
TOMAHAWK MUNICIPAL CODE 
 

 25:1 UNIFORM SIGN CODE 
 

Chapter 25 
 

Uniform Sign Code 
 
 

 
Section 25-1. Purpose......................................................................................................... 2 

Section 25-2. Applicability-Effect. ........................................................................................ 2 

Section 25-3. General Sign Regulations. ............................................................................ 2 

Section 25-4. Prohibited Signs. ........................................................................................... 3 

Section 25-5. Permitted Signs. ............................................................................................ 4 

Section 25-6. “SD-1”, “SD-2” and “SD-3” Commercial/Industrial Sign District. ..................... 4 

Section 25-7. “SD-4” Central Business Sign District. ........................................................... 6 

Section 25-8. “SD-5” Residential Sign District. ...................................................................10 

Section 25-9. Permits Required. ........................................................................................11 

Section 25-10. Signs not Requiring Permits. ......................................................................12 

Section 25-11. Permit Procedures for Temporary Signs. ....................................................12 

Section 25-12. Indemnification. ..........................................................................................12 

Section 25-13. Insurance. ..................................................................................................12 

Section 25-14. Removal and Disposition of Signs. .............................................................13 

Section 25-15. Code Administrator. ....................................................................................13 

Section 25-16. Nonconforming Signs. ................................................................................13 

Section 25-17. Violations and Penalties. ............................................................................15 

Section 25-18. Appeals. .....................................................................................................15 

Section 25-19. Severability. ...............................................................................................15 

Section 25-20. Definitions. .................................................................................................15 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



TOMAHAWK MUNICIPAL CODE 
 

 25:2 UNIFORM SIGN CODE 
 

Section 25-1. Purpose. 
 
 The purpose of these sign regulations are: to encourage the effective use of signs as a means of 
communication in the City of Tomahawk (hereinafter referred to as the City); to maintain and enhance the 
beauty and unique character and enhance the aesthetic environment of the city by eliminating visual blight; 
to enhance the city’s ability to attract sources of economic development and growth; to protect pedestrians 
and motorists of the city from damage or injury caused or partially attributable to the distractions and 
obstructions which are hereby declared to be caused by improperly sized or situated signs; to minimize the 
possible adverse effect of signs on nearby public and private property; to promote the public safety, welfare 
and convenience, and enjoyment of travel and the free flow of traffic within the city.  
 

Section 25-2. Applicability-Effect. 
 
 A sign may be erected, placed, established, painted, created or maintained in the city only in 
conformance with the standards, procedures, exemptions, and other requirements of this ordinance. In 
addition, this ordinance is intended to: 
 

(1) Establish a permit system to allow a variety of types of signs in commercial and industrial sign 
districts, and a limited variety of signs in other sign districts, subject to the standards and permit 
procedures of this ordinance; 
 

(2) Allow certain signs that are small, unobtrusive, and incidental to the principal use of the respective 
lots on which they are located, subject to the requirements of this ordinance, but without a 
requirement for permits; 

 
(3) Prohibit all signs not expressly permitted by this ordinance; and 

 
(4) Provide for the enforcement of the provisions of this ordinance. 

 

Section 25-3. General Sign Regulations. 
 

(1) Off-Premise Signs. Off-premise signs are not allowed by this ordinance. 
 

(2) Wall Sign Limitations. Wall signs shall not project higher than the building soffit or eave height and 
shall not extend beyond the edge of any wall or other surface to which they are mounted (this does 
not refer to projecting signs). 

 
(3) Location Requirements. All signs, banners, flags, hangings, canopies and other displays shall not 

be located or overhang any right-of-way, including alleys and sidewalks, except for government 
signs, subdivision identification signs, garage and rummage sale signs and those signs allowed in 
Section 25-7(5). 

 
(4) Setback Requirements. All signs shall be set back a minimum of five feet from the right-of-way in all 

sign districts except the “SD-4” Central Business District. 
 

(5) Condition of Signs. Signs and graphics that become faded, stained or otherwise unsightly shall be 
removed, repaired or replaced. 
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(6) Vision Obstructions. All signs, banners, flags, hangings, canopies and other displays shall not create 
any vision obstructions onto a public right-of-way, alley, sidewalk, adjacent drive or private drive 
entering onto a street or alley. 

 
(7) Construction Signs. Construction signs shall only be displayed from the start of construction of a 

building until such building is occupied. 
 

(8) Subdivision Identification Signs. Subdivision identification signs which are temporary in nature may 
be displayed for a period not to exceed two years. Annual extensions may be granted for temporary 
subdivision signs upon approval by the building inspector or designee. 

 
(9) Lighting. Unless otherwise specified by this ordinance, all signs may be illuminated. Underground 

wiring is required on all signs which utilize electricity. In no instance shall an exterior lighting fixture 
be oriented so that the lighting element (or a transparent shield) is visible from the right-of-way or 
from adjacent residential sign districts. Signs regulated by this ordinance may not utilize any 
revolving beacon light. 

 
(10) Changeable Copy. Unless otherwise specified by this ordinance, any sign herein allowed may use 

manual or automatic changeable copy. Electronic changeable copy signs cannot change sooner 
than every three seconds and scrolling signs may not be longer than seven seconds. 

