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ARTICLE VII: SIGN REGULATIONS 

 

Section 701. Purpose and Intent 

 

The purpose of this Section shall be to coordinate the type, placement, and scale of signs within the 

different zoning districts to recognize the commercial communication requirements of all sectors of the 

business community; to encourage the innovative use of design; to promote both renovation and proper 

maintenance; to allow for special circumstances; to provide for the safety of the traveling public by 

limiting distractions, hazards and obstructions; and to guarantee equal treatment under the law through 

accurate record keeping and consistent enforcement.  These shall be accomplished by regulation of the 

display, erection, use and maintenance of signs.  No sign shall be permitted as a main or accessory use 

except in accordance with the provisions of this Ordinance.   

 

Because of its unique environmental setting, it is further the intent of this Ordinance to encourage quality 

and aesthetics in the size, design and the materials used for sign construction; to enhance the overall 

appearance and image of the community; and to assure that the public is not endangered by the unsafe, 

disorderly or unnecessary use of signage.  It is not, however, the purpose or intent of this Ordinance to 

regulate the message displayed on any sign. 

 

Section 702. Scope 

 

The purpose of this Ordinance shall be to regulate all signs intended to be viewed from any vehicular or 

pedestrian public right-of-way.  This Ordinance shall not regulate government signs; the copy or message 

displayed on signs; signs not intended to be viewed from a public right-of-way; interior window displays; 

product dispensers; non-dynamic display scoreboards on athletic fields; gravestones; barber poles; 

religious symbols; commemorative plaques; the display of street numbers; or any display or construction 

not defined herein as a sign. 

 

The owner of any sign which is otherwise allowed by this Ordinance may substitute non-commercial 

copy in lieu of any other commercial or non-commercial copy.  This substitution of copy may be made 

without any additional approval or permitting.  The purpose of this provision is to prevent any inadvertent 

favoring of commercial speech over non-commercial speech, or favoring of any particular non-

commercial message over any other non-commercial message.  This provision prevails over any more 

specific provision to the contrary. 

 

Section 703. General Provisions 

 

It shall hereafter be unlawful for any person to erect, place, or maintain a sign in the Greater Bemidji Area 

except in accordance with the provisions of this Ordinance.  Signs, other than government signs, are 

prohibited within all public rights-of-way and easements and on public property.  Projecting signs, 

awnings, canopies, and under canopy signs that overhang a sidewalk or other pedestrian way shall 

provide a minimum clearance above the said pedestrian way of eight (8) feet. 

 

Section 704. Prohibited Signs 

 

The following signs are prohibited in all districts: 
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A. Signs on vacant or abandoned buildings, or signs located at businesses which have ceased to 

operate as commercial enterprises.  Such signs shall be removed by the property owner within 

thirty (30) days of abandonment or business cessation;  

 

B. Signs imitating or resembling official traffic or public safety signs or signals in shape, size or 

color; 

 

C. Snipe signs or signs attached to trees, telephone or utility poles, public benches, streetlights, or 

placed on any public property or public right-of-way, with the exception of government signs; 

 

D. Signs that interfere with the safe operation of official traffic control devices; 

 

E. Signs that emit sound; 

 

F. Signs anchored by guy wires, chains, cables or similar devices that project down to the ground or 

in any way which create an unsafe condition for pedestrians or motorists; 

 

G. Dynamic displays on any moving motorized or non-motorized vehicle, except as may be allowed 

in a parade which has been officially approved by a political subdivision; 

 

H. Roof signs without a CUP approved (excludes sloping roof signs and fascia signs on roof-like 

projections.  Such signs may not extend higher than the peak of the roof line); 

 

I. Swinging or other non-secured permanent signs; 

 

J. Billboards including all dynamic billboard type displays; 

 

K. Any vehicular signs displayed on a parked trailer or truck or other vehicle where the primary 

purpose of the vehicle is to advertise a product, service business, or other activity is prohibited. 

