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STAFF REPORT 
 

CITY OF COLUMBUS PLAN COMMISSION  
(September 9, 2026 Meeting) 

 
Docket No. / Project Title: SDP-26-32 (Columbus Downtown Entrance Plaza) 

Staff: Melissa Begley 
 

Applicant: Columbus Redevelopment Commission 

Property Size: 1.43 acres 

Current Zoning: CD (Commercial: Downtown) 

Location: The property is located on the north and south sides of SR 46 between 
Jackson and Brown Streets, in the City of Columbus  

 
Request Summary:   
The applicant is requesting approval of a site development plan major modification consistent with Zoning 
Ordinance Chapter 12.8.   
 
The applicant is proposing the following waiver(s) from the zoning ordinance development standards that 
would typically apply to this development:   

1. Allow for a freestanding sign, when freestanding signs are not permitted. 
2. Allow a freestanding sign that is 64 square feet in size, 14 square feet larger than the 50 square foot 

maximum. 
 
Plan Commission Decision Criteria: 
The Columbus Zoning Ordinance requires that the Plan Commission consider (1) compliance with the 
applicable development standards established by the Zoning Ordinance and (2) the general standards listed 
below in the review of site development plans (Section 12.8(E)).   

1. The proposed development will be consistent with the comprehensive plan.  

2. The proposed development will not be detrimental to or endanger the public health, safety, 
convenience, or general welfare.  

3. The proposed development will not be injurious to the use and enjoyment of the surrounding property.  

4. The proposed development will not impede the efficient, orderly, and normal development of the 
surrounding property. 

5. The proposed development provides adequate access, utilities, landscaping, buffering, and other 
improvements.  

6. The proposed development provides pedestrian and vehicle ingress, egress, and circulation in a 
manner that maintains adequate public safety and efficient movement.   

The Plan Commission may waive development requirements of the Zoning Ordinance based on findings by 
the Commission that the altered requirements will better serve (a) the intent of that development requirement, 
(b) the intent of the zoning district, and/or (c) the general standards listed above.   
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Plan Commission Process, Options & Preliminary Staff Recommendation:  
Step 1 - Development Standards Waivers: 
The initial step in the approval process is for the Plan Commission to determine if any requested development 
standards waivers can be supported based on the decision criteria provided by the Zoning Ordinance. The 
waiver may be approved if one or more of the criteria have been met.  A separate motion with specific 
findings is recommended for each requested waiver.   
 
Requested Waiver #1 (Freestanding Sign): The applicant is requesting to allow a freestanding sign. Section 
10(I)(2)(c) of the Zoning Ordinance indicates freestanding signs in the CD (Commercial: Downtown) zoning 
district shall be limited to those properties that (i) exceed 2 acres in area and (ii) feature a primary structure 
that has a minimum front setback of at least 20 feet.  

Preliminary Staff Recommendation:  Approval, criteria #1 and #2 have been met. 

Criteria #1: The requested waiver or modification will better serve the intent of that development 
requirement.  The Zoning Ordinance indicates the intent of the sign standards as follows:  To (1) 
implement the comprehensive plan policy recommendations related to signs and community 
character, (2) provide for public safety and the general welfare of the community, and (3) provide for 
context-appropriate methods of communication that support both the economic growth of the 
community and the free expression of thought. The sign regulations are intended to advance 
comprehensive plan goals and policies related to the desired character of the community as a whole 
and its unique neighborhoods, commercial centers, and other areas; to ensure that all aspects of the 
built environment are in scale with their surroundings; to balance the overall attractiveness of the 
community with the need for businesses, organizations, and citizens alike to communicate; and to 
ensure that signs in the various districts of the community are compatible with expected street, 
sidewalk, and property characteristics.  The sign regulations are also intended to avoid potential 
hazards to motorists and pedestrians, to provide for adequate wayfinding by the public, to preserve 
and enhance property values, and to provide equal opportunities for the owners and users of all 
similarly situated properties to communicate effectively. 