 
(11) Real Estate/For Sale or Lease Signs. Real estate/for sale or lease signs may be up to eight square 

feet in area in the SD-5 Sign District. Real estate/for sale or lease signs may be up to 32 square 
feet in area in all remaining sign districts. 

 
(12) Garage and Rummage Sale Signs. Garage and rummage sale signs cannot be placed on 

government owned property (such as parks). Garage and rummage sale signs may be placed in the 
right-of-way, except in road center medians. Garage and rummage sale signs must be removed the 
same day as the end of the sale. No garage or rummage sale signs may be attached to trees or 
poles. 

 
(13) Political Signs. Political signs used for elections or referenda may only be displayed from the first 

day of circulation of nomination papers for candidates, or a question submitted to electorate, and 
ending one week after the election or referendum is held. 

 
(14) Sidewalk Signs. Sidewalk signs are only permitted in the “SD-4” central business sign district. 

 

Section 25-4. Prohibited Signs. 
 
 The following types of commercial signs are prohibited in all sign districts. This section does not apply 
to short term community event signs. 
 

(a) Abandoned Signs 
 

(b) Flashing Signs 
 

(c) Commercial Portable Signs  
 

(d) Roof Signs 
 

(e) Rotating Signs 
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(f) Searchlights (except as allowed in Section 25-06(7) (a)  
 

(g) Snipe Signs 
 

(h) Inflatable Signs (except as allowed in Section 25-06(7) (a)  
 

(i) Signs Imitating or Resembling Official Traffic or Government Signs or Signals 
 

(j) Signs Placed on Vehicles or Trailers which are Permanently Parked or Located for the Primary 
Purpose of Displaying Said Sign 

 

Section 25-5. Permitted Signs.  
 
 The following types of signs are permitted in all sign districts: 
 

(a) Flags: One flag per government, political subdivision, business and corporation. 
 

(b) Government Signs. 
 

(c) Holiday Decorations or Non-Commercial Special Event Signs. 
 

(d) Nameplates. 
 

(e) Public Signs or Notices, or any Sign Relating to an Emergency. 
 

(f) Political Signs. 
 

Section 25-6. “SD-1”, “SD-2” and “SD-3” Commercial/Industrial Sign District. 
 
 This section does not include the Central Business District, which has its own sign regulations listed 
under Section 25-7. 
 

(1) Freestanding Signs. 
 
(a) One freestanding or ground sign is permitted on each street frontage per lot of record, as long 

as a minimum separation distance of 200 feet (measured along the frontage) is maintained 
between such signs. A freestanding sign may be a ground or pole sign. 
 

(b) The maximum square footage allowed per freestanding sign is 200 square feet. 
 

(c) Freestanding signs shall be limited to 35 feet in height. 
 

(2) Projecting Sign Requirements. Projecting signs are allowed when the sign is to be attached to a 
building that has a setback of ten feet or less from the street right-of-way. Such projecting signs 
shall not overhang the right-of-way. 
 

(3) Area Requirements for Wall Signs. Wall signs shall not exceed one square foot of sign area per 
lineal foot of street frontage. The maximum area of wall signage allowed is 500 square feet. Wall 
signs shall not be placed on more than two walls without Planning and Zoning Commission approval. 

 
(4) Construction Sign Requirements. Construction signs shall not exceed 32 square feet in area. 
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(5) Shopping Center Requirements. 
 
(a) In a shopping center, one freestanding multiple tenant sign may be erected on each street 

frontage, as long as a minimum separation distance of 200 feet (measured along the frontage) 
is maintained between such signs. Multiple tenant signs shall not exceed 150 square feet in sign 
area.  
 

(b) Only one wall sign, not to exceed 100 square feet, is allowed per tenant in a shopping center. 
One additional wall sign, not to exceed 100 square feet, is allowed for a tenant located on the 
end of the building only if the tenants have one sign per building front, the tenant advertised 
occupies the end or corner space, and only if the tenant has a public entrance on that end of 
the building. A tenant’s request for more wall signs than allowed above or for a wall sign that is 
larger than 100 square feet shall require plan commission approval. 
 

(c) A shopping center may display one wall sign that is an identification sign, in addition to the 
allowed wall signage, provided the square footage of such sign does not exceed 100 square 
feet. 
 

(6) Special Provisions for Temporary and Portable Signs. Only two temporary or portable signs may be 
displayed on a property at any one time. 
 
(a) Requirements for Temporary Signs. Temporary signs must directly involve an event that is to 

take place on the parcel on which the temporary sign is to be located. 
 

(1) Area Requirements. Temporary signs shall not exceed 50 square feet. Logo or product 
identification shall not exceed 25 percent of the sign. 
 

(2) New Commercial Establishment Opens for Business. Temporary signs displayed for the 
purpose of informing the public that this new business is open. 

 
(a) Not to exceed 45 days. 

 
(b) May only be displayed on a parcel where a new business has opened. 

 
(c) Banners, festoons and inflatable signs and searchlights are allowed in this instance. 

 
(3) Grand Opening or Special Commercial Event. The purpose of informing the public of a grand 

opening or special commercial event. 
 

(a) Allowed four times a year. The Planning and Zoning Commission may grant additional 
temporary signs on a case by case basis. 
 

(b) Temporary signs may be displayed 15 days prior to the event and shall be removed at the 
close of the event. 