This regulation shall permit the use of business logos, identification or advertising on vehicles 

primarily and actively used for business purposes and/or personal transportation;  

 

L. Signs tied to trees, supported by rocks or other naturally occurring landscape features; and 

 

M. Off-premise or directional signage. 

 

Section 705. Nonconforming Signs: 

 

Existing signs which were legally erected, placed or maintained which do not conform to the specific 

provision of this Ordinance may continue in use provided that: 

 

A. Any sign legally existing at the time of the passage of this Ordinance that does not conform to the 

provisions of this Ordinance shall be considered a legal nonconforming sign and may be 

continued through repair, replacement, restoration, maintenance, or improvement but not 

including, expansion.  “Expansion” shall be defined as any structural alteration, change or 

addition that is made outside of the original sign structure or sign area, including the addition of a 

dynamic display.   
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B. When any legal nonconforming sign is discontinued for a period of more than one year, or is 

changed to a conforming sign, any future sign shall be in conformity with the provisions of this 

Ordinance.  Any legal nonconforming sign shall be removed and shall not be repaired, replaced, 

or rebuilt if it is damaged by fire or similar peril to the extent of fifty percent (50%)  or more of 

its estimated market value at the time of damage and no sign permit have been applied for 

within one hundred and eighty (180) days of the date of destruction.  The County Assessor shall 

be responsible for making the determination of whether a nonconforming off-premise business 

identification or billboard sign has been destroyed fifty percent (50%) or less of its estimated 

market value at the time of destruction. 

 

C. In the event a sign permit is applied for within one hundred and eighty (180) days of the date of 

destruction, the Board may impose reasonable conditions upon the sign permit in order to 

mitigate any newly created impact on adjacent properties. 

 

D. A lawful nonconforming sign shall not be changed to a similar nonconforming sign or to a more 

restrictive nonconforming sign.  

 

E. All legal nonconforming signs that have dynamic displays are required to comply with the night 

time dynamic display programming requirements of this Ordinance, provided that the sign is 

capable of meeting programming requirements, as determined by the Planning Administrator.  

 

Section 706. Permits Required 

 

Unless otherwise provided by this Ordinance, all signs shall require a sign permit issued by the Planning 

Administrator.  No permit is required for the maintenance of a sign or for a change of copy on painted or 

printed sign face panels.   

 

A. General information & application: 

 

1. All signs requiring a permit will be required to pay an application fee as specified by the Board’s 

fee schedule. 

 

2. In addition to a sign permit, an electrical permit must be obtained, if required, for illuminated 

signs or signs that have dynamic displays. 

 

3. Unless otherwise stated herein, a permit will be valid for the life of the sign. 

 

4. Application for a sign permit must be made on the forms provided by the Board and filed with the 

Planning Administrator. 

 

5. A change in business or ownership resulting in new signage requires staff review and a new sign 

permit. 

  

B. Inspections.  A sign requiring a permit shall be subject to an initial inspection by the Board to 

determine whether the sign conforms to the provisions of this Ordinance, the permit application and 

other applicable laws, ordinances and regulations, including, but not limited to: sign location, size, 
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footings, structural design, and materials used. 

 

C. Permit Issuance.  Upon the filing of a complete permit application, the Planning Administrator shall 

review the application materials submitted.  If the proposed sign complies with this Section and other 

applicable laws, ordinances and regulations, the Planning Administrator shall issue a sign permit. 

 

Section 707. Signs Not Requiring Permits 

 

The following types of signs are exempt from permit requirements but must be in compliance with all 

other requirements of this Ordinance: 

 

A. One non-illuminated sign with a commercial message that does not exceed thirty-two (32) square 

feet in sign area in the single family R1 – R 5 and MH Districts and forty-eight (48) square feet in 

sign area in all other zoning districts may be placed upon a construction site.  The sign must be 

removed within ten (10) days after completion of construction or issuance of a certificate of 

occupancy, whichever occurs first. 

 

B. Holiday decorations. 

 

C. Identification signs. 

 

D. Residential districts. Identification signs not to exceed three (3) square feet in area. 

 

E. Non-residential districts. Identification signs not to exceed five (5) square feet in area. 

 

F. Signs authorized by Minnesota Statutes Section 211B.045.  

 

G. Government signs. 

 

H. Commercial message signs on property that is for sale or lease according to the following 

standards: 

 

Zoning District     Road Speed  Max. Size 

R-1,2,3,4,5 6; MH; C    40 mph or less  6 square feet 

R-1,2,3,4,5 6; MH; C    45 mph or greater 16 square feet 

B-1,2; I-1,2; LC; LD; OM; U; UR  50 mph or less  32 square feet 

B-1,2; I-1,2; LC; LD; OM; U; UR  55 mph or less  64 square feet 

 

All signs allowed by this paragraph must be removed within seven (7) days after the 

closing date of the sale or lease of the property. 

 

I. Window signs. For commercial uses, window signs shall be allowed only as accessory signage to 

a permitted permanent sign, and shall not be used as the principal wall sign of the business. If a 

window sign is the primary sign, then a permit is required and applicable sizes will comply.  

 

J. Incidental signs that are two (2) square feet in sign area or less, including, but not limited, to 

decals, logos, and emblems. 
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K. Wall or building art, provided such signs do not contain any commercial messaging. 

