
Zoning Board of Appeals 
September 25, 2019 Regular Meeting 

 
STAFF REPORT 

 
 

Subject: ZBA19-027, 3521 Washtenaw Avenue  
 
Summary: 
Johnson Sign Company, representing Brixmor Arborland LLC, is seeking a 50 foot height 
variance from Sections 5.24.4 (2) Ground signs and a 46.8 square foot (per sign face) 
variance from Section 5.24.13 (A) Changeable Copy Signs. The variances would allow a 
75 foot tall ground sign to remain and the existing time and temperature panels to have 
changeable copy messages and text. 
 

Background: 
A sign permit application was submitted to renovate the existing “ARBORLAND” sign. 
The Unified Development Code requires a sign that is nonconforming to be brought into 
compliance if the sign has any changes made in the structure, shape, size, type, design, 
or mechanical or electrical equipment. The proposed changes require variance approval. 
 
Description: 
The work involves the following: removal of the existing neon, transformer, and wiring. 
Make necessary repairs and replace neon with LED tubes. Clean and replace the existing 
cabinet, replace the time and temperature bulbs and replace with a new LED video screen 
of the same size as the existing cabinet. The structural I-beams are to be wrapped with a 
dark bronze aluminum material. 
 
Standards for Approval - Chapter 55 (Zoning) Variance -  
The Zoning Board of Appeals has all the power granted by State law and by Section 
5:27.4 Powers, Application of the Variance Power from the City of Ann Arbor Unified 
Development Code (UDC).  The following criteria shall apply: 
 
(a). That the alleged hardships or practical difficulties, or both, are exceptional 

and peculiar to the property of the person requesting the variance, and result 
from conditions which do not exist generally throughout the City. 

 
 The applicant states the sign is an icon to the City and has a long history 

associated with it. The existing sign was well built, but the electronic components 
are outdated and require replacement. The new modern LED components are 
more environmentally friendly and will reduce the carbon footprint. 
 

 (b). That the alleged hardships or practical difficulties, or both, which will result 
from a failure to grant the variance, include substantially more than mere 
inconvenience, inability to attain a higher financial return, or both. 

 
 The new modern LED components are more environmentally friendly and will 
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reduce the carbon footprint. 
 
  
(c). That allowing the variance will result in substantial justice being done, 

considering the public benefits intended to be secured by this Chapter, the 
individual hardships that will be suffered by a failure of the Board to grant a 
variance, and the rights of others whose property would be affected by the 
allowance of the variance. 

 
 The applicants state granting the variance will not impact the neighboring 

properties. The public will benefit from the continued use of this landmark sign and 
the community will benefit from the new lower energy technology. 

 
(d). That the conditions and circumstances on which the variance request is 

based shall not be a self- imposed hardship or practical difficulty. 
 
 The shopping center management team desires to maintain the historic character 

and appearance of this iconic sign. 
 
 (e). A variance approved shall be the minimum variance that will make possible 

a reasonable use of the land or structure 
 

Rebranding will extend the life expectancy of this iconic sign, while retaining it’s 
function as a destination marker for Ann Arbor residents and visitors. 

 
 
Respectfully submitted, 
 

 
 
Jon Barrett 
Zoning Coordinator 
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