 
(b) Requirements for Portable Signs. Portable signs are subject to the following requirements:  

 
(1) Portable signs may not exceed eight square feet in area. Portable signs may not exceed a 

maximum height of four feet, measured from the ground to the top of the sign in a straight 
line and may not exceed 2½ feet in width. 
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(2) Portable signs shall be set back a minimum of five feet from the right-of-way.  
 

(3) Portable signs may only be in place during normal working hours of the business it is 
advertising and must be removed when the business closes for the day. 

 
(4) Portable signs must be constructed of permanent waterproof materials, which exclude 

cardboard, poster board, and other paper products. 
 

(5) Portable signs may not be lighted or electrified. 
 

(c) Off-Premise Directional Signs. Off-premise directional signs are allowed for community events 
and are subject to the following requirements: 
 

(1) Area Requirements. Off-premise directional signs may not exceed six square feet and 36 
inches in height. 
 

(2) Off-premise directional signs may be placed in right-of-way. 
 

(3) Off-premise directional signs may only be displayed on the day(s) of the event. 
 

(7) Window Signs. Window signs are permitted. 
 
(8) Identity Sign. A property owner(s) may request the Planning and Zoning Commission approve an 

identity sign. An identity sign is intended to create an image for an area larger than just one 
development. The commission shall consider at least the following criteria in making their 
recommendation: 
 
(a) Size of Development: the minimum site size shall be 75 acres. 

 
(b) The site may be comprised of multiple tenants with separate property owners. 

 
(c) The site shall be zoned Highway Commercial. 

 
(d) Identity: the sign may include the anchor tenant(s) but must also include an identity for the larger 

area. The intent is to identify an area, not be solely an off-premise sign for one business. 
 

(e) Height: to be determined by the plan commission based on context of site. 
 

(f) Size: to be determined by the plan commission based on context of site. 
 

Section 25-7. “SD-4” Central Business Sign District. 
 

(1)  Permitted Signs. The following signs are permitted in the “SD-4” Central Business Sign District: 
 
(a) Primary Sign: the most prominent sign on a façade and/or property. 

 
(b) Secondary Sign: any sign on a façade and/or property, other than the primary sign. Sign size 

shall be limited to 50 percent of the total allowed sign area. 
 

(c) Wall Signs.  
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(d) Projecting Signs. 
 

(e) Freestanding Signs: only allowed for businesses that are accessible by automobile and provide 
on-site parking, directly accessible to the business advertised. 
 

(f) Canopy Signs. 
 

(g) Identification Signs. 
 

(h) Marquee Signs. 
 

(i) Manual Changeable Copy Signs. 
 

(j) Sidewalk Signs. 
 

(k) Temporary Signs. 
 

(l) Window Signs. 
 

(2) Prohibited Signs. Off-premise signs are prohibited in the “SD-4” Central Business Sign District. 
 

(3) Sign and Graphic Requirements. One externally mounted primary sign per ground floor tenant or 
storefront entrance shall be allowed. All other signs shall be considered secondary signs. All primary 
and/or secondary signs shall be located within the signable area as described in Appendix A. 
Advertisement of brand names (superfluous information) shall be limited to 25 percent of the total 
allowed area of the sign and must be incorporated into the overall sign design. 

 
(4) Requirements of Wall Signs. Wall signs shall meet the following requirements: 

 
(a) Wall signs shall be located in the “signable” wall area of a façade. 

 
(b) Signable areas shall not exceed ten percent of the total façade area (height by width). 

 
(c) Graphics within the signable area shall be limited to 40 percent of the total signable area, where 

that façade faces commercial land uses and 30 percent of the total signable area where the 
façade faces residential land uses. 
 

(d) The signable area may be divided to accommodate additional businesses in buildings that 
contain two or more businesses. All signage should be coordinated in terms of color and 
materials.  
 

(e) Identification signs (business directories) for upper story tenants shall not exceed eight square 
feet in total area. Exceptions may be made based on overall design concept. 
 

(f) Signs and graphics shall not physically harm the architectural character of the building they are 
attached to. 
 

(5) Requirements for Projecting Signs (except theater marquees). Projecting signs shall meet the 
following requirements: 
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(a) Projecting signs shall not exceed 16 square feet in sign area. When located adjacent to 
residential areas, projecting signs shall not exceed eight square feet in sign area. 
 

(b) Projecting signs must maintain a minimum clearance between the bottom of the sign and the 
finished grade of 8½ feet.  
 

(c) Projecting signs may extend to a point not more than two feet in from the face of the curb or five 
feet from the building whichever is less. 
 

(d) Projecting signs shall maintain a 90 degree angle from building wall unless located at a street 
corner. 
 

(e) No part of a projecting sign shall extend above a second story windowsill line. 
 

(f) All signs must be externally lit. 
 

(6) Requirements for Freestanding Signs. Freestanding signs shall meet the following requirements: 
 
(a) Freestanding signs shall be limited to 20 feet in height, or 12 feet in height when adjacent to 

residential areas. 
 

(b) Freestanding signs shall not exceed 32 square feet in sign area, or 16 square feet in sign area 
when adjacent to, or across the street from, residential zones. 
 

(7) Requirements for Canopy Signs. Canopy signs shall meet the following requirements: 
 
(a) The maximum graphic coverage of canopy signs may not exceed the area allowed for wall signs. 

