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overview

Disclaimer

• The information today is not the definitive 
and comprehensive textbook on signs in 
Acton

• Some of today’s information is simplified

• The information today is not all-inclusive

• It is only intended as a summary, 
introduction and guide

• It does not replace the Zoning Bylaw, the 
Historic District Bylaw, or rules and 
regulations

• See bylaws and rules at www.acton- 
ma.gov

• If in doubt, consult with the Zoning 
Enforcement Officer (ZEO)

• Before investing in the making or 
installing of a sign consult with the ZEO



overview

• wall sign

• projecting sign 

• freestanding sign

• window sign

• temporary 
(special event) 
sign

Sign Types - Examples

http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://ulrichsigns.com/portfolio/Hunt-Projecting-Sign.jpg&imgrefurl=http://ulrichsigns.com/portfolio_ulrichsigns.html&h=800&w=554&sz=108&tbnid=w8uEM5OTmHBNGM:&tbnh=143&tbnw=99&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dprojecting%2Bsign%26tbm%3Disch%26tbo%3Du&zoom=1&q=projecting+sign&usg=__bXyk0GRzAL2TAesRvl6Utt8may8=&sa=X&ei=7DJ6Tuz8Mort0gHQ-sHeAg&ved=0CB0Q9QEwAg
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.postalterminal.com/SITE%2520PIC/Window%2520Sign.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.postalterminal.com/Graphic%2520Design.html&h=280&w=446&sz=24&tbnid=EQgYGsHxZw2u7M:&tbnh=80&tbnw=127&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dwindow%2Bsign%26tbm%3Disch%26tbo%3Du&zoom=1&q=window+sign&usg=__-Za7quUulYXwV-uLUc_X0I_OXY0=&sa=X&ei=jDN6TofwIMPo0QGy1ozGAg&ved=0CCgQ9QEwBw
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://ulrichsigns.com/portfolio/Hunt-Projecting-Sign.jpg&imgrefurl=http://ulrichsigns.com/portfolio_ulrichsigns.html&h=800&w=554&sz=108&tbnid=w8uEM5OTmHBNGM:&tbnh=143&tbnw=99&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dprojecting%2Bsign%26tbm%3Disch%26tbo%3Du&zoom=1&q=projecting+sign&usg=__bXyk0GRzAL2TAesRvl6Utt8may8=&sa=X&ei=7DJ6Tuz8Mort0gHQ-sHeAg&ved=0CB0Q9QEwAg
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.postalterminal.com/SITE%2520PIC/Window%2520Sign.jpg&imgrefurl=http://www.postalterminal.com/Graphic%2520Design.html&h=280&w=446&sz=24&tbnid=EQgYGsHxZw2u7M:&tbnh=80&tbnw=127&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dwindow%2Bsign%26tbm%3Disch%26tbo%3Du&zoom=1&q=window+sign&usg=__-Za7quUulYXwV-uLUc_X0I_OXY0=&sa=X&ei=jDN6TofwIMPo0QGy1ozGAg&ved=0CCgQ9QEwBw
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.ci.elk-river.mn.us/vertical/Sites/%257B18493844-E9A7-4BC5-BA1B-5149BB77ECC4%257D/uploads/%257BE3A60862-69BA-4FBC-A706-E87A4C6CB09C%257D.JPG&imgrefurl=http://www.ci.elk-river.mn.us/index.asp%3FType%3DB_BASIC%26SEC%3D%257B035D1C5E-4D4E-4B66-9D55-6E90D8999D5A%257D%26DE%3D&h=300&w=338&sz=141&tbnid=7_RfLN6rjXbiBM:&tbnh=106&tbnw=119&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dtemporary%2Bsign%26tbm%3Disch%26tbo%3Du&zoom=1&q=temporary+sign&usg=__48ms99LlZ7uNcfKLNPUCxj34wmI=&sa=X&ei=KjR6TtXYGIji0QHs3Y3AAg&ved=0CCAQ9QEwBA
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overview

• Zoning:
– Does not apply to indoor signs

– Applies to all outside signs and 
window signs

– Different standards in different zoning 
districts

– Most signs allowed by right; but do 
require administrative permits 
(ZEO/Planning Dept.) 

– Special permits for certain signs (e.g. 
oversized signs)

• Planning Board, hearing, notices

– Some signs do not require any permit 
(e.g. “parking in rear”); but standards 
apply (e.g. size)

– Pre-existing nonconforming signs can 
remain in place

Applicability & Permits 
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Applicability & Permits 

• Historic District:

– All signs require a Certificate
• Historic District Commission, 

hearing, notices

– Exceptions
• One sign measuring not more than 

2 square feet in display area

• Any sign that is not visible from a 
public way



window signs

Window Signs - Zoning

• Window  - a glassed opening in a wall; 
may be divided by mullions into panes 
or panels

• A glass door, with its windows above, is 
considered one separate window.