Preliminary Staff Findings: The freestanding sign is appropriately scaled and is intended to identify 
the Robert D. Garton Plaza as an important public/community space. The proposed sign is integrated 
into the overall landscape. It is located within a planting area and incorporates materials that 
complement other site elements. The 4-foot-high sign will be partially screened by meadow plantings 
along its base and sides.  The sign will better serve comprehensive plan goals and policies related to 
the desired character of the community as a whole and the downtown and balancing the overall 
attractiveness of the community with the need for businesses, organizations, and citizens alike to 
communicate.  This criterion has been met. 

Criteria #2:  The requested waiver or modification will better serve the intent of the zoning district in 
which the property is located.  The Zoning Ordinance indicates the intent of the CD (Commercial: 
Downtown) zoning district as follows:  to serve as the primary commercial and activity center, where a 
complete range of goods, services, and entertainment is located. This district is intended to serve as 
a focal point, and to be the most intensely developed area in the community. This district is further 
intended to support the continued use of historic structures, to ensure a pedestrian-focused 
character, and to enable continued investment. 

Preliminary Staff Findings: There are no structures on the property and therefore wall signs cannot be 
used as an alternative. This entrance plaza is located at a primary entrance to the downtown and the 
proposed sign will better serve the CD (Commercial: Downtown) zoning district because the plaza is 
a gateway to downtown and a focal point that establishes a clear identity for an important public 
gathering space.  This criterion has been met. 
 
Criteria #3:  The requested waiver or modification will better serve the general standards listed by 
Zoning Ordinance Section 12.8(E)(2) and above. 

Preliminary Staff Findings: The freestanding sign will not be detrimental to the public health, safety, 
convenience or general welfare and will not be injurious to the use and enjoyment of the surrounding 
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property.  However, allowing the freestanding sign does not better serve the intent of the general 
standards.  This criterion has not been met. 

 
Requested Waiver #2 (Freestanding Sign Size): The applicant is proposing a freestanding sign that is 64 
square feet in area. Section 10(Table 10.1) of the Zoning Ordinance indicates that the maximum size of a 
freestanding sign cannot exceed 50 square feet in area.    

Preliminary Staff Recommendation:  Approval, criteria #2 has been met. 

Criteria #1: The requested waiver or modification will better serve the intent of that development 
requirement.  The Zoning Ordinance indicates the intent of the sign standards as follows:  To (1) 
implement the comprehensive plan policy recommendations related to signs and community 
character, (2) provide for public safety and the general welfare of the community, and (3) provide for 
context-appropriate methods of communication that support both the economic growth of the 
community and the free expression of thought. The sign regulations are intended to advance 
comprehensive plan goals and policies related to the desired character of the community as a whole 
and its unique neighborhoods, commercial centers, and other areas; to ensure that all aspects of the 
built environment are in scale with their surroundings; to balance the overall attractiveness of the 
community with the need for businesses, organizations, and citizens alike to communicate; and to 
ensure that signs in the various districts of the community are compatible with expected street, 
sidewalk, and property characteristics.  The sign regulations are also intended to avoid potential 
hazards to motorists and pedestrians, to provide for adequate wayfinding by the public, to preserve 
and enhance property values, and to provide equal opportunities for the owners and users of all 
similarly situated properties to communicate effectively. 

Preliminary Staff Findings: The 64-square-foot area includes the entire sign background; the 
proposed lettering itself is approximately 5 inches high and 9 feet long (less than 4 square feet). The 
sign's size and proportions have been designed with consideration for the scale of the plaza, the 
distance from the roadway, and the speed of passing vehicles, however allowing the larger sign does 
not better serve the intent of the sign standards. This criterion has not been met. 

Criteria #2:  The requested waiver or modification will better serve the intent of the zoning district in 
which the property is located.  The Zoning Ordinance indicates the intent of the CD (Commercial: 
Downtown) zoning district as follows:  to serve as the primary commercial and activity center, where a 
complete range of goods, services, and entertainment is located. This district is intended to serve as 
a focal point, and to be the most intensely developed area in the community. This district is further 
intended to support the continued use of historic structures, to ensure a pedestrian-focused 
character, and to enable continued investment. 