(Section 25-7(4)) or 25 percent of the total canopy area, whichever is less. 
 

(b) Graphics displayed on canopy end panels shall not exceed 16 square feet, or eight square feet 
when adjacent to residential areas. End panel graphics shall not extend further than five feet 
from the face of the building. 
 

(c) The use of logos is encouraged and shall be reviewed on a case-by-case basis. 
 

(d) Canopies may not be internally illuminated. 
 

(e) Awnings with triangular (straight) cross-sections are historically appropriate and recommended. 
Semi-circular (barrel type) cross sections shall be considered on a case-by-case basis. 
 

(f) Canopies must maintain a minimum clearance between the bottom of the canopy and the 
finished grade of 8½ feet. 
 

(g) Canopies may extend to a point not more than two feet in from the face of the curb, or seven 
feet from the building, whichever is less. 
 

(h) Canopies must be constructed of fire resistant materials. 
 

(i) Vertical supports are not allowed in the public right-of-way. 
 

(8) Requirements for Marquees. Marquees shall be reviewed on a case-by-case basis. 
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(9) Requirements for Window Graphics. Window graphics are subject to the following requirements: 
 

(a) Window graphics shall not exceed 25 percent of the total window area. 
 

(b) Window graphics must not become unsightly or illegible. Chipped or peeling areas must be 
removed, repaired or replaced. 
 

(10) Requirements for Sidewalk Signs. Sidewalk signs are subject to the following requirements: 
 
(a) One sidewalk sign is allowed per business location. Side street businesses may locate one sign 

on a Wisconsin Avenue corner, with prior permission from the business owner located on the 
corner. One sign per corner is permitted. If two side street businesses would like a sidewalk 
sign, the two businesses will share one sign. 
 

(b)  Sidewalk signs may not exceed eight square feet in area. Sidewalk signs may not exceed a 
maximum height of four feet, measured from the ground to the top of the sign in a straight line 
and may not exceed 2½ feet in width.  
 

(c) Sidewalk signs must be located between the sidewalk and the curb and within approximately 
6½ feet of the curb where the longitudinal crack is mostly present. Sidewalk signs may not 
impede pedestrian traffic. Sidewalk signs may only be in place during normal working hours of 
the business it is advertising and must be removed when the business closes for the day. 
 

(d) Sidewalk signs must be constructed of permanent waterproof materials, which exclude 
cardboard, poster board and other paper products. Letters should be scaled to the size of the 
sign. Signs shall not be a type that has interchangeable letters. Menu boards are allowed, with 
an area for writing specials of the day with part of the area used for permanent lettering that 
identifies the business. 
 

(e) Sidewalk signs that become faded, stained, or otherwise unsightly shall be removed. 
 

(f) Sidewalk signs may not be lighted or electrified. 
 

(11) Requirements for Changeable Copy Signs: 
 
(a) The sign area of readerboards shall be counted toward the total allowable sign area and shall 

not exceed 33 percent of the total sign area allowed. 
 

(b) Identification signs (directories) shall not exceed eight square feet in area and shall count toward 
the total allowable sign area. 
 

(12) Requirements for Temporary Signs and Graphics. Temporary signs and graphics are subject to 
the following requirements: 
 
(a) Temporary signs and graphics are subject to the design standards of permanent signs, except 

where noted. 
 

(b) Temporary signs and graphics may only be in place during the time period of the condition or 
event it is advertising or a three week period, whichever is less and no more than four times a 
year. 
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(c) Temporary signs and graphics that become faded, stained, or otherwise unsightly shall be 
removed or replaced, if the condition or event it is advertising has not ended or passed. 
 

(d) Temporary sigs and graphics must be made of weatherproof materials.  
 

(e) Temporary signs and graphics may not be lighted or electrified. 
 

(f) One temporary sign is allowed per business location. 
(g) Temporary signs shall not be permitted above the first story of a façade. 

 
(13) Lighting Requirements. Signs utilizing lighting shall adhere to the following requirements: 

 
(a) Light sources shall not be visible from the street. 

 
(b) Light sources shall be shielded to eliminate glare. 

 
(c) Mounting hardware should be either painted or anodized with a finish, in character with the 

building. 
 

Section 25-8. “SD-5” Residential Sign District. 
 

(1) Freestanding Signs. Residential Uses - either one non-illuminated freestanding or one non-
illuminated wall sign may be displayed per parcel in “SD-5” residential sign district. 

 
(a) Height Limitations. Freestanding signs shall be limited to five feet in height. 

 
(b) Area Requirements. Freestanding signs shall not exceed two square feet in sign area, except 

for construction signs, which shall not exceed 32 square feet. 
 

(2) Wall Signs. Wall signs shall not exceed two square feet in sign area. 
 

(3) Subdivision Identification Sign Requirements. Subdivision identification signs may be placed within 
the right-of-way, subject to approval by the building inspector or designee. No sign shall project into 
an adjacent property. Signs shall not create vision obstructions. 

 
(4) Requirements for Non-Residential Identification Signs.  

 
(a) One freestanding identification sign, not to exceed 20 square feet in area, is allowed for 

churches, schools, hospitals, sanitariums, clubs, libraries, professional offices or similar public 
and institutional uses. Such sign shall be for the purpose of displaying the name of the institution 
and its activities or services. Such sign may be illuminated, but not flashing. 
 