 

L. Flags: 

 

1. Location. Flags and flagpoles shall not be located within any right-of-way.  

 

2. Height. Flags shall not be higher than what is allowed in underlying zoning district for an 

allowed principal structure; 

 

3. Number. No more than two (2) flags per lot in residential districts, no more than three (3) 

flags per lot in all other districts; 

 

4. Size. Maximum flag size is twenty-four (24) square feet in residential districts, thirty-five (35) 

square feet in all other districts; and 

 

5. Flags containing commercial messages may be used in lieu of a permitted freestanding or 

projecting signs, and, if so used, the area of the flag shall be included in, and limited by the 

computation of allowable area for signs on the property. 

 

M. Signs of any size on vehicles traveling or lawfully parked on operating and insured vehicles, 

construction trailers, or equipment which are temporarily parked on a permitted construction site. 

 

N. Freestanding or portable signs not more than four (4) square feet in size, on private property 

(having a garage sale) for not more than three (3) days.  Property owner is responsible for 

removal of signs.  

 

O. Temporary or permanent signs installed or placed by public utilities to warn the public. 

 

P. Outdoor scoreboards in athletic stadiums that do not include dynamic displays. 

 

Q. Static signs or banners adorning fences located in permitted outdoor recreational facilities, 

provided they are placed so as to only be viewed internal to the play field area and are not placed 

so as to orient a commercial message toward an adjacent public road right-of-way. 

 

R. On-premise directional signs without business identification are permitted in parking lots or 

driveways of properties containing a multi-family residential use and in parking lots or driveways 

of properties located in a commercial or industrial district.  Said signs shall not exceed four (4) 

square feet in total directional sign area, unless otherwise permitted via planned unit 

development.  Said signs shall not exceed five (5) feet in height, unless they are placed on a 

building. 

 

S. One off-premise directional sign per avenue or block leading to a commercially or industrially 

zoned property that has a driveway that has been permanently closed by the road authority and for 

which no reasonable direct access remains, as determined by the Board.  Said sign shall not be 

illuminated, shall not exceed two (2) square feet in sign area and eight (8) feet in height.  No 
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more than three (3) off-premise directional signs shall be located on a single parcel and shall be 

placed on the same sign freestanding structure where feasible. 

 

T. Bench signs located at bus stops, adjacent to sidewalks and located on other public and private 

resting places.  Said sign shall not exceed four (4) square feet in sign area. 

 

U. Point of purchase display signs not to exceed one (1) square foot in sign area. 

 

V. Handicapped parking signs.  

 

W. One non-illuminated non-commercial speech sign, not to exceed four (4) square feet, may be 

attached to the wall of a structure by the owner, may not be an off-premises sign, and shall not 

contain any dynamic display. 

 

X. One non-commercial speech community event banner, not to exceed one hundred (100) square 

feet, may be allowed in designated locations.  Each location shall be approved by the Joint 

Planning Board. 

 

Y. Security or warning signs.  On-premise signs regulating the use of the premises, including, but 

not limited to, “no trespassing”, “no hunting”, “no soliciting” signs, and security system signs: 

 

a. Residential districts. Signs not to exceed two (2) square feet in area. 

 

b. Non-residential districts. Maximum of one (1) large sign per property, not to exceed 

five (5) square feet in area. All other posted security and warning signs may not 

 exceed two (2) square feet in area. 

 

Z. Private Drive Sign.  On-premise private drive signs are limited to one (1) per driveway entrance, 

not exceeding two (2) square feet in area. 

 

Section 708. Sign Standards 

 

All signs shall be properly maintained.  Exposed surfaces shall be clean and painted if paint is required.  

Defective parts shall be replaced.  The Planning Administrator shall order the repair or removal of any 

sign which is defective, damaged, or substantially deteriorated.  Replacement of support posts, columns, 

pylons or other structural supports for any sign shall constitute removal of such sign, and its replacement 

shall be done in compliance with the terms of this Ordinance.  Banners and other temporary signs when 

attached to non-utility poles, stakes, tents, buildings or other structures shall be well secured so that they 

are not blown around uncontrollably by the wind.  Banners and other temporary signs shall be maintained 

such that they do not become ripped, torn, faded, defaced, damaged, loose, or unsecured. 

 

A. Typical sign elevations  

 

1. Freestanding signs 

 

a. May be double or mutli faced and contain thematic embelishment and integral covers or 

cladding to conceal structural parts. 



 

 

GBAJPB Zoning Ordinance  88 OCTOBER 11, 2021 

 

 

 
 

 

 

2. Wall signs 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


