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Signage 
Background 

Signage regulations exist to ensure traffic safety, facilitate wayfinding and maintain community 

aesthetics. 

 

Municipalities are the approving authority for the majority of signage in East Hants. The current East 

Hants Official Community Plan contains land use policies for signage which should be updated to 

address new types of signage that are becoming common practice, such as digital and illuminated 

signage. 

 

The province through the Nova Scotia Department of Transportation (NSTIR) does regulate signage 

within and near their right-of-ways. NSTIR has prohibited signage within 10m of a property line 

boundary for a controlled access highway (such as Highway 102). Furthermore, any structure including 

a sign within 100 metres of any highway requires a permit from NSTIR prior to starting the work. 

 

This position paper will review best practices in signage regulations, issues associated with signage, 

and will suggest a number of policy approaches based upon this review.  

 

Public Signage Concerns & Preferences 

During the plan review public consultation, the public has voiced a number of concerns and opinions 

regarding signage in their communities. 

 

The public has expressed an interest in the Municipality removing illegal signage on utility poles; while 

simultaneously providing a better alternative for business signage. The public also requested 

community notice & wayfinding signage and community bulletin boards. The locations proposed for 

community and wayfinding signage at community meetings was at the heart of commercial areas in 

villages. Community members proposed tourism signage at major highway junctures to direct visitors to 

important landmarks such as Burntcoat. 

 

Through results of the visual preference survey participants rated their signage preferences based on 

example images. The participants showed a preference for a traditional, high quality, protruding wall 

sign, while participants found the photo of the plastic roof sign to be the least desirable. The 
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participants showed a preference for graphically strong temporary banners, while participants found 

the photo of the temporary neon reader board sign to be the least desirable. 

 

In recent years, Staff have also had a number of requests from business owners operating within the 

Municipality’s business parks for additional signage. The general requests from business park owners 

are to: 

 permit a ground sign on the highway frontage,  

 permit a ground sign on the road where the property is accessed, and  

 provide the opportunity for a shared ground sign at the entryway to business parks, especially 

the Elmsdale Business Park.  

 

On-Premise Signage 

The Municipality of East Hants is the approving 

authority for signage installation within the 

Municipality. At the moment, the Municipality only 

regulates on-premise signage for the portion of the 

Municipality with comprehensive land use regulations. 

 

The majority of signage permits and applications that 

the Municipality currently receives are for permanent 

on-premise signage. This signage takes a variety of 

shapes, sizes, colours, materials, support structures 

and illumination methods. Variations of signage can 

have a major impact on community feel: larger 

signage tends to be oriented towards attracting 

automobile attention, while smaller signage is often 

oriented towards pedestrians. High quality signage 

tends to look better with weathering and age, and 

instill a greater sense of store or location quality in 

viewers1. The participants in the Municipality’s visual 

preference survey showed a preference for traditional, 

high quality, protruding wall signs, while participants 

found the photo of roof signs to be the least desirable. 

 

Temporary on-premise signage is a valuable tools for businesses and community groups to advertise 

events and promotions. Temporary on-premise sign regulations are important to ensure that there isn’t 

an overabundance of signage on a site, that temporary signs are properly installed to remain out of the 

public right-of-way, and required parking areas. Temporary on-premise signage is currently regulated 

based on whether or not the sign is for a profit or non-profit entity. The participants in the 

Municipality’s visual preference survey showed a preference for graphically strong temporary banners, 

while participants found the photo of the temporary neon reader board sign to be the least desirable. 

 

 

                                                           
1 Presentation by James J. Kellaris, http://www.thesignagefoundation.org/Portals/0/A-45%20FINAL-Kellaris.pdf  

http://www.thesignagefoundation.org/Portals/0/A-45%20FINAL-Kellaris.pdf
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Current Municipal Policy 

The Municipality does already have, in the Municipality Planning Strategy and Land Use Bylaw, policies 

and regulations which reference signage. The most crucial Municipal Planning Strategy policies 

regarding signage in residential neighbourhoods and commercial areas are presented below:     

 

P5-25  Council shall prohibit commercial signage in Residential Subdivision (RS) designated areas, 

except for signs advertising a home-based business use.  With the intent of ensuring signage 

in relation to a home occupation is in keeping with the residential character of the 

neighbourhood, restrictions regarding the nature, type, size, description, location, and public 

display of any sign within a residential zone shall be detailed within the Land Use By-law. 