(b) In addition, one wall identification sign is allowed and shall not exceed 20 square feet in area. 
In cases where the wall sign is located on a high school and is to be located more than 100 feet 
from the right-of-way, the common council, with recommendation by the planning and zoning 
commission, may allow a wall identification sign larger than 20 square feet after consideration 
is given to the amount of traffic generated, the legibility requirement, the proportions of the sign 
and the building, and the impact to the neighboring properties. Such sign may be illuminated, 
but not flashing. 
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(5) Office and Commercial Uses (in residential districts). One freestanding sign is permitted on each 
street frontage per lot of record, as long as a minimum separation distance of 200 feet (measured 
along the frontage) is maintained between such signs. A freestanding sign may be a ground or pole 
sign and may be illuminated. 
 
(a) Height Limitations. The bottom of freestanding signs placed in the vision triangle must be at 

least eight feet from the grade. Freestanding signs shall be limited to 14 feet in height.  
 

(b) Area Requirements.  
 

(1) Wall signs shall not exceed 32 square feet in sign area.  
 

(2) Freestanding signs shall not exceed 32 square feet in area. 
 

Section 25-9. Permits Required. 
 

(1) Unless otherwise provided by this ordinance, all signs shall require a permit and payment of fees 
as described below. No permit is required for the maintenance of a sign or for a change of copy on 
changeable copy signs. No sign shall be erected, displayed, altered or enlarged until an application 
has been filed, and until a permit for such action has been issued. Permits shall be issued only if 
the city determines the sign complies or will comply with all applicable provisions of this ordinance. 
Application for a permit for the erection, alteration, or relocation of a sign shall be made to the city 
upon a form provided by the city and shall include the following information: 
 
(a) Name, address and phone number of the owner of the sign. 

 
(b) Street address or location of the property on which the sign is to be located, along with the name, 

address and phone number of the property owner. 
 

(c) The type of sign or sign structure as defined in this ordinance.  
 

(d) A site plan showing the proposed location of the sign along with the locations and square footage 
areas of all existing or proposed signs on the same premises. Nearby signs located on adjacent 
property shall also be shown on the site plan. 
 

(e) Clear and legible specifications and scale drawings showing the materials, design, dimensions, 
structural supports, and electrical components of the proposed sign.  
 

(f) Certificate of owner liability insurance as per Section 25-13.  
 

(g) Such other information as the city may require showing full compliance with this and all other 
applicable laws and ordinances of the city. 
 

(h) Signature of the applicant. 
 

(2)  All applicants for permits filed with the city shall also be accompanied by a payment of the initial 
permit fee for each sign according to the following schedule: $4 per $1,000 valuation of the sign, 
$50 minimum. 
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Section 25-10. Signs not Requiring Permits. 
 

(1) The following types of signs are exempt from permit requirements, but must be in conformance with 
all other requirements of this ordinance: 
 
(a) Constructions Signs. 

 
(b) Directional/Informational Signs.  

 
(c) Holiday Decorations or Non-Commercial Special Events. 

 
(d) Incidental Signs. 

 
(e) Nameplates. 

 
(f) Public Signs or Notices, or any Sign Relating to an Emergency. 

 
(g) Political Signs. 

 
(h) Real Estate Signs. 

 
(i) Window Signs. 

 
(j) Community Event Signs. 

 
(k) Garage and Rummage Sale Signs. 

 

Section 25-11. Permit Procedures for Temporary Signs. 
 
 A temporary sign permit, no fee required, shall be obtained prior to the erection or construction of 
temporary signage used for business openings, grand openings or special commercial events. The applicant 
shall submit information as to the type, size, height, location and dates of the opening, grand opening or 
special event of all proposed temporary signage. Each event shall require a separate temporary sign permit. 
 

Section 25-12. Indemnification. 
 
 All persons involved in the maintenance, installation, alteration, or relocation of any sign shall agree to 
hold harmless and indemnify the city, its officers, agents, and employees against any and all claims of 
negligence resulting from such work insofar as this ordinance has not specifically directed the placement of 
a sign.  
 

Section 25-13. Insurance. 
 
 Every sign erector contractor shall maintain all required insurance and shall file with the city a 
satisfactory sign erector certificate of insurance to indemnify the city against any form of liability to a minimum 
of $300,000 (per occurrence and aggregate with regard to bodily injury and property damage). 
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Section 25-14. Removal and Disposition of Signs. 
 

(1) Maintenance and Repair of Signs. Every sign, including those signs for which permits are required, 
shall be maintained in a safe, presentable and good structural condition at all times, including 
replacement of defective parts, painting, repainting, cleaning, replacement of defective parts and 
other acts required for maintenance of said sign. The city shall require compliance with all standards 
of this ordinance and shall have the right to order the repair or removal of any sign which is defective, 
damaged, or substantially deteriorated.  
 

(2) Abandoned Signs. All abandoned signs shall be removed within three months by the owner or 
lessee of the premises upon which an on premise sign is located when the business it advertises is 
no longer conducted. If the owner or lessee fails to remove the sign(s), the city shall give the owner 
or lessee 30 days written notice to remove said sign(s). Upon failure to comply with this notice, the 
city may cause removal to be executed, the expenses of which will be assessed to the tax roll of the 
property on which the abandoned sign is located. 
 

