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MEMORANDUM

TO:
Board of Commissioners

FROM:
Planning and Development Staff

DATE:
March 10, 2004

SUBJECT:
Commercial Architecture Standards – Color 

At the January 4, 2003 Board of Commissioners meeting, Staff presented ordinance amendments to establish architectural design standards for commercial structures.  The proposed standards would regulate the siding materials that can be used on a building, the amount of metal and glass on the building façade, the roof size and type, and requirements for variation in building elevations.  The ordinance amendment presented by Staff did not include methods to regulate building color.  The Board asked that Staff research methods to regulate color and present these at the March meeting. 

Staff has reviewed building color ordinances and guidelines from several communities in North Carolina and other states.  The following list is a summary of the approaches found by Staff to regulate building color: 

· A palette of approved colors is adopted and one color can be chosen for each category: walls, trim, accent and roof.  Generally, subtle, earth tone, or neutral colors are used for wall and roof colors.  Brighter or contrasting colors can be used for trim and accent colors.  Trim typically includes window framing, cornices, porch columns, railings and pickets, soffits, etc.  Although doors, window sashes, and shutters are also trim components, a different color is commonly used to accent these features.  Awnings and canopies are consistent with either the wall or trim colors.

· The number of colors is limited to one wall color, one trim color, one accent color, and one roof color, however, compliance with a color palette is not required.  This simply prevents a building surface with a large number of colors or unusual patterns or murals. 

· No specific colors are chosen and no limits are placed on the number of usable colors.  Language in the ordinance simply limits colors to neutral, subtle, earth tone, or natural colors.  This tends to be a subjective judgment that is better suited for an Architectural Review Board than a Staff person.

· Architectural Review Board (ARB) is used to administer design guidelines.  ARB has flexibility to interpret designs on a case by case basis using established guidelines.  Although consistent review is the goal of the Board, each design can be reviewed not only on its individual features and colors, but also on its overall cohesiveness.  This requires less detailing of design specifications for individual design components than is required for an ordinance that is administratively interpreted.  The use of an ARB could work in conjunction with any of the three methods proposed above.

Historically, when evaluating architectural guidelines and implementation procedures, the value from the Large Structures Committee and others involved was not to use a review board because this would further lengthen the permitting process.  Therefore, administrative review was deemed preferable and this was the method established for the adopted residential design standards.  Staff has tried to develop commercial design standards maintaining the value that administrative review is the preferred implementation method.  

With administrative review, Staff must rely on clear and definitive standards, free from subjective valuation.  It is Staff’s opinion that the limitation on the number of colors would be preferred from an administrative standpoint rather than regulating actual colors.  However, this option would give more flexibility to applicants and would not provide as much control as regulations which control actual color choices.  If actual colors are to be regulated they should be specific colors included in an adopted color palette.  Terms such as “natural” or “subtle” should be avoided since these would be subject to broad interpretation.  However, an adopted color palette can still be subjective unless the palette is designed for a particular brand of paint.  

Staff would like to seek direction from the Board on which, if any, of the above methods would be preferred to include in the commercial architecture ordinance proposal.  
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