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Speakers
• James Carpentier AICP – Moderator

– Director State & Local Government 
Affairs/International Sign Association

• Al Barna/Randall Ann Homan
– San Francisco Neon/Historic Neon Network

• Lannette M. Schwartz, MHC
– Historic Sign Conservation, Consultant

• Stephanie Cisneros
– Preservation Planner, San Francisco Planning Department



Takeaways

• Understand neon signs 
• Understand approaches in Burbank, Los 

Angeles and San Francisco 
• Keys to developing historic sign 

regulations
• What makes a sign “historic” vs. “vintage” 



Your Favorite Historic Sign

• Send us the city, state and name of 
your favorite historic sign

• Tell us why it is your favorite sign
• The panel will talk about your favorite 

sign!



Presentations

• www.signs.org/planners - presentation, 
Saving Neon Best Practices Guide, 
Burbank Regulations and other 
resources at this link

http://www.signs.org/planners


SAN FRANCISCO NEON

Al Barna and Randall Ann Homan, sfneon.org
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ANATOMY OF
A NEON SIGN



SIGN SCIENCE: AURORA BOREALIS

HTTP://HDWALLPAPERDAILY.COM/RED-AURORA-BOREALIS-WALLPAPER.HTML



SIGN SCIENCE: INSIDE A NEON TUBE

VARIATION OF AN ILLUSTRATION BY MEL MORRIS NEON LABORATORIES, 1930, FROM NEW YORK NEON (W. W. NORTON) BY THOMAS E. RINALDI
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ELECTRIFIED COLORS OF NOBLE GASES

SOURCE: BOUNDLESS.COM/CHEMISTRY/



COLORFUL PHOSPHOR COATED TUBES



COLORFUL PHOSPHOR COATED TUBES

SACRAMENTO TOWER RECORDS | 2015 AL BARNA



SOURCE:SHAWNA PETERSON






TIN CANS: FROM ADVERTISING TO ART

SAN FRANCISCO | 2016 AL BARNA



TIN CANS: FROM ADVERTISING TO ART

OAKLAND | 2016 AL BARNA



TIN CANS: FROM ADVERTISING TO ART

SAN JOSE  |  2016 AL BARNA



TIN CANS: FROM ADVERTISING TO ART

2011 AL BARNA |  SF NEON



SIGN TYPOLOGY

VARIATION OF AN ILLUSTRATION FROM NEW YORK NEON (W. W. NORTON) BY THOMAS E. RINALDI



QUESTIONS



QUESTIONS

Describe a neon sign in your 
community. Has it become a 
local landmark?



QUESTIONS

Is there a neon sign in your 
neighborhood that has 
become a local landmark?

Is the sign a candidate 
for restoration?  Why?



VINTAGE POSTCARDS FROM SF NEON COLLECTION

1965

1960
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Frank Shor National Geographic Getty Images
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UPCOMING NEON EVENTS

April 1-30 Tenderloin Museum

Exhibition: Neon Family, A Tribute, SF

April 6

Chinatown Neon Walking Tour, SF 

April 13

APA Conference: Neon Walking Tour, SF 

April 16

APA Conference: Preservation of Historic Signs, SF

April 26-28 

Neon Speaks Festival and Symposium, SF

April 28 

Neon Works Shop Tour, Oakland

Info at sfneon.org

PHOTO: SFNEON.ORG

APRIL IS NEON MONTH 2019



APRIL 26-28, SAN FRANCISCO-OAKLAND, INFO AT NEONSPEAKS.ORG
PHOTO: SFNEON.ORG



YOUR FAVORITE SIGN

PHOTO: SFNEON.ORG



REGULATORY AND POLICY 
APPROACHES THAT PRESERVE 
HISTORIC SIGNS IN SOCAL

Source: Bing map 2019

An Interactive Educational Discussion Session 
Planning Webcast Series
April 5, 2019

Presented By Lannette Schwartz, MHC
Architectural Historian and 
Historic Sign Conservation Consultant



WHERE IS YOUR FAVORITE SIGN IN AMERICA?

Photos: sfneon.org



IS THE NATIONAL PARK SERVICE (NPS) TERMINOLOGY IMPORTANT?

I. Conservation is a broader NPS term that embodies four distinct treatment approaches.

II. Secretary of the Interior’s Standards The Treatment of Historic Properties offer four 
distinct approaches to the treatment of historic properties:
• Preservation 
• Rehabilitation
• Restoration
• Reconstruction

III. Guidelines

Website for more information: https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards.htm

https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/four-treatments.htm
https://www.nps.gov/tps/standards/treatment-guidelines-2017.pdf


POLICY THEMES AS “TAKE AWAYS” YOU NEED TO KNOW

What you need to know when developing a historic 
sign conservation/preservation approach:

I. Policy
a) Most cities have not performed a 

citywide historic sign survey. 

b) Most financial or code compliance 
“carrots” are tied to a resource that 
has been identified, defined, and 
determined by the city, state, or 
National Park Service to be a 
“qualified” historic resource.