• Window signs are directly attached to 
the inside of a window, hung directly 
behind the inside of a window, or 
etched/painted on the inside or outside 
of a window

• Window signs shall not be illuminated
• But, one neon window sign with steady 

lights is allowed – no blinking/flashing/ 
color changes. A neon sign has 
traditional exposed glass tubing filled 
with fluorescent gas - No Imitations!




http://www.google.com/products/catalog?q=neon+sign&rls=com.microsoft:en-us&oe=UTF-8&startIndex=&startPage=1&rlz=&um=1&ie=UTF-8&tbm=shop&cid=11824501361258970274&os=reviews
http://www.brightledsigns.com/products/Flashing_Multi_Color_LED_Open_Sign-4126-0.html


window signs

Window Signs - Zoning

• The display area of a window sign, 
regardless of its shape, is the smallest 
rectangle within which the sign’s shape 
fits including any background, frame, 
and decorative appendages.

• The total display area of one or more 
window signs in one window cannot 
exceed 25% of the window area.

• The following signs are not considered 
to be window signs (i.e. do not count as 
window sign area):

– Public notice signs as required by law
– Other small customary public notice signs 

such as postings of store hours, accepted 
credit cards, emergency contacts, or similar

– Signs for a public service or charitable event



window signs

Window Signs - Zoning
• Window signs do not require a sign 

permit, but they must comply with the 
Town’s regulations for window signs as 
outlined above

• Interior signs are not window signs 
even if they are visible from the outside, 
as long as an adult person can 
comfortably walk in the interior space 
between the window and the sign

• Customary window merchandize 
displays and decorations are not 
window signs; and they may include 
price tags, logos or names attached to 
the merchandise, and other 
advertisements related to displayed 
merchandise, merchandise sold, or 
services offered



window signs

Window Signs – 
Historic Districts

• Window Signs are not 
allowed in the West Acton 
Local Historic District

• - (HDC comments/updates) -
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window signs

Examples of window signs that comply 
with zoning (fit within ≤25% of window)

Examples of window signs that do not 
comply
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Examples of window signs that comply 
with zoning (fit within ≤25% of window)

Examples of window signs that do not 
comply
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Examples of window signs that comply 
with zoning (fit within ≤25% of window)

Examples of window signs that do not 
comply

SHIRTS 
20% OFF

BRAND 
NAME

SHOE
SALE

YOUR N
AME 

GOES H
ERE

SHOE SALE

NAME

YOUR

GOES

HERE

YOUR N
AME GOES HERE

YOUR NAME 
GOES HERE

SHIRTS 
20% OFF

BRAND 
NAME

SHOE
SALE

YOUR NAME 
GOES HERE

SHIRTS 
20% OFF

BRAND 
NAME

SHOE
SALE

YOUR NAME 
GOES HERE

YOUR NAME 
GOES HERE

SHOE
SALE

SHIRTS 
20% OFF

BRAND 
NAME

YOUR NAME 
GOES HERE

SHOE
SALE

SHIRTS 
20% OFF

BRAND 
NAME

NAMEYOUR

GOES HERE



window signs

Examples of window signs that comply 
with zoning (fit within ≤25% of window)

Examples of window signs that do not 
comply
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window signs

Examples of window signs that comply 
with zoning (fit within ≤25% of window)

Examples of window signs that do not 
comply
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temporary signs

Special Event Signs

YES – they do in Acton, too!

BUT – window signs do not in Acton!

AND – not this in Acton!

http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://www.ci.elk-river.mn.us/vertical/Sites/%257B18493844-E9A7-4BC5-BA1B-5149BB77ECC4%257D/uploads/%257BE3A60862-69BA-4FBC-A706-E87A4C6CB09C%257D.JPG&imgrefurl=http://www.ci.elk-river.mn.us/index.asp%3FType%3DB_BASIC%26SEC%3D%257B035D1C5E-4D4E-4B66-9D55-6E90D8999D5A%257D%26DE%3D&h=300&w=338&sz=141&tbnid=7_RfLN6rjXbiBM:&tbnh=106&tbnw=119&prev=/search%3Fq%3Dtemporary%2Bsign%26tbm%3Disch%26tbo%3Du&zoom=1&q=temporary+sign&usg=__48ms99LlZ7uNcfKLNPUCxj34wmI=&sa=X&ei=KjR6TtXYGIji0QHs3Y3AAg&ved=0CCAQ9QEwBA
http://www.allendisplay.com/Visual-Communications/Sidewalk-Message-Boards
http://www.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://peoplingplaces.files.wordpress.com/2008/06/2722-sunrise-232-sign-wall.jpg&imgrefurl=http://peoplingplaces.wordpress.com/2008/06/30/sign-sign-everywhere-a-sign/&usg=__Cz0px1tWWshlEPralJxPotwQ9uQ=&h=299&w=410&sz=78&hl=en&start=4&zoom=1&tbnid=rIDySnCnYF1PMM:&tbnh=91&tbnw=125&ei=X1J6TuPCPMnc0QHh7dDiAg&prev=/images%3Fq%3Dwindow%2Bsign%26hl%3Den%26sa%3DX%26rls%3Dcom.microsoft:en-us%26tbm%3Disch&itbs=1


temporary signs

Special Event Signs - 
Zoning

• Sign permit is required ( administrative 
by ZEO/Planning Dept.; +/- 2 days)

• Only one special event sign at a time 
per business

• Each business can display a variety 
special event signs for a total of up to 
45 days per calendar year

• A special event sign must be removed 
within 1 day after completion of the 
event

• The special event sign can only be 
installed on the lot where the event 
occurs



temporary signs

Special Event Signs - 
Zoning

• It shall not be placed on a sidewalk, 
walkway, or driveway, nor within the 
street right-of-way or within 5 feet from 
the sideline of the street right-of-way. 
The street right-of-way usually includes 
sidewalks and extends 5-10 feet 
beyond the street’s edge of pavement.