(3) Deteriorated or Dilapidated Signs. The city shall cause to be removed any deteriorated or 
dilapidated signs under the provisions of Wisconsin Statute § 66.05. 

 
(4) The city may declare any sign unlawful if it endangers public safety by reasons of inadequate 

maintenance, dilapidation or abandonment. Any such declaration shall be in writing and shall state 
the reasons of the city as to why any sign owned, kept displayed or maintained by any person within 
the city is in violation of this ordinance. 

 

Section 25-15. Code Administrator. 
 
 It shall be the duty of the mayor or its designee or agent to enforce provisions of this ordinance. 
 

Section 25-16. Nonconforming Signs. 
 

(1) Signs Eligible for Characterization as Legal Nonconforming Signs. Any sign located within the city 
corporate limits as of the date of adoption of this ordinance, or located within an area annexed to 
the city of Tomahawk hereafter, which does not conform the with provisions of this ordinance is 
eligible for characterization as a legal nonconforming sign and is permitted, providing it also meets 
the following requirements: 
 
(a) The sign is covered by a proper sign permit prior to the date of adoption of this ordinance. 

 
(b) If no permit was required under applicable law for the sign in question and the sign was, in all 

respects, in compliance with applicable law on the date of adoption of the ordinance. 
 

(c) The sign is not a portable sign. 
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(2) Loss of Legal Nonconforming Status. A sign loses its legal nonconforming status if one or more of 
the following occur: 
 
(a) The nonconforming sign is relocated. 

 
(b) The sign is structurally altered in any way which makes or tends to make the sign less compliant 

with the requirements of this ordinance than it was before alteration, except for normal 
maintenance or repair. 

(c) The sign is damaged to such an extent that the cost to repair or reconstruct said sign exceeds 
50 percent of the value of the sign. 
 

(d)  The sign (except for copy of a changeable copy sign) is replaced and such replacement results 
in an improvement of more than 50 percent of the actual value of the sign at the date of the 
commencement of the improvement. For purposes of this section, replacement shall mean the 
alteration, addition or improvements to a sign, its structure and/or bracing, but shall not include 
the value of any building or other permanent improvement to which the sign may be attached. 
 

(e) The sign fails to conform to the ordinance regarding maintenance and repair, abandonment or 
dangerous or defective signs. 
 

(f) On the date of occurrence of any of the above, the sign shall be brought into compliance with 
this ordinance and a new permit secured within 60 days, or it shall be removed. 
 

(g) Portable signs shall lose their legal nonconforming status two years after the Sign Ordinance is 
adopted by the City of Tomahawk Common Council. All portable signs shall be removed no later 
than December 31, 2012. 
 

(h) Temporary signs shall lose their legal nonconforming status 30 days after the Sign Ordinance 
is adopted by the City of Tomahawk Common Council. All nonconforming temporary signs shall 
be removed no later than 60 days after adoption if the sign ordinance by the common council. 
 

(i) A sign and/or sign pole whose sole nonconformity involves setback from the right-of-way shall 
be considered a legal conforming sign and shall not be identified as a nonconforming sign, 
however such sign may not overhang the right-of-way nor create a vision obstruction. 
 

(j) No existing freestanding sign shall be required to be moved, if moving said sign would result in 
the loss of parking spaces required by the city’s zoning ordinance. 
 

(3) Legal Nonconforming Sign Maintenance and Repair. Nothing in this ordinance shall relieve the 
owner or user of a legal nonconforming sign or the owner of the property on which the sign is located 
from the provisions of this ordinance regarding safety, maintenance and repair of signs, provided 
however, that any repainting, clearing and other normal maintenance or repair of the sign or sign 
structure shall not modify the sign structure in any way which makes it lose its legal nonconforming 
status as outlined in Section 25-16(2).  
 

(4) Inventory of Legal Nonconforming Signs. In January of each third year after adoption of this 
ordinance, a mayor’s designee shall prepare a list of legal nonconforming signs for review by the 
planning and zoning commission. 
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Section 25-17. Violations and Penalties. 
 
 It shall be unlawful to construct or use any land, engage in any development activity or construct or use 
any structure or land in violation of any of the provisions of the sign ordinance, or otherwise neglect, refuse 
or fail to comply with any of the sign ordinance requirements. Any person who violates or fails to comply with 
any of the provisions of this ordinance shall, upon conviction thereof, be subject to the penalties set forth in 
the city of Tomahawk zoning ordinance, and in addition, shall pay all costs and expenses, including actual 
reasonable attorney and other fees involved in the case. Each day a violation exists or continues shall 
constitute a separate offense. The penalties set forth in the city of Tomahawk zoning ordinance are adopted 
and incorporated herein by reference. 
 

Section 25-18. Appeals. 
 
 In obtaining a permit, the applicant may submit an appeal to the Planning and Zoning Commission for 
a variance from certain requirements of this ordinance. A variance may be granted by the commission where 
the literal application of the ordinance would create a substantial hardship for the sign user and the following 
criteria are met: 
 

(1) A literal application of the ordinance would result in a demonstrated practical difficulty or 
unnecessary hardship to the property. 
 

(2) The granting of the requested variance would not be materially detrimental to the property owners 
in the vicinity. 

