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Applicant Barnes & Noble Inc.  
Owner Columbus Town Center, LLC 
 Public Hearing January 8, 2020 (Deferred from December 11, 2019) 

City Council Election District Lynnhaven 

Request  
Alternative Compliance (Special Exception 
for Alternative Compliance to Section 2210 of 
the Zoning Ordinance) 
 
Staff Recommendation 
Denial 
 
Staff Planner  
Ashby Moss 
 
Location  
4485 Virginia Beach Boulevard 
GPIN 
14776449790000 
Site Size 
+/- 4 acres 
AICUZ  
Less than 65 dB DNL 
Watershed 
Chesapeake Bay 
 
Existing Land Use and Zoning District  
Commercial Strip Shopping Center / CBC Central 
Business Core 
 
Surrounding Land Uses and Zoning Districts 
North  
Commercial Strip Shopping Center  / CBC 
Central Business Core 
South 
Commercial Strip Shopping Center / CBC Central 
Business Core 
East  
Commercial Strip Shopping Center / CBC Central 
Business Core and B-3 Central Business  
West 
Mixed Use Urban Development (Town Center) / 
CBC Central Business Core 
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• This application was deferred at the December 11, 2019 Planning Commission hearing to the January 8, 2020 

hearing as the applicant was unable to attend due to weather-related travel delays. 

• The applicant is requesting a “building crown” sign larger than the 75 square foot maximum size permitted under 
the CBC (Central Business Core) zoning regulations. A 176 square foot size is desired by the applicant.  

• Unlike standard wall signs permitted for first and second story establishments, a limited number of “building crown” 
signs are permitted only on buildings 32 feet or greater in height. The maximum permitted size and number of these 
signs increases as building height increases. Because this building reaches 37 feet, it qualifies for two 75 square foot 
building crown signs. Standard wall signs in the CBC District are allotted one square foot per linear foot of the 
establishment’s building frontage, up to a maximum of 60 square feet. 

• Barnes & Noble was unaware of the maximum wall sign allowance put in place when the property was rezoned from 
B-3 Central Business District to CBC Central Business Core District in 2014. The previous 150 square foot sign was the 
maximum size permitted under the B-3 zoning regulations. When the building was reconfigured to accommodate a 
restaurant on the corner, the building façade was redesigned to distinguish between each tenant’s storefront space. 
Under the new configuration, Barnes & Noble’s leased space is 101.75 feet in length. 

• Since the new store opened last month, Barnes & Noble installed a 75 square foot sign as permitted by right that 
they will replace if a larger sign is approved. 

• A similar request for a larger building crown sign was approved in January 2019 for the Hyatt Place Hotel also 
located in the CBC. In that case, a 126 square foot sign was approved instead of the maximum 100 square feet 
permitted based on that building’s height of 75 feet. The 25 percent size increase was requested to align the sign 
with a decorative architectural feature on the building façade. 

• The applicant and applicant’s representative met with the the Central Business District Association’s Design Review 
Committee on two occasions: October 10, 2019 and November 14, 2019. Initially, Barnes & Noble proposed a 176 
square foot sign (60” by 35.4’), and the Committee requested they scale back their request and submit smaller 
proposals. The following month, Barnes & Noble presented six sign sizes, ranging from the existing 75 square foot 
sign (39” by 22.9’) to the largest 176 square foot sign. The Committee voted to approve the next size up from the 
conforming version at 103 square feet with dimensions of 46” by 27’. A rendering depicting a 103 square foot sign 
on the building is provided on page 7 of this report. 

