
6
february 9

2010
city news

919 Bridge St.  Vernonia, OR  (503) 429-4350

BLUE HOUSE CAFÉ

with
Spaghetti Putanesca, Mushroom Risotto,
Insalata Caprese, Minestrone with Pesto

and freshly baked Panettone

Tue-Sat 10am-8pm    Sun 10am-4pm

BRINGS YOU THE TASTES OF THE 

MEDITERRANEAN
February 13th Featuring

Taste of Italy

nesses	 and	 sign	 posters	 be	 responsible	
for	 policing	 themselves--	 violators	
would	be	fined.		(5	respondents	were	for	
temporary	sign	fees,	44	were	against.)
	 After	 the	 close	 of	 the	 Public	
Hearing,	Council	chose	to	take	no	final	
action	and	sent	the	Sign	Code	back	to	the	
Planning	 Commission,	 recommending	
that	the	Design	Theme	be	removed	from	
the	code,	that	interior-lit	signs	be	recon-
sidered	and	that	they	remove	the	$10	fee	
for	temporary	signs.		It	was	agreed	that	
since	 fees	 are	 generally	 set	 by	 resolu-
tion,	that	Council	could	decide	on	fees	at	
a	later	time.			
	 Leading	 up	 to	 the	 first	 City	
Council	 Hearing	 on	 January	 19th,	 the	
Planning	Commission	held	several	work	
sessions	 and	on	November	5,	 2009,	 is-
sued	a	city-wide	 invitation	 for	a	public	
hearing,	 which	 was	 held	 on	 December	
10th.		At	that	time,	there	was	no	public	
testimony	given.		When	several	business	
owners	became	aware	that	the	Planning	
Commission	was	intending	to	ask	Coun-
cil	 to	 pass	 a	 recommended	 Sign	 Code	
they	raised	concerns	and	a	special	work	
session	with	business	owners	was	held	to	
attempt	to	address	those	concerns.		This	
has	been	a	point	of	contention	between	
the	 business	 owners	 and	 the	 Planning	
Commission.	 	 Business	 owners	 have	
apologized	for	not	becoming	engaged	in	
the	 process	 earlier,	 but	 have	 continued	
to	express	their	interest	in	helping	shape	
the	 code	 which	 will	 ultimately	 affect	
them.		
	 Brown	 and	 the	 Planning	 Com-
mission	 have	 been	 disappointed	 that	
after	all	 the	work	they	put	 into	crafting	
the	Ordinance,	with	no	public	input,	that	
they	are	being	asked	to	make	changes	at	
the	last	minute.		
	 Vernonia	 Area	 Chamber	 of		
Commerce	President	Donna	Webb	says	
the	Chamber	Board	met	and	has	decided	
to	stay	neutral	on	the	issue	and	act	as	a	
conduit	for	information	only.		But	Webb	
did	have	a	few	pertinent	comments	about	
what	has	happened	so	far	in	the	process.		
“I	 think	 the	 lesson	 here	 is	 that	 we	 all	
need	to	be	more	involved	in	what	is	hap-
pening	in	our	community,”	said		Webb.		
“And	we	all	need	to	communicate	more	
and	work	together.”	
	 Vernonia’s Voice spoke	 with	
both Planning	 Commission	 Chair	 Dan	
Brown	and	Marilyn	Nicks	about	the	is-
sues	surrounding	the	Sign	Ordinance.			
	 Brown	 expressed	 numerous	
concerns	about	the	circumventing	of	the	