 
(3) Hardship caused the sign user under a literal interpretation of the ordinance is due to conditions 

unique to that property and does not apply generally to the city. 
 

(4) The granting of the variance would not be contrary to the general objectives of this ordinance. 
 

 In granting a variance, the commission may attach additional requirements necessary to carry out the 
spirit and purpose of this ordinance in the public interest.  
 

Section 25-19. Severability. 
 
 If any section, subsection, sentence, clause or phrase of this ordinance, or its application to any person 
or circumstance, is held invalid by the decision of any court of component jurisdiction, the remainder of this 
ordinance or the application of the provision to other persons or circumstances is in effect and shall remain in 
full force and effect. 
 

Section 25-20. Definitions. 
 
 Words and phrases used in this ordinance shall have the meanings set forth in this section. Words and 
phrases not defined in this section, but defined in the zoning ordinance of the city shall be given the meanings 
set forth in such ordinance. 
 
 Abandoned Sign is a sign which no longer identifies or advertises a bona fide business, lessor, service, 
owner, product, or activity and/or for which no legal owner can be found. 
 
 Animated Sign is any sign which uses movement, reflection or change of lighting to depict action or to 
create a special effect or scene. (compare to Flashing Sign) 
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 Area see Sign, Area Of. 
 
 Awning is a canvas, cloth or other non-rigid structure supported above windows or door openings. 
 
 Banner Sign is a sign made of fabric or any non-rigid material with no enclosing framework. 
 
 Billboard see Off-Premise Sign. 
 
 Business Sign is a sign which directs attention to a business, profession, commodity service or 
entertainment that is sold or offered upon the premises where such sign is located or to which it is attached. 
 
 Canopy Sign is any sign that is part of, or attached to, an awning, canopy or other fabric, plastic or 
structural protective cover over a door, window, entrance or outdoor service area.  
 
 Changeable Copy Sign (Automatic) is a sign on which the copy changes automatically on a lamp-bank 
or through mechanical means, e.g. electrical or electronic time and temperature units. 
 
 Changeable Copy Sign (Manual) is a sign which copy is changed manually in the field, e.g., 
readerboards with changeable letters. 
 
 City – Unless the context clearly discloses a contrary intent, the word city shall mean the City of 
Tomahawk, Wisconsin. 
 
 Construction Sign is a temporary sign identifying an architect, contractor, subcontractor and/or material 
supplier participating in construction on the property on which the sign is located.  
 
 Copy is the wording and/or symbols on a sign surface in either permanent or removable letter form. 
 
 Directional/Informational Sign is an on premise sign giving directions, instructions, or facility information 
and which may contain the name or logo of an establishment, but not advertising copy. Examples include 
parking or exit signs. 
 
 Double Faced Sign is a sign with two faces. 
 
 Electrical Sign is a sign or sign structure in which electrical wiring, connections or fixtures are used. 
 
 Electronic Message Center – see Changeable Copy Sign, Automatic.  
 
 Façade is the entire front or any other face of a building, including the parapet. 
 
 Face of Sign is the area of a sign on which copy is placed. 
 
 Festoons is a string of balloons, ribbons, tinsel, small flags, or pinwheels. 
 
 Flag is any fabric, banner or bunting containing distinctive colors, patterns or symbols, used as a symbol 
of a business, corporation, government, political subdivision or other entity. 
 
 Flashing Sign is a sign which contains an intermittent or sequential flashing light source used primarily 
to attract attention. Does not include changeable copy signs, animated signs, or signs which, through 
reflection or other means, create an illusion of flashing or intermittent light. (compare with Animated and 
Changeable Copy Sign) 
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 Freestanding Sign is any sign supported by structures or supports that are placed on, or anchored in, 
the ground and that are independent from any building or other structure. 
 
 Government Sign is any temporary or permanent sign erected and maintained by the city, county, state 
or federal government for traffic direction or for designation of or direction to any school, hospital, historical 
site, public service, property or facility. 
 
 Ground Sign is a freestanding sign that is less than six feet in height. 
 
 Height (of a sign) is the vertical distance measured from the highest point of the sign to the surface 
grade beneath the sign. 
 
 Identification Sign is a sign whose copy is limited to the name and address of a building, institution or 
person and/or to the activity or occupation being identified. 
 
 Illegal Sign is a sign which does not meet the requirements of this ordinance and is erected after the 
effective date of this ordinance. 
 
 Illuminated Sign is a sign with an artificial light source incorporated internally or externally for the 
purpose of illuminating the sign. 
 
 Incidental Sign is a sign, emblem or decal informing the public of goods, facilities or services available 
on the premises, e.g. credit card sign or sign indicating hours of business. Incidental signs shall include signs 
placed on items for sale. 
 
 Lot is a parcel of land legally defined on a subdivision map recorded with the city assessor’s office, or 
a parcel of land defined by a legal record or survey map. 
 
 Maintenance – for the purpose of this ordinance, the cleaning, painting, repair or replacement of 
defective parts of a sign in a manner that does not alter the basic copy, design or structure of the sign. 
 
 Marquee Sign is a permanent roof-like structure or canopy of rigid materials, supported by and 
extending from the façade of a building. 
 
 Nameplate is a nonelectric on premise sign giving only the name and/or address of an occupant. 
 
