
 

Board of Adjustment / Appeals Agenda 

Civic Center 2 Park Drive South, Great Falls, MT 

Commission Chambers, Civic Center 

October 3, 2019 

3:00 PM 

  

 
OPEN MEETING 

1. Call to Order 3:00 P.M. 

2. Roll Call- Board Introductions 

Jule Stuver- Chair 

Krista Smith- Vice Chair 

Joe McMillen 

Aspen Northerner 

Kyle Palagi 

 

3. Recognition of Staff 

4. Postponement of Meeting Minutes July 11, 2019 - On future agenda 

CONFLICT DISCLOSURE/EX PARTE COMMUNICATIONS 

BOARD ACTIONS REQUIRING PUBLIC HEARING 

5. 4100 10th Avenue South - Variance from § 17.60.4.050B of the Official Code of the City of 

Great Falls (OCCGF) regarding the allowed separation distance between freestanding signs and 

the number of signs allowed on Premises Exceeding 50,000 square feet. 

BOARD ACTIONS NOT REQUIRING PUBLIC HEARING 

COMMUNICATIONS 

PUBLIC COMMENT 

PUBLIC COMMENT ON ANY MATTER AND THAT IS WITHIN THE JURISDICTION OF THE BOARD OF 

ADJUSTMENT/APPEALS. PLEASE KEEP YOUR REMARKS TO A MAXIMUM OF FIVE (5) MINUTES. SPEAK INTO THE 

MICROPHONE, AND STATE YOUR NAME AND ADDRESS FOR THE RECORD. 

ADJOURNMENT 

PLEASE EXIT THE CHAMBERS AS QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE.  CHAMBER DOORS WILL BE CLOSED 5 MINUTES 

AFTER ADJOURNMENT OF THE MEETING.  BOARD OF ADJUSTMENT/APPEALS MEETINGS ARE TELEVISED ON 

CABLE CHANNEL 190. IF A RECORDING IS AVAILABLE, IT WILL BE POSTED ON THE CITY’S WEBSITE AT 

HTTPS://GREATFALLSMT.NET/MEETINGS. BOA MEETINGS ARE RE-AIRED ON CABLE CHANNEL 190 THE 

FOLLOWING FRIDAY MORNING AT 10 A.M.  
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Date: October 3, 

2019 

CITY OF GREAT FALLS 
BOARD OF ADJUSTMENT AGENDA REPORT 

 

Item: 4100 10th Avenue South - Variance from § 17.60.4.050B of the Official 

Code of the City of Great Falls (OCCGF) regarding the allowed separation 

distance between freestanding signs and the number of signs allowed on 

Premises Exceeding 50,000 square feet. 

Applicant: Taylor’s AutoMax 

Representative: Steve Taylor, Taylor’s AutoMax 

Presented By: Brad Eatherly, Planner I, Planning and Community Development 

Action Requested: Consideration of a variance from standards contained in Chapter 60, Sign 

Code, of Title 17 – the Land Development Code 

Public Hearing: 
 

1.   Chairperson conducts public hearing, pursuant to OCCGF § 1.2.050 and Title 17, Chapter 16, 

Article 6. 

 

2.  Chairperson closes public hearing and asks the will of the Board. 

Suggested Motion: 
 

1.   Board Member moves: 

 

I. “I move that the Board of Adjustment, based on the Findings for the Basis of Decision 

(approve/deny) the application of Taylor’s AutoMax for the requested variance from City 

Code Title 17, Chapter 60, Sign Code.” 

 

 2.   Chairman calls for a second, discussion, and calls for the vote. 

 

 

Summary:  

The applicant owns Taylor’s AutoMax, an automobile dealership located at 4100 10th Avenue South.  

The subject property is zoned C-2 General Commercial and is 9.72 acres in size.  The applicant erected a 

free-standing Nissan franchise sign in 2014 when they acquired the Nissan franchise.  In June of 2019, 

the dealership acquired a GMC/Buick franchise as well.  The automobile manufacturer owns the signs 

that sit on a dealership’s property, and each franchise has specific rules that their sign must be separate 

and apart from any other sign on the property. Along with the Nissan freestanding sign, the property also 

has a legal non-conforming sign advertising the name of the dealership, Taylor’s AutoMax.  In order to 

erect the Buick/GMC sign, staff has determined that the applicant must receive the following variance 

from Chapter 60 of the Land Development Code (Title 17 – Sign Code). 
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Background Information: 

REQUESTED VARIANCE 

Chapter 60 – Sign Code 

17.60.4.050 – Premises exceeding 50,000 square feet 

B.  Freestanding signs including monument signs and other low profile signs. 

2. One (1) freestanding sign of no more than two hundred (200) square feet is allowed per street 

frontage.  A perimeter separation of two hundred fifty (250) feet is required between any two (2) 

freestanding signs on any premise. 