process.	 	Brown	 rejects	 the	 notion	 that	
the	 Planning	 Commission	 should	 have	
been	more	proactive	in	contacting	busi-
nesses	 about	 the	 upcoming	 Sign	 Code	
work.		According	to	Brown,	the	city	did	
all	 they	 were	 legally	 required	 to	 do	 in	
notifying	 the	 public--	 any	 more	 would	
have	 been	 playing	 favorites.	 	 “I	 think	
this	code	affects	the	people	who	have	to	
drive	 through	 town	 and	 look	 at	 every-
thing,”	said	Brown.		“It’s	not	for	the	city	
to	judge	who	this	is	important	to.		I	think	
that	puts	the	city	in	a	very	awkward	role	
to	 say	whose	 comment	 is	most	 impor-
tant.		In	fact,	the	city	better	not	find	itself	
in	that	role	or	it’s	crossed	a	line.”				
	 Among	Brown’s	other	concerns	
is	the	years	of	work	and	numerous	stud-
ies,	 as	well	 as	 the	 cost	 invested,	 to	de-
velop	the	marketing	and	branding	theme	
of	 “Historic	 Vernonia.”	 	 Brown	 cited	
numerous	cases	where	the	“Historic	Ver-
nonia”	 theme	 has	 appeared,	 including	
the	two	signs	that	greet	motorists	as	they	
enter	the	community,	the	town	logo	cur-
rently	in	use,	and	the	theme	“Pedal	to	the	
Past”	when	Cycle	Oregon	visited	Verno-
nia	in	2005.		He	also	noted	that	the	first	
Ford	Institute	Leadership	Program	class	
chose	 “the	unique	history	of	Vernonia”	
for	 the	 theme	of	 their	 archway	project.		
Even	 the	 Vernonia	 Area	 Chamber	 of	
Commerce	features	a	historic	theme	and	
the	 tag-line	 “Visit	 Historic	 Vernonia.”		
All	of	those	items,	according	to	Brown,	
came	from	somewhere.			
	 	That	 somewhere,	 according	 to	
Brown,	has	been	public	input	and	stud-
ies	by	professional	 experts	 the	 city	has	
hired.		Eight	studies,	by	Brown’s	count,	
have	happened	over	the	last	fifteen	years	
that	have	pointed	to	a	historic	theme	and	
brand	for	the	community.		“All	of	those	
components	have	continued	to	build	one	
on	top	of	the	other,”	says	Brown.		“When	
the	 Planning	 Commission	 meets,	 what	
we	do	is	try	to	build	on	the	concepts	and	
tools	we’ve	been	given.”
	 Nicks	 states	 that	 her	 group	 is	
against	the	design	theme	because	it	is	re-
strictive,	 that	a	 sign	ordinance	may	not	
be	 the	 best	 venue	 for	 a	 design	 theme,	
and	 that	 the	public	was	not	 included	 in	
deciding	if	the	community	wanted	a	de-
sign	theme	in	the	first	place,	and	what	it	
would	be.		“It	wasn’t	that	we	were	nec-
essarily	against	it,	but	that	there	was	no	
public	process	that	it	went	through,”	said	
Nicks.		In	fact,	Nicks	notes	that	the	Ver-
nonia	Economic	Development	Commit-
tee	were	the	ones	who	came	up	with	the	