 Nonconforming Sign is a sign which was erected legally, but which does not comply with subsequently 
enacted sign restrictions and regulations. 
 
 Off-Premise Sign is a sign structure advertising an establishment, merchandise, service or 
entertainment which is not sold, produced, manufactured or furnished at the property on which the said sign 
is located, e.g. billboards or outdoor advertising. 
 
 On Premise Sign is a sign which pertains to the use of the premises on which it is located. 
 
 Owner – for the purposes of this ordinance, the owner of the sign is presumed to be the person recorded 
as the owner of the sign on official records (such as the sign permit) unless facts to the contrary are officially 
recorded or otherwise brought to the attention of the city administration, e.g. sign leased from a sign company. 
 
 Parapet is the extension of a false front or wall above a roof line. 
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 Political Sign – for the purposes of this ordinance, a temporary sign used in connection with a local, 
state or national election or referendum, or to represent a political or philosophical position. 
 
 Portable Sign is a sign mounted on a frame or chassis, designed to be easily relocated, and not meant 
to be permanently affixed to buildings, poles or the ground. 
 
 Projecting Sign is a sign, normally double faced, other than a flat wall sign, which is attached to and 
projects more than 18 inches from a building façade. A projecting sign is not a canopy sign. 
 
 Real Estate/For Sale or Lease Sign is a temporary sign advertising the real estate upon which the sign 
is located as being for rent, lease or sale. 
 
 Roof Sign is any sign erected or constructed wholly upon and over the roof of any building and 
supported solely on the roof structure. 
 
 Rotating Sign is a sign which the sign itself or any portion moves in a revolving or similar manner. Such 
motion does not refer to methods of changing copy. 
 
 Shopping Center refers to a concentration of retail stores and/or service establishments that are located 
within one or more structures under the ownership and management of one or more businesses, developers 
or corporations, and usually located on one parcel. 
 
 Sidewalk Sign is a temporary sign placed on the sidewalk during regular business hours. 
 
 Sign is any object, device, display, structure, or part thereof, situated outdoors, which is used to 
advertise, identify, display, direct or attract attention to an object, person, institution, organization, business, 
product, service, event, or location by any means, including words, letters, figures, designs, symbols, fixtures, 
colors, illumination or projected images. Signs do not include: the flag or emblem of any nation, organization 
of nations, state, city, religious, fraternal or civic organization; merchandise, pictures, or models of products 
or services incorporated in a window display; or works of art which in no way identify a product. 
 
 Sign, Area Of is a freestanding sign area that consists of the entire surface area of the sign on which 
copy could be placed. The supporting structure or branching of a sign shall not be counted as a part of the 
sign face unless such structure or bracing is made a part of the sign’s message. Where a sign has two display 
faces back to back, the area of only one face shall be considered the sign face area. Where a sign has more 
than one display face, the maximum area that can be viewed simultaneously from any point shall be 
considered the sign face area. 
 
 In the case of a freestanding or wall sign whose message is applied to a background which provides no 
border or frame, sign area shall be the area of the smallest rectangle which can encompass all words, letters, 
figures, emblems, and other elements of the sign message. 
 
 In the case of whose message is fabricated together with the background which borders of frames that 
message, sign face area shall be the total area of the entire background. 
 
 Signable Area is defined as the continuous portion of a building façade, unbroken by doors or windows, 
below the sill line of the second story and above the storefront transoms. 
 
 Snipe Sign is a temporary sign or poster affixed to a tree, fence, utility pole, stakes, etc. 
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 Street Frontage is the length of the property line of any one premise along a public right-of-way. The 
longer of the street frontages may be used to determine allowable freestanding signage on corner lots. 
 
 Subdivision Identification Sign is a sign identifying a recognized subdivision, condominium complex or 
residential development. Subdivision signs which are temporary in nature (advertise lots for sale) may be 
displayed for a period not to exceed two years. Annual extensions may be granted for temporary subdivision 
signs upon approval by community development department staff. 
 
 Temporary Sign is a sign or advertising display that is used only temporarily and is not permanently 
mounted. Rummage/garage sale signs and retailers’ signs temporarily displayed for the purpose of informing 
the public of a special event, grand opening, sale or special offer are considered temporary signs. If a sign 
display area is permanent but the message displayed is subject to periodic changes, that sign shall not be 
considered temporary. A portable sign shall not be considered a temporary sign. 
 
 Vision Obstruction refers to the placement of a sign that would prevent a full view of both pedestrian 
and vehicular traffic. Sign placement will be reviewed so as not to create a vision obstruction adjacent to 
street intersections, rights-of-way, alleys, sidewalks and/or adjacent access points (public or private 
driveways). Such an area is established by marking a point at which the two curb lines intersect, measuring 
back 20 feet on each street front, and drawing a line across the two back points to form a triangular area. No 
sign in excess of 30 inches above curb grade nor support pole larger than 12 inches in diameter may be 
installed in this area. Freestanding signs must have at least eight feet of clearance between the bottom of the 
sign and the grade at the right-of-way line. 
 
 Wall Sign is a sign attached or mounted to a building façade or other vertical building surface that does 
not project more than 18 inches from the building surface. A roof sign shall not be considered a wall sign. 
 
 Window Sign is a sign installed inside a window and intended to be viewed from the outside.  
  
  
 
 
  
 