Photo of the Burbank Papoos 
Hot Dog Show Sign by Marriott Burbank posted on Pinterest, 
http://retroroadmap.com/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/papoos-hot-
dog-show-burbank-ca.jpg



REGULATORY THEMES AS “TAKE AWAYS” YOU NEED TO KNOW

II. Regulatory

a) Most cities do not require historic resource review of 
vintage signs not yet determined to be “historic” as 
defined by its sign use code. 

b) Most owners of historic or vintage sign resources get 
caught in a gap where rehabilitation efforts are not 
possible repair non-conforming sign onsite; or an 
onsite repair is not financially feasible for a small 
business owner. Both of these scenarios can lead to 
unintended city repair barriers that result in 
demolition by neglect.  

Photo of Vogue Sign and Marquee by author 2013



BURBANK
CITY PLANNING USES CERTIFIED LOCAL GOVERNMENT GRANT 

TO SURVEY HISTORIC SIGN RESOURCES (2014)

I. The 2014 Burbank Historic Sign survey
(Historic Resources Survey Report) 
became the basis and was codified as 
an element of the Burbank Historic in 
2016.

II. It established a starting point and 
listed eligible historic signs

III. It answers the question of “what 
makes a sign historic” in Burbank by 
establishing local, state, or national 
historic contexts for the sign types 
within the city boundaries.  

Source: City of Burbank Website: 
https://www.burbankca.gov/home/sho
wdocument?id=28269 



Policy / Regulatory Theme(s) City of Burbank, California: 2016 Historic Sign Ordinance Developed in 
Response to Partial Sign Loss

Non-conforming sign repair loopholes prior to new ordinance Yes. Intended to control use of un-permitted or illegal signage.

Unintended demolition or neglect of specific sign Yes. Papoos Hot Dog Show sign. New small business owners at location 
unable to save historic sign due to financial reasons.

New city ordinance developed to address policy gaps Yes. Codified in 2016.

Voluntary program Yes Legal and business concerns limit program to voluntary basis. 

Historic sign resource survey Yes.  CLG grant to research and prepare context statement, windshield 
inventory, and voluntary ordinance. 

Historic sign register or “qualified” historic designation Yes

BURBANK: KEY ELEMENTS OF A CITYWIDE HISTORIC SIGN CONSERVATION PROGRAM



Key Elements of a Citywide Historic Sign Program 
Continued

Policy / Regulatory Theme(s) City of Burbank, California: 2016 Historic Sign Ordinance Developed in 
Response to Partial Sign Loss

Acknowledgement and Consent Waiver Yes. Written consent to process the voluntary designation application. Program 
allows for  owner to remove sign if Burbank Heritage commission finds that 
attempt to find donee and no suitable donee site or economic feasible options 
available to preserve sign.

Sign Treatment Plan Yes. 

Demolition Stay Yes.  30 day stay to relocate or salvage.

Financial Incentives or “carrots” Yes. Permit fee waivers. Sign area bonus. 

Covenant recorded with land Yes.  A designation covenant is recorded and runs with the land title. 

BURBANK: KEY ELEMENTS OF A CITYWIDE HISTORIC SIGN CONSERVATION PROGRAM
CONTINUED



HOLLYWOOD: A LOS ANGELES NEIGHBORHOOD WITH A SIGN USE DISTRICT

Photo of Vogue Sign and Marquee by author 2013, 2019

CEQA EXEMPTION: 
DIGITAL ONVERSION APPROVED PRIOR TO APPEAL ALLOWED PARTIAL 
DEMOLITION OF CHARACTER DEFINING NEON FEATURES

Source: LA City Dept of City Planning 
http://161.149.221.137/caseinfo/casesummary.aspx?case=
DIR-2015-620-
SPP&zimas=y&pin=&address=6669%20W%20HOLLYWOOD
%20BLVD

1935 Vogue Theatre photo source: 
Mott-Merge Collection, Box 22, 
folder 533, call number 1992-2552, 
accessed March 29, 2016, 
http://catalog.library.ca.gov/exlibris/a
leph/a21_1/apache_media/XJPA4LR
TLRAREB8G3S7MHUVICJ6YL3.jp
eg.



LOS ANGELES CITYWIDE SIGN USE PRESERVATION PLANNING – ITS COMPLICATED!