Preliminary Staff Findings: The intent of the gateway plaza is to function as a recognizable focal point 
within the downtown area. The sign's scale is appropriate to its role in identifying the plaza from the 
surrounding streets and establishing a clear sense of arrival to downtown. Allowing the proposed size 
will strengthen the visibility and identity of this public space. This criterion has been met. 

Criteria #3:  The requested waiver or modification will better serve the general standards listed by 
Zoning Ordinance Section 12.8(E)(2) and above. 

Preliminary Staff Findings: The larger sign will not be detrimental to the public health, safety, 
convenience or general welfare and will not be injurious to the use and enjoyment of the surrounding 
property.  However, allowing the larger sign does not better serve the intent of the general standards.  
This criterion has not been met. 

 
Step 2 - Conditions: 
The Plan Commission should determine through discussion if any conditions of approval are appropriate for 
this request.  Conditions are situations that need to be resolved through the action of the applicant prior to, or 
as part of, the proposed development.  Any conditions should be clearly based on the Plan Commission 
Decision Criteria listed above.  

Preliminary Staff Recommendation: None 
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Step 3 - Commitments: 
The Plan Commission should determine through discussion if any commitments of the applicant are 
appropriate and/or needed for this request.  Commitments are long-term agreements that, together with the 
Zoning Ordinance, govern the use of the property.  Any commitments should be clearly based on the Plan 
Commission Decision Criteria listed above.  

Preliminary Staff Recommendation: The staff is preliminarily recommending the following commitments: None 
 
Step 4 - Approval, Denial or Continuance: 
In reviewing a request for site development plan approval the Plan Commission may (1) approve the 
application, (2) deny the application, or (3) continue the review to a future Plan Commission meeting.  The 
Plan Commission should make, second, and vote on a motion for the approval, denial, or continuance of the 
request. Any motion should include reasons supporting that motion that directly reference the Plan 
Commission Decision Criteria listed above.  Any motion for approval should (1) note any approved waivers 
and/or modifications and (2) specifically list any conditions and/or commitments being made as part of the 
approval and the reasons for those conditions or commitments based on the Plan Commission Decision 
Criteria listed above. 

Preliminary Staff Recommendation: Approval, noting the approved waivers indicated above.  
 

Current Property Information: 

Land Use: Park 

Site Features: A parking area and landscaping. 

Flood Hazards: No flood hazards exist on the property. 

Special Circumstances: 
(Airport Hazard Area, Wellfield 
Protection Area, etc.) 

No special circumstances exist on the property. 

Vehicle Access: Brown Street (Collector, Commercial, Urban) 

2nd Street / SR46 (Principle Arterial, Commercial, Urban) 

1st Street (Local, Commercial, Urban) 

2nd Street  (Local, Commercial, Urban) 

Jackson Street (Local, Commercial, Urban) 

 
Surrounding Zoning and Land Use: 

 Zoning: Land Use: 

North: CD (Commercial: Downtown) The Cole Apartments 

South: CD (Commercial: Downtown) Vacant property, Remax Real Estate Offices 

East: CD (Commercial: Downtown) IU School of Art, Architecture & Design 

West: CD (Commercial: Downtown) Franciscan Physician Network Doctor’s Offices 
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Interdepartmental Review: 

City Engineering: No comments received. 

City Fire 
Department: 

No comments received. 

INDOT: No comments received. 

City Parks 
Department: 

No comments received. 

City Public Works 
Department: 

No comments received. 

 
Comprehensive Plan Consideration(s):  
The Future Land Use Map indicates the future use of this property as Mixed Use.   
 
