer projects on the second Saturday
of every month. Volunteers include
community members, high school and
local college students, as well as its staff
and board members. If you want to join
these projects contact Jenny Sabatier at
(410) 366-3036 or
jsabatier@jonesfalls.org.

For the past five years your
Association has participated in the
Jones Falls Watershed Association’s
(JFWA) annual Project Clean

Stream. This year the event is
scheduled for April 4th and again
we ask for volunteers. Helga Morrow
and her husband Dr. Richard Morrow
have once more volunteered to be
the site captains for the Falls Road
area which stretches from Lakeside
Drive to Old Court Road and
includes parts of Robert E. Lee Park.
Susan Nestler and David Ewell will
be site captains for Roland Run,
focusing on the area just off WLad L B o 2 :
Thornton Road north of Accumulation of debris in one of our neighborhood streams.
Joppa Road‘ Photo courtesy Joseph Coale

Signs of the Time

Continued from page 13

County Chamber of Commerce which resulted in favorable
coverage...by local television and radio...and the Baltimore Sun.”

DiISCOVER THE
DAVEY
% DIFFERENCE.

The ISA website goes on to say “Based on numerous U. S.
Supreme Court decisions, the on-premise commercial sign is
protected by the First Amendment. It is speech—a civil right—
and it may only be limited in certain circumstances.” It would
appear that this fight is far from over. Indeed, county tavern
owner Harry Cohen stated after the Council vote, “We're not going
to settle for this. It's not a done issue.”
(www.baltimoresun.com, 11/3/08)

Neighborhood associations are also not ready to settle for this.
There are many facets of electronic changeable copy regulation
about which RRLRAIA and other communities will remain vigilant. .

We would support stricter requlation of these types of signs in Residential & Commercial Property Care

residential areas. Even more importantly, we will closely monitor . . . .
attempts to reduce the allowable interval of change. But even as Complete Tree & Lawn Care - Quality Pruning

the code currently stands, imagine a streetscape dotted with * Deep-Root Fertilization + Tree & Shrub Removals
continuous proximal signs. : Insect & Disease Control + Tree & Shrub Planting
Each sign’s allowable 15 second break could vary by a second, - Lawn Fertilization/Weed Control - Aeration

providing potential changeable copy to the passing driver every
second! The danger of such a prospect is obvious and the
resulting visual clutter will surely degrade our communities.

What can you do? Write or e-mail the County Council and express DAVEY%‘

your displeasure with this bill which will take effect on June 25,

2009. Ask that implementation be delayed until its impact has 4 1 0-3 7 7-4002
been given full scrutiny by all parties. Blink back Baltimore
County! 6101 Falls Road, Baltimore 21209

- MD & ISA Certified Arborists + www.davey.com
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Real Estate Guaup
Voted Baltimore’s Best Upscale Realtor

Top Producer
Coldwell Banker Residential Brokerage
Mid-Atlantic 2002-2008

Nancy C. Hubble, GRI, CRS, ABR

Associate Broker

Karen Hubble Bisbee, GRI, ABR

Associate Broker
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Office: 410-667-5610 BANKER

www.HubbleBisbeeGroup.com
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Owned and operated by NRT LLC
Greenspring Valley 410-821-1700
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