Citywide Sign Ordinance (LAMC)
Sign Use Districts (SN)

Los Angeles Historic-Cultural Monuments 
Ordinance (HCM)
Mural Ordinance

Community Plan Design Elements 
Streetscape Plans

Business Improvement Districts
Historic Districts



SUPPORT REPAIRS OF NON-CONFORMING SIGNS

http://ohp.parks.ca.gov/pages/1074/fil
es/2016%20CA%20CHBC.pdf

I. One approach is to work with existing 
policy framework to take advantage of 
regulation incentives, such as the 
California Historical Building Code for  
qualified historic building or sign:

• Local 
• State
• National



I. Create a local 
ordinance/program relating to 
ALL types commercial 
“historic” and/or “vintage” 
signs (including neon): 

• Survey
• Application
• Incentives
• Treatment Plans
• Demolition Stays
• Relocation Options

KEY PRESERVATION/CONSERVATION BEST PRACTICES CONSIDERATIONS
FOR POLICY AND REGULATORY PLANNING TO PRESERVE HISTORIC SIGNS



Figure 1. Burbank’s Papoos Hot Dog Show Sign, charcoal broiled neon flying hot dog character feature shown 
among other Los Angeles neon signs removed from their settings and on display at the Museum of Neon Art during 
the “Hats Off to Hollywood,” 2016 exhibit. Source: Photo by author, August 13, 2016.  

Burbank’s Papoos Hot Dog Show Sign, charcoal broiled neon flying hot dog 
character feature shown among other Los Angeles neon signs removed from their 
settings and on display at the Museum of Neon Art during the “Hats Off to 
Hollywood,” 2016 exhibit. Source: Photo by author, August 13, 2016.  

WHERE DID THE PAPOOS HOT DOG GO?



QUESTIONS/DIALOGUE?

PHOTO: SFNEON.ORG

www.historicsignconservation.com

Lannette@historicsignconservation.com

http://www.historicsignconservation.com/


YOUR FAVORITE SIGN

PHOTO: SFNEON.ORG



Vintage Signs in San Francisco

Stephanie Cisneros
Preservation Planner

San Francisco Planning
Planning Webcast 

Series
April 5, 2019

Photos: sfneon.org



Key Takeaways
• Local sign regulations and programs

– What are the local sign regulations? Is/are there 
regulations on historic signs?

• Local preservation programs
– What role can/do signs play in local preservation 

programs? What protections can preservation 
programs offer?

• What is the community/city interest in protecting 
and ensuring longevity of these historic signs?



Vintage Sign Ordinance
• Article 6, Section 608.14 of the San Francisco 

Planning Code
• Board of Supervisors Ordinance No. 276-98 
• Passed and added to Planning Code in 1998; 

amended in 2011
• Conditional Use Authorization required

o Photos and documentation of vintage sign to 
prove meets criteria

http://library.amlegal.com/nxt/gateway.dll/California/planning/article6signs?f=templates$fn=default.htm$3.0$vid=amlegal:sanfrancisco_ca$anc=JD_608.14


Vintage Sign Ordinance
• Criteria to authorize vintage signs:

o Sign proposed for vintage sign authorization is 
at least 40 years old; and

o Sign is a cultural artifact that depicts a 
particular residential, business, cultural, 
economic, recreational, or other valued 
resource of the past that contributes to the 
visual identity and character of a City 
neighborhood or the City as a whole.



Benefits of Vintage Sign Designation

• Able to keep non-complying vintage 
signage
o Restoration
oMaintenance
o Relocation

• Does not count against any new 
signage



Benefits of Vintage Sign Designation

• Illustrates development history of 
neighborhood/city

• Contributing features to historic 
districts, cultural districts and Legacy 
Businesses



Coca Cola Sign

Constructed 1930s/1940s
First Vintage Sign designated in 2012



Doc’s Clock

Doc’s Clock original location Doc’s Clock new location
2575 Mission St. 2417 Mission St. 

Designated a Vintage Sign in 2016



Ghirardelli

Constructed 1915
Designated a Vintage Sign in 2019



Thank you
Stephanie Cisneros, Senior Planner

San Francisco Planning 
stephanie.cisneros@sfgov.org

mailto:Stephanie.cisneros@sfgov.org


Summary
• Follow best practices when dealing with neon 

– Saving Neon Best Practices Guide
• Determine community interest 

in historic/vintage signs
• Historic/vintage regulations 

considerations: flexibility, incentives, 
relocation, reconstruction, ease of 
administration



Questions?



James Carpentier AICP
Director State & Local Government Affairs
James.carpentier@signs.org
www.signs.org/planners - presentations and other resources

Randall Homan and Al Barna-
SF Neon 
sfneonbook@gmail.com

Lannette M. Schwartz, MHC
Historic Sign Conservation
lannette@historicsignconservation.com

mailto:James.carpentier@signs.org
http://www.signs.org/planners
mailto:sfneonbook@gmail.com
mailto:lannette@historicsignconservation.com
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