 Board of Zoning Appeals

Munson Township
Minutes of December 21, 2006
Chairman Dennis Pilawa called the meeting to order at 6:34 p.m. Sophie Horvath, Lucy Longo, Lonny Beck, Alternates Richard Wright and Gabe Kezdi, Secretary Paula Friebertshauser, and Court Reporter Nayann Pazyniak were present. Bobbie Nolan was absent. The Pledge of Allegiance was said. 

Mr. Pilawa asked those people who hadn’t signed in to do so. He indicated the agenda was on the table. He explained that the Board of Zoning Appeals is a quasi-judicial Board, which acts in the role of judges. They take facts as presented and apply certain standards of law then make a decision. A court reporter is present so that anyone wishing to speak for or against the case must be sworn in for the record. The record is made up of testimony and evidence presented. Anyone not in agreement with the decision of the Board could take the case to the Court of Common Pleas within 30 days after the minutes of the meeting are approved. 

Sophie Horvath moved and Gabe Kezdi seconded to approve the minutes of November 16, 2006, as written. Motion carried.

Tim Kearns, Zoning Inspector was sworn in. He referred to Variance 06-21 that was granted in October for Geauga Hospital. He read a letter from David Lair, representing the Geauga County Commissioners. The wrong address had been put on the application. The letter serves as notification to use the parcel number instead.
CASE 06-23: Lou Belknap-M.C. Sign Co. for Heather Hill Institute, 12340 Bass Lake Rd., Chardon, OH-request to replace existing sign with a 10’ x 4’ two-sided illuminated ground sign. Violates SEC. 1003.1 Measurement of Sign Area - sign area shall not exceed 16 sq. ft. SEC. 1003.2-Measurement of Ground Sign Height - sign height shall not exceed 6 ft.

Ms. Longo mentioned she is an affected property owner. Mr. Beck also added he is an employee of the Cleveland Clinic. Mr. Belknap representing Heather Hill had no problem with either member serving on the case.
Mr. Kearns read the variance request and violations. He referred members to their packets where they were given pictures of the signs to be replaced and proposed drawings. 

Lou Belknap was sworn in. He indicated this variance is for the first sign a person would come to upon entering the entrance off of Sherman Road. When asked if the sign were to be placed exactly where the existing one is, Mr. Kearns replied yes and that it would be illuminated. The existing sign has a light shining on it. Mr. Belknap clarified that only the copy and logo on all the proposed signage is illuminated from within.

An aerial photograph was presented as Exhibit A. After looking at the proposed location, Mr. Pilawa questioned why such a large sign. Mr. Belknap responded they are trying to keep all the signs uniform and the reason for the height is to have the sign up out of the bushes so the copy is readable off the grade. Mr. Pilawa commented that wouldn’t it be a less drastic measure to cut the trees. Mr. Belknap explained that a national firm designed the signs as they have for many hospitals. He added they are not adding signs just replacing. Each sign is on a different parcel. Mr. Belknap explained that University Hospitals is re-imaging and the signs are taller because of the copy. He showed a picture of the actual sign image. 
Mr. Kezdi questioned if Heather Hill had problems with people getting lost. Mr. Belknap did not know. He did point out that this is an interior sign and is hidden from the public. Mr. Pilawa commented that he didn’t think it is completely unseen from Sherman Road. Ms. Horvath questioned if in measuring signs it is from the grade level. 

Mr. Pilawa stated for the record that 33 affected property owners were notified. Craig Gardner of 11545 Blue Heron Trail commented the sign will affect him (he pointed out where he lives on the map). He expressed concern that it does not conform with zoning. 

Mr. Belknap pointed out there would probably be less light from the new sign because currently there is flood lighting. The new signs will all have diffused lighting. He can’t change the look because all the hospital system signs have been upgraded to this design.

Ron Ducca of 11540 Blue Heron Trail pointed out his parcel and also said his concern was that the sign does not meet the zoning in 10 locations. Mr. Pilawa explained the applicant is doing what they need to do for a variance. The other point is there are certain factors the applicant has to meet: the affect on property owners; could it be feasibly relieved through some other method than a variance; etc. The Board has to take all these factors into consideration.

Ms. Longo commented that it seems the narrower, taller design is need for the copy. Mr. Ducca challenged based on what? Ms. Longo said she drove through there and it needs to be readable. Mr. Belknap said Heather Hill doesn’t have a study but the US Sign Council has done one. Mr. Ducca asked if he had it with him. Mr. Belknap responded the study consists of extensive volumes of material that explain the amount of seconds in relation to feet. The point is the viewer only sees a sign for 3.5 seconds – some letters can be 8” in size and people driving by might think they are only 3” to 4”. The proposed sign is probably 2 ½” copy which is less than the existing. 