  Signage in Commercial Areas 

  Policy Goal 

  Council recognizes the visual impact that signage can have on the character and overall 

function of communities and streetscapes and furthermore, Council’s goal is to take measure 

to ensure that signage is developed within the standards determined to be appropriate for 

the area while appreciating the importance of the advertising capacity of the sign. 

  Policy Statements 

P9-71  Council shall adopt provisions under Section 5 of the Land Use By-law for commercial 

signage, including size, type, location, and number of signs permitted for a particular use for 

the following purposes: 

  a. Promote effective advertising for commercial businesses which informs, rather than 

confuses customers and avoids excessive visual competition between signs.  

  b. Promote traffic safety by limiting distractions to drivers and pedestrians. 

  c. Minimize nuisances from signage in residential neighbourhoods. 

  d. Enhance the Municipality’s amenity values as a place to live and to attract tourists 

and other business development. 

P9-72  Council shall permit roof signs by development agreement only in all commercial zones with 

the exception of the Village Core (C6) and Neighbourhood Core (C7) Zones where roof 

signs shall not be permitted. 

P9-73  Council shall not permit portable temporary signs in the Growth Management or Growth 

Reserve Areas. 

P9-74  Council shall undertake a study to review design standards for signage in the Village Core 

(C6) and Neighbourhood Core (C7) Zones addressing sign area, type, and landscaping of 

ground signs. 

 

 

 

 

 



4 
 

Best Practices for Signage Regulation 

The primary goal of on-premise signage regulations is to ensure 

that signs are designed and located to enhance wayfinding, 

minimize clutter, maintain community character and prevent 

unsafe conditions. Current planning best practices (and current 

regulations in East Hants) limit the maximum amount of signage 

on a site in order to control the aesthetic impact of signage. 

 

Regulations should be written so signs and their message are of 

sufficient size to be legible by the intended audience such as 

motorists or pedestrians. There have been a number of 

guidelines developed to assist local governments in creating 

regulations that meet business legibility requirements since the 

creation of the current East Hants Official Community Plan. One 

example of these guidelines is The International Sign 

Association’s Framework for On-Premise Sign Regulations2 which 

provide regulation suggestions based on the community character 

of the location where the sign is being erected. These suggested 

regulations however are created by the American sign industry with their interests in mind, and do 

require edits and interpretation to be appropriate for the local context in East Hants. It is proposed 

that regulations in East Hants undergo a review to ensure that signage of a size appropriate to business 

is being permitted in East Hants. 

 

Signage regulations also may include regulations for other attention getting devices which can create 

visual clutter. Attention getting devices often include balloons and inflatable signage. East Hants has 

not regulated these forms of advertisements in the past. It would be reasonable for the Municipality to 

proactively enact regulations for these forms of advertisements now, prior to being impacted by them. 

Regulations regarding these forms of advertisements should be included in the new plan to prevent 

impacts on community character, and to prevent unanticipated visual clutter. Regulations can include 

time and size limits on the amount of attention getting devices a site is permitted to have. 

 

Highway & Business Park Signage 

Signage regulations have additional allowances for signs which have special frontage, such as corner 

lots, commercial districts or highway frontage. The Municipality currently has variance3 provisions for 

the height of signage for lots which are unusually constrained. Under the Municipal Government Act a 

variance can be granted for the height, yard setback requirements and area of a sign. 

 

The Municipality has received a request to allow ground signs on business park lots with frontage on 

highway 101 & 102 frontage. The aesthetic impact of allowing a ground sign on each business park lot 

                                                           
2 The International Sign Association’s ‘A Framework for On-Premise Sign Regulations’ can be accessed online: 
http://www.thesignagefoundation.org/OnPremiseSignRegulations  
3 A variance is a request to relax the appropriate provisions of the Municipality’s Land Use By-Law. Variances 
cannot be granted where the variance violates the intent of the Land Use By-law; the difficulty experienced is 
general to the properties in the area; or the difficulty experienced results from the intentional disregard for the 
requirements of the Land Use By-law. 

http://www.thesignagefoundation.org/OnPremiseSignRegulations
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with highway 101 and 102 frontage would be significant, and it is not recommended that policies be 

amended for this request. A solution for signage in business parks is proposed in the section of the 

report dealing with off-premise signage.  