“1900’s	Historic	Mill	Town,”	after	being	
asked	 to	 come	 up	with	 a	 theme.	 	 This	
was	done	without	a	public	process.	
	 A	review	of	a	number	of	the	past	
plans	 and	 reports	 does	 show	consistent	
references	 and	 recommendations	 that	
Vernonia	 identify	 itself	with	 its	historic	
past	 as	 a	 mill	 and	 logging	 town--	 the	
specific	 use	 of	 “1900’s	Mill	 Town,”	 is	
absent.
	 	 During	 the	 recent	hear-
ings,	 it	 was	 questioned	 repeatedly	
whether	a	 sign	code	 is	 the	place	 to	en-
force	 a	 marketing	 strategy	 city	 theme.		
Apparently,	Council	agrees	with	the	citi-
zens	who	are	against	it,	having	requested	
it	be	removed	in	their	recommendations	
to	the	Commission.
	 Brown	discussed	the	role	of	the	
Planning	 Commission	 in	 City	 govern-
ment.	 	Brown	 notes	 that	 the	 city	 is	 re-
quired	 to	 have	 a	 Comprehensive	 Plan	
which	 the	 Planning	 Commission	 must	
keep	updated	through	the	passage	of	or-
dinances	 that	 concern	 land-use	 issues.		
“Certainly	the	Planning	Commission	has	
been	operating	for	 the	 last	fifteen	years	
thinking	we’ve	been	building	one	com-
ponent	on	top	of	another	 towards	some	
kind	of	 consistent	message	 for	market-
ing,”	 said	Brown.	 	 “As	 a	Commission,	
we	can’t	ignore	all	those	things	that	have	
come	 from	 the	 past,	 through	 the	 pub-
lic	 process,”	 said	 Brown.	 	 “Otherwise,	
you’re	 just	 bowing	 to	 a	 loud	 local	mi-
nority	in	many	cases.”		
	 Brown	 addressed	 concerns	 that	
a	 sign	 ordinance	 will	 cost	 businesses	
money	 in	 a	 bad	 economy.	 	 According	
to	Brown,	 under	 the	 new	ordinance	 all	
current	 signs	 are	 grandfathered	 in--	 no	
one	will	be	required	to	change	any	cur-
rent	signs.		A	date	when	all	signs	would	
have	to	comply	with	the	new	ordinance	
has	been	removed.		A	$10	fee	for	tempo-
rary	signs	can	now	be	bundled	together	
so	only	one	fee	applies	for	all	temporary	
signs	and	 is	 in	place	 to	help	defray	 the	
cost	of	 staff	 time	 to	 review	 them.	 	The	
sign	ordinance	would	only	 impact	 new	
businesses	or	new	signs.
	 Nicks,	representing	the	business	
owners,	 argues	 that	 having	 each	 tem-
porary	 sign	 reviewed	 and	 approved	 for	
a	permit	by	a	member	of	city	staff	will	
be	time-consuming	and	cost-prohibitive.		
There	 are	 exemptions--	 for	 things	 like	
garage	 sale	 signs--	 in	 the	 current	Ordi-
nance	 which,	 according	 to	 Nicks,	 de-
feats	the	purpose	of	the	Ordinance.	
	 The	length	of	the	document	has	

also	been	raised	as	an	issue,	but	Brown	
feels	 that	 the	 intent	 of	 an	 ordinance	
needs	 to	be	clear.	 	Because	of	constant	
changes	in	city	staff,	intent	and	enforce-
ment	are	difficult	unless	there	is	a	writ-
ten	document	which	explains	 the	 intent	
of	the	ordinance.		“This	is	difficult	when	
people	don’t	 trust	government	 to	begin	
with,”	says	Brown.
			 As	 for	 interior-lit	 signs,	 Nicks	
believes	 there	are	 currently	many	good	
options	 that	 are	 attractive,	 energy	 ef-
ficient	 and	 environmentally	 friendly.		
Exterior	lights	are	more	intrusive,	more	
expensive	to	operate	and	more	wasteful.		
According	 to	 Nicks,	 business	 owners	
should	be	allowed	to	use	the	best	options	
available	to	them.		“To	ban	the	option	of	
internally-lit	 signs	 is	not	what	business	
owners	want,”	said	Nicks.		
	 Brown	is	concerned	about	keep-
ing	a	 level	playing	field	for	businesses.		
In	his	view,	a	 lack	of	 restriction	 leaves	
it	 open	 to	 the	 businesses	with	 the	 big-
gest	 and	 brightest	 sign	 getting	 all	 the	
attention.	 	And	 he	 doesn’t	 think	 that’s	
what	Vernonians	want.		“Without	a	sign	
ordinance,	 a	 business	 can	 do	 whatever	
it	 wants	 and	 everyone	 is	 competing	 to	
have	 the	biggest	and	best.	 	And	I	don’t	
see	that	as	part	of	Vernonia’s	vision.”	
	 	 “The	 intent	 of	 this	 is	 not	 to	
create	 a	 hardship,	 but	 to	 preserve	what	
Vernonia	 already	 has,”	 said	 Brown.		
“And	that’s	what	this	group	of	business	
owners	 is	saying--	 that	 they	don’t	want	
Vernonia	to	change.		And	that’s	not	that	
much	different	 from	what	 the	Planning	
Commission	 is	 saying	 with	 this	 Ordi-
nance.”	
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