 

 

Background and Summary of Proposal 
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Zoning History 
# Request 
1 REZ (B-3 to CBC) Approved 2/25/2014 
2 ALT (Freestanding Sign) Approved 2/5/2019 

 

Application Types 
CUP – Conditional Use Permit 
REZ – Rezoning 
CRZ – Conditional Rezoning 

MOD – Modification of Conditions or 
Proffers 
NON – Nonconforming Use 
STC – Street Closure 

FVR – Floodplain Variance 
ALT – Alternative Compliance  
SVR – Subdivision Variance 

LUP – Land Use Plan 
STR – Short Term Rental 

 
 

 
Section 2205 of the Zoning Ordinance specifies standards to be considered for Alternative Compliance applications in 
the CBC District. The standards require City Council to evaluate the degree to which the proposal advances the goals and 
objectives of the Pembroke SGA Plan and Comprehensive Plan and whether the proposal is consistent with the CBC 
Design Guidelines. (See relevant excerpts from these documents in the Comprehensive Plan Recommendations section 
below.)  
 
The applicant references two of the six Development Principles listed on pages 15-18 of the Pembroke SGA Plan in 
support of their proposal. Under #4 Transportation Opportunities, one of the objectives describes the need to “Address 
the disconnection between people and place due to multiple vehicles and paths.” The applicant contends that “the 
ultimate way to communicate appropriately with the people is through visible and legible signage that allows them to 
make quick decisions and therefore move more efficiently in the direction/path they want to go.” Under Development 
Principle #3 Compatible Mix of Uses, the applicant cites the objective to “Enhance the competitiveness of the area 
within the city and region,” as support for a larger sign “to be easily seen by potential customers and visitors to the city.” 
Lastly, the applicant contends their sign proposal is demonstrably superior in design (to the applicable provisions of the 
CBC Design Guidelines) as it will “almost double the sign’s readable distance… (allowing) drivers to identify the store 
while they are still far enough away to make safe driving decisions to change lanes as needed for access.”  
  
All of these points center on attracting the attention of drivers, not pedestrians, despite the Plan’s heavy emphasis on 
creating an urban center with pedestrian-oriented and human-scale design. A sign larger than 75 square feet is neither 
necessary nor justified and could actually detract from the quality visual environment sought in the CBC District. As 
stated in the CBC Design Guidelines, “Well-designed signs that communicate their message clearly, but without 
attempting to compete for attention, will help maintain a quality visual environment in the Central Business Core 
District.” The applicant’s position that the new storefront façade is too large for the maximum permitted sized sign can 
be addressed by retrofitting the façade with trim or other decorative architectural treatment in proportion with the 
permitted sign.  
 
In Staff’s opinion, the existing, conforming sign is clearly visible, legible, and compatible with the conforming signs in 
that shopping center and throughout the CBC District. Therefore, Staff does not recommend approval of this application.  

Evaluation and Recommendation 

1 

2 
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The Comprehensive Plan designates this property as part of the Central Business District/Core Area of the Pembroke 
Strategic Growth Area (SGA). The stated goals and objectives of the Pembroke SGA Plan, which was adopted November 
10, 2009, are represented in the six Development Principles described on pages 15 – 18 of the Plan. 

1. Efficient Use of Land Resources 
2. Full Use of Urban Services 
3. Compatible Mix of Uses 
4. Transportation Opportunities 
5. Detailed Human-Scale Design 
6. Environmental Stewardship 

More specifically, the Plan envisions the Central Business Core District as “the main business, cultural, and arts center of 
the Pembroke SGA… (with) a highly structured urban development framework that concentrates high density, 
commercial development in the central area.” 
 
In order to implement this vision, Article 22 of the Zoning Ordinance was adopted by City Council in 2014 establishing 
regulations intended to foster the continued development of a central urban core with a vertical mix of urban uses, 
mobility and transit alternatives, urban gathering places, environmental and neighborhood protection, “green” buildings 
and infrastructure opportunities providing a variety of civic, commercial, artistic and ethnically diverse areas. 
 
Sections 2209 and 2210 specifically address signage and establish the Central Business Core District as a special sign 
district. The findings recognize that “Signs have a strong visual impact on the character and quality of a community. They 
are an integral part of the cityscape and, as such, can enhance or detract from the City’s image and character.” 
 