 

Illuminated / Digital Signage 

By linking electronic signs with computer programming, an infinite number of message changes are 

possible on an individual sign. There are two major types of digital signs: electronic billboards (EBBs) 

and electronic message boards (EMBs). Electronic billboards are functionally similar to a large outdoor 

television. Electronic message boards have an internal light source (normally LEDs) capable of 

displaying words or symbols that can be electronically changed by digital means. 

 

Staff believe that electronic billboards should 

be prohibited in the Municipality because of 

the danger from distraction posed to 

motorists4, and the form of signage not being 

consistent with the rural nature of the 

Municipality. Electronic message boards are 

useful due to their changeable copy for 

institutional uses such as fire halls. An 

abundance of electronic message boards have 

the potential to negatively impact the 

character of the community however, and it is 

recommended that regulations specific to 

electronic message boards be drafted. 

 

Regarding policy for on-premise signage, there are three recommended actions: 

1. Develop regulations which are easier for the public to understand, and review existing 

regulations to ensure they reflect current sign size limit best practices. 

2. Consider regulations which limit attention getting devices which can create visual clutter, such 

as balloons and inflatable signage. 

3. Update regulations to differentiate between electronic billboards and electronic message 

boards, and prohibit electronic billboards, and develop policies for electronic message boards. 

 

It is recommended that all three options proceed.  These actions respond to current community 

concerns, and should result in signage regulations that better reflect the community character of the 

Municipality.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 Jerry Wachtel, 
http://www.scenic.org/storage/PDFs/recent%20billboard%20safety%20research_wachtel%20summary.pdf  

http://www.scenic.org/storage/PDFs/recent%20billboard%20safety%20research_wachtel%20summary.pdf
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Off-Premise Signage 

Off-premise signage is a type of signage that directs and 

informs the public to attractions, services, and businesses 

which are not located on the same site as the sign. At the 

Plan East Hants Design Workshop meetings held in the fall 

of 2014, public members at nearly all of the eight 

meetings raised current illegal off-premise signage as an 

issue that the Municipality should address. 

 

Enabled by section 49A of the Public Highways Act 

Municipalities can regulate advertisements within 

Provincial highways, excluding controlled access 

highways. Within East Hants, a municipal bylaw could 

give the Municipality the authority to remove Off-Site 

Commercial Signage on Provincial rights-of-way on 

Highways excluding the 101 and 102.  

 

In November 2013, Staff proposed a bylaw to regulate 

Off-Site Commercial Signage in the Municipality further 

to section 49A of the Public Highways Act. Council 

rejected the Staff recommendation on the grounds that 

the matter is difficult to enforce and that the Municipality should provide a 

reasonable means for business owners to use off-premise signage. 

Currently the Municipality does not remove illegal off-premise signage 

since no such bylaw is enacted. In the past, Nova Scotia environment has 

indicated that removing illegal signage is not a priority for their staff. 

 

Shared Highway & Business Park Signage 

As discussed in the section of this report dealing with on-premise signage, 

the aesthetic impact of allowing a ground sign on each business park lot 

with highway 101 and 102 frontage would be significant. Permitting a 

shared ground sign in the business park districts would be the most 

appropriate policy direction to balance advertisement needs with the 

visual impact of abundant signage. 

 

A shared ground sign in the business parks could be aesthetically similar to 

the ground sign proposed for the Elmsdale Plaza. The ownership for 

business park signage could be the Municipality, or by a society with a 

registered interest in the business park, such as a business park 

association. Similarly, it is suggested that allowing a ground sign at the 

major entrances to the business parks would also be appropriate. At the 

Elmsdale Business Park for example, this location would be at the 

corner of Park Road and Highway 214. 

 

 

The shared ground sign proposed 
for Elmsdale Plaza. 
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Directional Signage 

While the public has raised illegal off-premise signage as an issue during community consultations, the 

Municipality realizes that an alternative solution must be given to business owners to market their 

products and services. Some local governments operate directional signage programs enabling business 

owners to place signs along secondary highways to assist in directing potential customers to their 

business. The objective of these programs is to balance business development with reducing right-of-

way clutter.  