Ms. Horvath suggested taking the sign and replacing it with one similar to what is there which is a little bigger than proposed. Mr. Belknap explained the logo, name and image is very important to them (University Hospital) so using a sign similar to the existing would not be better. He said the problem is they would still not meet code – he is actually shrinking the square footage with the new size. Ms. Horvath asked aren’t all the current blue and white signs uniform? Mr. Belknap responded maybe as far as height but not width.
Andy Bushman was sworn in. He expressed that the proposed sign exceeds height by 67% and area variance by 150%. He thinks it is a substantial variance and the spirit and intent would not be observed and substantial justice done by granting the variance.

Mr. Gardner asked how many variances have been issued for cases like this. Mr. Pilawa explained each case rises and falls on its own facts. The Board has to make specific decisions based on factors. 

Sophie Horvath moved that the variance requested in Case 06-23 be refused (denied), Gabe Kezdi seconded. Mr. Pilawa clarified that a “yes” vote means to deny the request. Ms. Horvath felt as far as uniformity there seems to be no logical reason to put a 10 ft. sign at this location. Ms. Longo commented that some of the signs are 6’, some 4’ and others 10’ – what would be the problem in reducing it 5 feet? Mr. Belknap said he didn’t know what it would do to the sign. He showed a picture of the actual sign to Ms. Longo. Mr. Pilawa sited there can be a beneficial use; the variance is substantial; the essential character of the neighborhood would not be altered because there is a sign already there; a sign with more clarity would assist government services; there are several alternatives to the predicament; the spirit and intent as Mr. Bushman inferred would not be maintained; and the Board does not know if the property owner was aware of the zoning codes at the time of purchase. Mr. Pilawa commented some evidence is strong, some isn’t. Upon the roll call the Board voted as follows: Mr. Kezdi, yes; Mr. Beck, yes; Ms. Longo, no; Ms. Horvath, yes; Mr. Pilawa, no. Motion carried 3-2 to deny the variance requested in Case 06-23.

CASE 06-24: Lou Belknap-M.C. Sign Co. for Heather Hill Institute, 12340 Bass Lake Rd., Chardon, OH-request to replace existing sign with a 10’ x 4’ two-sided illuminated ground sign. Violates SEC. 1003.1 Measurement of Sign Area - sign area shall not exceed 16 sq. ft. SEC. 1003.2-Measurement of Ground Sign Height - sign height shall not exceed 6 ft.

Mr. Kearns read the variance and violations. Mr. Belknap commented that this variance is basically the same scenario. He emphasized that this is an institution not a general business. He pointed out that when he visits a hospital there is a lot of internal signage to direct people. Ms. Longo commented that when you drive through Heather Hill it is very hilly and more difficult to see. 

Mr. Pilawa stated for the record that 33 affected property owners were notified. Craig Gardner questioned how far the sign would be located from the centerline of Sherman Road; and if this sign was altered to include the new logo would a variance be needed. Mr. Belknap responded that this sign is not up to code and if altered the sign would be larger. Mr. Pilawa commented that he assumed all these signs had variances. Mr. Kearns replied he couldn’t say. Ms. Longo commented that it seems the proposed sign is smaller than what is there. 
After additional discussion on uniformity, Mr. Belknap explained the whole package is uniform – all signs have the same style and logo. There are reasons for different signs – if it is a directional sign.

Ron Ducca felt if it’s able to be made to fit that same size it should do so. Mr. Bushman again provided percentages – the sign would be 67% higher and 150% more square footage than zoning allows. The spirit and intent would not be upheld and it is not what the residents in the area want. Mr. Belknap commented that the Board might want to use caution on the percentages. Mr. Pilawa thought the percentages were correct. 
Mr. Beck requested a recess for further discussion. The Board recessed at 8:04pm and the hearing resumed at 8:16pm.
Mr. Pilawa counseled that there may be a request for a continuance of 90 days for Cases 06-24 through 06-30. The Board discussed a $100 continuance fee versus $800 for all cases. Case 06-23 was already decided and would have to be substantially different to be applied for again.
Mr. Belknap said he believes it is in the best interest of UHHS to request a continuance. He asked what the Board would like to see them conform to more. Mr. Pilawa advised that Mr. Kearns could work with him. Lonny Beck moved and Lucy Longo seconded to grant the request for a continuance of Cases 06-24 through 06-30 for 90 days. All members were in favor of the motion 5-0. Motion carried.

The meeting was adjourned at 8:20 pm.
___________________________________


______________________________
Dennis Pilawa, Chairman


                        Paula Friebertshauser, Secretary
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