Sec. 2205(c) - Alternative Compliance. Applications shall be evaluated for consistency with the following 
standards, and the City Council, in deciding whether to allow Alternative Compliance, shall consider the 
extent to which the proposed development:  

1. Advances the stated goals and objectives of the Pembroke Strategic Growth Area Plan 
and the applicable policies of the Comprehensive Plan;  

2. Is consistent with, or demonstrably superior in design and quality to, the applicable 
provisions of the Central Business Core District Design Guidelines.  

 
The City Council shall also consider the potential impacts of the proposed deviation on surrounding 
properties and other properties in the remainder of the Central Business Core District and the extent 
to which any adverse impacts from such deviation can be mitigated. 
 
Chapter 5 (Signs) of the Central Business Core District Design Guidelines opens with the following paragraph: 

Signs are one of the most noticeable visual elements of any urban area. Not only do signs 
communicate information about the goods or services being offered at a particular 
establishment, they also communicate something about the quality of the particular 
business and contribute to the image of the area as a whole. Well-designed signs that 
communicate their message clearly, but without attempting to compete for attention, will 
help maintain a quality visual environment in the Central Business Core District.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

Comprehensive Plan Recommendations 
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Planning Commission 

• The applicant and applicant’s representative met with the the Central Business District Association’s Design 
Review Committee on two occasions: October 10, 2019 and November 14, 2019. Initially, Barnes & Noble 
proposed a 176 square foot sign (60” by 35.4’), and the Committee requested they scale back their request and 
submit smaller proposals. The following month, Barnes & Noble presented six sign sizes, ranging from the 
existing 75 square foot sign (39” by 22.9’) to the largest 176 square foot sign. The Committee voted to approve 
the next size up from the conforming version at 103 square feet with dimensions of 46” by 27’. 

• As required by the Zoning Ordinance, the public notice sign(s) was placed on the property prior to December 9, 
2019. 

• As required by State Code, this item was advertised in the Virginia Pilot Beacon on Sundays, December 22, 2019 
and December 29, 2019.                    

• As required by City Code, the adjacent property owners were notified regarding the request and the date of the 
Planning Commission public hearing on December 20, 2019.   

• This Staff report, as well as all reports for this Planning Commission’s meeting, was posted on the Commission’s 
webpage of www.vbgov.com/pc on January 2, 2020. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Public Outreach Information 

http://www.vbgov.com/pc
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Existing Sign (75 sq ft) 
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Alternative Sign (103 sq ft) 
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Proposed Sign (176 sq ft) 
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Sign for Comparison (126 sq ft) 
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Previous Nonconforming Sign (150 sq ft) 
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Disclosure Statement 
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Disclosure Statement 
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• Upon receiving a recommendation from Planning Commission, this request will be scheduled for a City Council 

public hearing.  Staff will inform the applicant and/or their representative of the date of the hearing in the 
upcoming days. 

• Following City Council’s decision, the applicant will receive a decision letter from Staff.  

• Once the conditions of approval are in place and/or completed, the applicant must contact the Zoning Division 
of the Planning Department to obtain verification that the conditions have been met.  Contact the Zoning 
Division at 757-385-8074. 

• If the request requires land disturbance and/or a subdivision of property, please contact the Development 
Services Center (DSC) to discuss next steps for site plan/plat review.  Contact the DSC at 757-385-4621 or the 
Development Liaison Team at 757-385-8610. 

• Please note that further conditions may be required during the administration of applicable City Ordinances and 
Standards. Any site plan submitted with this application may require revision during detailed site plan review to 
meet all applicable City Codes and Standards. All applicable permits required by the City Code, including those 
administered by the Department of Planning / Development Services Center and Department of Planning / 
Permits and Inspections Division, and the issuance of a Certificate of Occupancy, are required before any 
approvals allowed by this application are valid.  

• The applicant is encouraged to contact and work with the Crime Prevention Office within the Police Department 
for crime prevention techniques and Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design (CPTED) concepts and 
strategies as they pertain to this site. 

 

Next Steps 