Applicant’s Requested Variance: The applicant is requesting a variance to allow two deviations from 

the requirements in § 17.60.4.050(B). First, the applicant is requesting approval to have three 

freestanding signs along 10th Avenue South. The subject property has roughly 390 feet of street frontage 

along 10th Avenue South and roughly 40 feet of street frontage on 13th Avenue South. This allows 

Taylor’s AutoMax to have the two existing signs that have been erected on the subject property. The 

applicant actually received approval from the City in 2014 to have three free-standing signs along 10th 

Avenue South. However, since the applicant decided to remove the third sign from the property (a 

Volkswagen franchise sign), the right to have a third sign can only be accomplished through a zoning 

variance. 

Additionally, § 17.60.4.050(B) requires a perimeter separation of 250 feet between any two signs on any 

premise.  Currently, the two freestanding signs along 10th Avenue South have a perimeter separation of 

roughly 100 feet.  Although this separation does not conform to code, the situation is pre-existing and 

allowed to remain.  However, the proposal to add another freestanding sign requires the third sign to 

comply with the 250 foot perimeter separation requirement. The requested Buick/GMC sign is proposed 

to be approximately 230 feet from the existing Taylor’s AutoMax sign and approximately 140 feet from 

the existing Nissan sign. 

 

Findings for the Basis of Decision: 

The basis for decision for a variance request is listed in § 17.16.32.040 of the OCCGF Land Development 

Code. The decision of the Board of Adjustment shall consider the three Basis of Decision criteria. Staff 

provides the following Basis of Decision for consideration by the Board: 

 

1. The variance is not contrary to the public interest. 

 

According to OCCGF § 17.60.1.020 (Intent and Purpose), the intent of the Sign Code is to provide 

for a well-maintained and aesthetically pleasing appearance of the community.  The purpose of the 

Sign Code is to establish parameters for size, location, type, maintenance and construction of signs 

and sign structures within the City of Great Falls in order to: 

 A. Promote a positive economic and business climate through distinctive and effective 

                 signage. 

 B. Improve Great Falls’ community image by eliminating sign clutter. 

 C. Encourage signage of a scale and character consistent with building, site, streetscape, 

                 and neighborhood. 
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 D. Ensure protection of pedestrians and motorists from injury and/or damages attributable 

      to distractions and obstructions caused by improperly placed signs. 

 E. Provide a comprehensive and cohesive code that is readily understood and consistently 

      applied. 

 F. Provide effective and binding code implementation and enforcement measures. 

 

Like many purpose sections in the City’s Land Development Code, an argument can be made to 

support or not support the variance. On one hand, signage should support business needs, and the 

applicant has stressed that each franchise must have its own individual sign display. On the other 

hand, the code provisions on free standing sign numbers and spacing are clearly designed to reduce 

excessive sign clutter. After weighing the purpose and intent statements in the sign code, staff 

concludes that the variance request is contrary to the greater public interest - specifically with § 

17.60.1.020(B) which intends to “Improve Great Falls’ community image by eliminating sign 

clutter.”  The placement of a third sign along 10th Avenue South would not be consistent with the 

code’s intent to reduce the number and spacing of free-standing signs over time. 

 

2.  A literal enforcement would result in unnecessary hardship, owing to conditions unique to the 

property. 

 

 The applicant asserts that hardship is present due to three conditions: 1) the unique demands placed 

upon the business by its dealer requirements regarding signs, 2) large 9-acre property size which 

creates the need to accommodate multiple dealers and multiple individual signs, and 3) relatively 

limited 10th Avenue frontage (394 feet) in comparison to the overall lot depth of 1,026 feet.  

 

 Staff understands these arguments, but notes that the dealer requirements regarding the need for 

individual signs are a business-related hardship rather than something unique to the configuration 

or location of the property itself. These business requirements do not override a local community’s 

reasonable need to regulate sign clutter for commercial uses. Most importantly, the applicant is 

not without a pathway to comply with code and still meet dealer requirements for individual signs. 

The applicant has the option, although not ideal, to remove or modify the existing Taylor’s 

AutoMax sign. The business name could be transferred to the building or combined with the new 

GMC/Buick sign. This would allow the two dealers to have separate signs while addressing sign 

code requirements. 

 

3. The spirit of this Title would be observed and substantial justice done by granting the variance. 

 

Staff concludes that the spirit of this Title would not be observed by granting the requested 

variance.  As noted in Variance Criterion #1, § 17.60.1.020(B) of the Sign Code contains an intent 

statement to “Improve Great Falls’ community image by eliminating sign clutter.” The requested 

sign variance would increase sign clutter by allowing three signs on a property that by code should 

only have two.  Additionally, there is not enough street frontage to allow three signs along 10th 

Avenue South while maintaining the required perimeter separation distance of 250 feet between 

any two signs. Despite the applicant’s large property size and dealership sign requirements, the 

code’s requirements are reasonable and can be met with some compromise from the applicant.   

 

Alternatives: 

The Board of Adjustment could approve the variance request allowing the third sign and eliminating the 

perimeter separation requirement of 250 feet between any two signs.  For such action, the Board of 

Adjustment must provide separate Basis of Decision findings to support the approval. 
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Recommendation:   
Based on the findings for the basis of decision, Staff recommends denial of the variance. 

 

Attachments:  

 

Aerial Map 

Variance Application 

Applicant’s Narrative 
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