• It shall not be placed within the 
minimum side yard or rear yard setback 
for buildings on the lot.

• It shall not be affixed to a utility pole, 
fence, tree, or roof.

• No illumination is allowed.



temporary signs

Special Event Signs - 
Zoning

• Not more than a 10 square foot display 
area.

• The display area is measures as the 
smallest rectangle that the sign can fit 
in.

• The Zoning Enforcement Officer can 
issue blanket sign permits for all special 
event signs of one business for a 
calendar year.

• Special event signs posted in windows 
are treated as window signs. They do 
not require a sign permit, but they must 
comply with the Town’s regulations for 
window signs. 



temporary signs

Special Event Signs – 
Historic District

• At present, the Acton Historic District 
Commission does not regulate 
temporary special event signs in the 
West Acton Local Historic District –

– non certificate required. 

• However, note the prohibition on 
window signs in Local Historic Districts.

• - (HDC comments/updates) -
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Wall Sign

YOUR SPECIAL SIGN

in the West Acton Village zoning district

• one per business – generally 
2nd floor sign for 2nd floor business

1 foot minimum
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not to scale

wall front or store front of a business

max. width in proportion 
to width of store front -

 

up 
to 20 feetmax. display 

area in 
proportion to 
width of store 
front 

2nd

 

FLOOR 
WALL SIGN
max. 6 sq ft

2 feet maximum

min 6”

min 6”



exterior signs

Wall Sign

Width of 
Store Front

Maximum 
Sign Width

Sign height

(max. 2 feet)

Resulting 
Display Area

12 feet 4 ft. (3/1) 1 foot

2 feet

4 sq. ft.

8 sq. ft.
30 feet 10 ft. (3/1) 1 foot

2 feet

10 sq. ft.

20 sq. ft.
60 feet 20 ft.(3/1 & cap) 1 foot

2 feet

20 sq. ft.

40 sq. ft.
90 feet 20 ft. (cap) 1 foot

2 feet

20 sq. ft.

40 sq. ft.

Sizing Examples:

• Maximum ratio 3 to 1 for store front width to sign 
width

• Maximum width capped at 20 feet for 60 feet or wider   
store fronts 

• Maximum height: 2 feet

• Maximum projection from wall: 1 foot

in the West Acton Village zoning district



exterior signs

Projecting Sign

• maximum thickness of projecting sign is 1 foot.

YOUR 
SPECIAL 

SIGN

sidewalk
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min.

6 sq. ft. 
max. 

display area

in the West Acton Village zoning district

1’

 

min.



exterior signs

Awning Sign

• No convex awning signs allowed
• Awnings must match in size

in the West Acton Village zoning district
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min.
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min.
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YOUR SPECIAL SIGN
MY SIGN

12 sq. ft. 
max. 

display area
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max. 

display area
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Freestanding Sign
in the West Acton Village zoning district

street

 

sideline

5 ft. min.

landscaping 
area size in 

proportion to 
sign height = 

(sign height x 2)2

not to scale

YOUR 
SPECIAL 

SIGN

30 ft min.

5 ft. max.

8 sq. ft. 
max. 

display area

Sign Height Landscaping Area

3 ft. 36 sq. ft.
4 ft. 64 sq. ft.
5 ft. 100 sq. ft.

• No other exterior sign allowed  
• Monument sign - up to 12 sq. ft. display area
• Business Center sign – up to 12 sq. ft. display area 

(20 if monument sign) 



notes

Notes

• Up to 2 secondary exterior sign allowed 
under certain circumstances

• One additional business center sign 
allowed

• One sign allowed in a residential zoning 
district with 2 sq. ft. max. display area 

• There are rules on sign design

• There are rules on sign materials (no 
plastic or sheet metal) 

• There are rules on sign illumination

• There are limits on how many different 
sign types may be used

• Always check with ZEO/Planning Dept.

for signs in the West Acton Village 
zoning district



next steps

Next Steps 
after info meetings

• We will review West Acton area for 
noncompliant signs

• We will contact/visit owners of  
noncompliant signs, offer guidance 
for correction and set time line for 
compliance

• If noncompliance continues beyond 
time line we will issue a formal 
notice letter with new extended 
deadline

• If noncompliance continues we will 
begin with ticketing and fines.

• We are here to assist owners with 
compliance, not to issue fines. 
Tickets and fines are our last 
resort.
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