The following Comprehensive Plan goal(s) and/or policy(ies) apply to this application:   

1. POLICY A-2-11: Encourage all new development to be in scale (height, area, mass, setback, etc.) 
with its surroundings, determined on a neighborhood-by-neighborhood basis. 
New development should be designed in a manner that is sensitive to the surroundings. 

2. GOAL E-1: Maintain and enhance the attractiveness and vitality of the city’s neighborhood business 
areas.  Downtown Columbus: (Washington & Franklin Streets, between 2nd and 8th Streets) This area 
is characterized by tree-lined streets, cleanliness, attractive buildings, well-maintained sidewalks, 
buildings of a consistent scale, low-key signs, pedestrian orientation, attractive window displays, 
buildings close to the street, parking in community lots or behind buildings. 

3. POLICY E-1-4: Encourage signs and landscaping which enhance the attractiveness of downtown and 
which contribute to the economic vitality of downtown businesses. 
Appropriate signs and landscaping contribute to the attractiveness and character of downtown. For 
example, trees add to the beauty of downtown, but they should not hide buildings or create hazards 
for pedestrians. Similarly, signs which complement the downtown architecture should be encouraged, 
along with signs which are pedestrian-oriented. 

 
This property is located in the Downtown Columbus character area.  The following Planning Principle(s) apply 
to this application:  None 
 
This property is located in the focus area of the Comprehensive Plan’s Downtown Strategic Development 
Plan Element (Envision Columbus). The Plan states the following:  “An extraordinary downtown positively 
informs not only the core but exponentially increases all that is good in the surrounding neighborhoods and 
beyond. It is the center of gravity around which excellence orbits. (Envision Columbus) describes 
development opportunities that will preserve and enhance the best aspects of Columbus while introducing a 
means for achieving a more vibrant, active, sustainable, and creative downtown.” 
 
Planning Consideration(s): 
The following general site considerations, planning concepts, and other facts should be considered in the 
review of this application:   
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1. The CD (Commercial: Downtown) zoning district is a site development plan zoning district which 
requires any significant site feature changes to be reviewed and approved by the Plan Commission. 
Any signage that does not meet the requirements of the Zoning Ordinance must be reviewed by the 
Plan Commission and is subject to one or more modification requests. 

2. The Columbus Downtown Gateway Plaza, which encompasses the POW/MIA/Law Enforcement 
Plaza, Public Safety Plaza, and Robert D. Garton Veterans Plaza, is undergoing a complete redesign. 
The original plaza was designed by Michael Van Valkenburgh and Associates (MVVA) in 2000. The 
site encompasses two separate plazas at the north and south of State Road 46. 

3. The new design will include all new landscaping, with the exception of a handful of honey locust 
street trees along 2nd Street and Jackson Street that will remain.  The site will feature a limestone 
seat wall on the south side of SR 46 and a stone patio area.  The north side will feature an area of 
natural stone paving with a limestone walls with memorial features.  The existing Crack the Whip 
statue will remain, but will be relocated on the site.  

4. The applicants are proposing a freestanding sign that is 4 ft tall by 16 feet in length (64 square feet in 
size). The sign text is integrated into a decorative limestone wall.  The letters are 5 inches in height.  
In the CD zoning district, freestanding signs are permitted to be 50 square feet in size.  The proposed 
sign is 14 square feet larger than permitted.  The sign is located on the southwest corner of the site 
facing eastbound traffic on SR 46.  

5. Freestanding signs in the CD (Commercial: Downtown) zoning district shall be limited to those 
properties that (i) exceed 2 acres in area and (ii) feature a primary structure that has a minimum front 
setback of at least 20 feet. The provision applies separately to each public street frontage for lots 
meeting the minimum size requirement, provided that the freestanding sign shall be placed on the 
qualifying frontage. This site is 1.43 acres in size and does not feature a primary structure.   

6. The sign ordinance regulations also includes provisions for wall signs.  In this application, there is no 
primary structure (a building) on the site and therefore no location to place a wall sign.  

7. This property location is a primary vehicle entrance into the downtown area and is on the edge of the 
pedestrian center of downtown.  
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