 

The Municipality of East Hants currently permits off-premise signage in some areas for tourism and 

business uses. Restricted areas include the public right-of-way, and residential and growth reserve 

areas. The regulations include general specifications regarding required design of off-premise signage. 

The program has not been well-used by the public, 

likely because of the difficulty or cost involved in 

using off-premise land for signage. 

 

The Municipality has an interest in advertising 

attractions and tourism sites in the Municipality to 

provide opportunities for business owners and 

tourism operators. The Nova Scotia Department of 

Transportation and Infrastructure Renewal currently 

has a number of signage policies and programs in 

place for major tourist attractions, industrial and 

business parks, scenic highways and service 

symbols.5  

 

Kings County has one of the most successful 

directional signage programs in the province, but a 

2014 CBCL report6 commissioned by the Municipality 

noted a number of issues with the implementation of the program. Primarily, the design specifications 

were not carried out, maintenance was a problem and installation was not being properly undertaken. 

The CBCL report suggested to Kings County to adopt a program similar to the Tourism PEI Directional 

Signage program where design and installation is undertaken by the provincial government.  

 

The Municipality could create a signage program similar to the Tourism PEI Directional Signage 

program. Within this program, signage for parks, tourism and recreational facilities signage could also 

be included. Signage manufacturing and mounting costs would be fulfilled as part of the application 

fee, and program participants charged a minimal annual fee covering maintenance. The Municipality 

could also elect to provide some or all of these services through a third party contractor, such as a sign 

company. Learning from the past experiences and challenges of directional signage programs in Kings 

County, and the success of the Tourism PEI Directional Signage program, it is felt that this would be a 

                                                           
5 More information on NSTIR signage programs is available at http://novascotia.ca/tran/highways/roadsign.asp  
6 The Municipality of the County of Kings Signage Study by CBCL is available at: 
http://www.kings2050.ca/components/com_wordpress/wp/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/131265.00-Kings-
County-Signage-Report-FIN.pdf  

PEI Uniform directional signage. Image from Eddie (flickr user handle 
Nowin): https://flic.kr/p/onGppS  

http://novascotia.ca/tran/highways/roadsign.asp
http://www.kings2050.ca/components/com_wordpress/wp/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/131265.00-Kings-County-Signage-Report-FIN.pdf
http://www.kings2050.ca/components/com_wordpress/wp/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/131265.00-Kings-County-Signage-Report-FIN.pdf
https://flic.kr/p/onGppS
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reasonable policy direction for the Municipality of East Hants to take. NSTIR would need to be 

consulted if any program was adopted. 

 

With regard to developing policy regarding off-premise signage, there are three choices: 

1. Retain the existing Municipal off-premise signage policy with no changes. 

2. Retain the existing Municipal off-premise signage policy and to draft a bylaw enabling the 

Municipality to remove illegal signage from the public right-of-way. 

3. Improve the Municipal directional signage program to create and manage off-premise signage. 

This program would create municipal standards for directional signage, and an application 

process for the public to apply to have signage added to municipally-owned sign frames. 

Secondly, that the Municipality draft a bylaw to empower it to remove illegal signage from the 

public right-of-way. 

 

Approach 3 is recommended.  This approach sets out controls for off-premise signage while ensuring 

that there is a controlled, legible alternative for business owners. This option also reflects current best 

practices from Tourism PEI and the Municipality of Kings County. It is also recommend that the 

Municipality: 

4. Permit a shared ground sign for commercial districts (such as business parks and community 

gateways) fronting Highway 101 & 102. 

5. Provide the opportunity for a shared ground sign at entryways to business parks and community 

gateways. 

 

Community Notice Boards, Interpretation, Wayfinding & Gateway Signage 

 

  

 

Background 

At the Design Workshops, the public made four types of community signage requests: for community 

notice boards, for interpretation signage, for wayfinding signage, and for community entryway signage. 

For examples on these types of signage, see the images above. 

 

Residents in Milford and Maitland requested that the Municipality put up community notice boards in 

their areas. Interpretation signage was requested for Kennetcook’s former 1940’s oil field site, and the 

old farm tractors. Maitland also requested wayfinding and historic interpretation signage. Community 

gateway signage was requested in Enfield at the entrances to the community. 

 

Community Notice Board Interpretation Sign Wayfinding Sign Community entryway 
sign 



9 
 

Before taking action regarding signage, the Municipality would first need to establish design standards 

for the different forms of signage being explored to meet Municipal brand goals. As many of the 

highway locations where these signs would be installed fall within the jurisdiction of the province, any 

signage program would need to be jointly enacted with NSTIR. Nearby, the Halifax Regional 

Municipality has undertaken a significant community signage program for: 

 community gateway signs at 100-series highway entrances to HRM, 

 municipal boundary signs at entryways from trunk and secondary highways, and 

 community welcome signs at entrances to the 192 communities in HRM according to civic 

addressing.7 

 

Currently, the Municipality of East Hants 

has erected community gateway signs at 

100-series highway entrances to East 

Hants. The Municipality has not yet 

erected branded boundary signs at 

entryways from trunk and secondary 

highways into the Municipality of East 

Hants, but there are existing signs 

erected by NSTIR. Wording on the signs 

varies, from ‘Welcome to East Hants 

home of the worlds highest recorded 

tides’ at the entryway to Shubenacadie, 

Elmsdale, Milford and Lantz, to ‘Historic 

Shubenacadie Canal’ in South Maitland.  
 

Since there was a fairly limited number of community notice board requests, Staff feel that they could 

fund their construction through a one-time project fund, or individual partnerships with a developer. 

The estimated cost for a community notice board would be approximately $8,000 per board.8 

Interpretation and wayfinding signage require a different approach because signage needs will change 

over time as businesses and attractions change, it would be most appropriate to develop a long-term 

strategy. Allocating funds from the tourism development grant program on an as-needed basis to 

develop interpretation and wayfinding signage would likely be appropriate.  

 

Community gateway signage exists in the Municipality which was erected by NSTIR. While community 

gateway signage should be updated and have a uniform design in the Municipality, it is suggested that 

it is not an immediate priority compared to other signage needs. 

 

With regard to developing policy regarding community signage, there are four recommended 

approaches: 

1. Establish design standards for the different forms of community signage being explored to meet 

Municipal brand goals. 

                                                           
7 More information on HRM community signage programs are available here: 
http://www.halifax.ca/council/agendasc/documents/7-1CommunitySignage.pdf  
8 2011 price taken from the East Hants Villages Core Plan submitted by Ekistics Planning & Design. The final price 
would be largely dependent on the size and design of the community notice boards. 

The 100-series highway community gateway sign design for East Hants. 

http://www.halifax.ca/council/agendasc/documents/7-1CommunitySignage.pdf
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2. Fund a community notice board in communities where there is a demand for one through a 

project fund, or partnership(s) with developer(s). 

3. Allocate a portion of funds from the tourism development grant program on an as-needed basis 

to develop interpretation and wayfinding signage for areas of historical or cultural importance. 

4. Develop policy to state that Council may, in the future, consider a program to develop 

community gateway signage. 

 

It is recommended that all four options proceed.  These actions respond to current community signage 

concerns.    

 

Proposed Policy Approach 

 Develop regulations which are easier for the public to understand, and review existing 

regulations to ensure they reflect current sign size limit best practices. 

 Consider regulations which limit attention getting devices which can create visual clutter, such 

as balloons and inflatable signage. 

 Update regulations to differentiate between electronic billboards and electronic message 

boards, and prohibit electronic billboards, and develop policies for electronic message boards. 

 Improve the Municipal directional signage program to create and manage off-premise signage. 

This program would create municipal standards for directional signage, and an application 

process for the public to apply to have signage added to municipally-owned sign frames. 

Secondly, that the Municipality draft a bylaw to empower it to remove illegal signage from the 

public right-of-way. 

 Permit a shared ground sign for commercial districts (such as business parks) fronting Highway 

101 & 102. 

 Provide the opportunity for a shared ground sign at entryways to business parks and community 

gateways. 

 Establish design standards for the different forms of community signage being explored to meet 

Municipal brand goals. 

 Fund a community notice board in communities where there is a demand for one through a 

project fund, or partnership(s) with developer(s). 

 Allocate a portion of funds from the tourism development grant program on an as-needed basis 

to develop interpretation and wayfinding signage for areas of historical or cultural importance. 

 Develop policy to state that Council may, in the future, consider a program to develop 

community gateway signage. 


