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By cr'aig ~8lbraith

A: Snlall bigh-teci!no~\)gy software firm decIdes

gainst relocating to

Wilmington, citing the evident
lock of community JI['KIe. A tourist
is recently overhead telling a
friend that our area is ~hy look-
ing and they dori't plan on re-
turning next year. Even I Qrive
the bock roads to avoid the com-
'mercial cluttei and visual abuse
of Monkey )unction, Oleander
Drive and Carolina Beach.
G?:eater Wilmington appears on
the verge of committing economic
suicide.

Competition for knowledge-
based employees,high-technol-
ogy jndustry and the tourist dol-
lar is fast and furious.
Commuriities are now like prod-
ucts; they must be intelligently
planned, built and packaged. 10
the modern world of economic
development there is simply no
room for mistakes anymore,

And like any product, percep-
tion is everything. Fewentre-

preneilrs, ~ers, engineers,
ortouris~ want to live or play in
a community that visually
screams a lack of community
pride on every street corner. The
core drivers of economic success
will simply move someplace else.

Economic development re-
search is unanimous -beauty is
gOod business. CommUnitY am-
bience is the 'mOst important fu(:-
tor in entrepreneurs' decisions to
start, relocate, or expand their
businesses, Tourists want beauty
and safetY.

And word gets out fast. A nice
place to live and play be<;omes an
instantdraw.

But it is also remarkably easy
to destroy a community's eco-
nOmic future. One of the fustest
death blows is weak commercial
sign control.

Researt:h at UN CW has shown
that cOmmunities with a high per -
centage of computerized digital
sigIIs, temporary blinking signs, n..
terior lit signs, menu boards, bill-
boards, sign misspellings, ban-
ners, and window signs are
ranked 20 to 40 percent lower in
attractiveness for business loca-
tion and tourism.

For these communities, the-
proliferation of slopp); temporary,
and dangerous signage can cost
hundreds of millions of doUars in
lost business relocations, lost
tourism, and lost employment.

The worst offenders' are the
new computerized signs that use
the warning colors of red and yel-
low.

Not only are they are devas-
tating to economic development,
but eye tracking studies show
they are dangerously distractive
for drivers. Because these bright
digital signs compete with school
b~ stop lights, car brnke lights,
and traffic sigru!1lights they bave
been banned in most progressive
COImnunities -00t 'iinYdZingIy they
continue to prolife?:ate in New
Hanover CountY.

Sure, business needs si~e,
but it can be visually attractive,
non-obtrusive, and sometimes
even artistic. Look at the i:e-
markably suCcessful tourist com-

munities ofHiltbn Head in South
Carolina and Laguna Beach in
Califomia, or the high technology
clusters around San Diego, Austin
andBou1det:

Controlling unattr~ctive sig-
Dage, picking up litter, prohibit-
mg cheap strip malls, requiring
landscaped buffers, and eliminat -
ing gr3ffiti are the mO$t impor-
tarit econoriric development tools
available to citie$, particularly for
those trying to develop and en~
hance knowledge based employ-
ment and tourism. .

And best of al1, itd~'~ cb$t
anything. It is a completely free
economic deYeloP1Qent~tive.
Simply pass the apprOpriate ~g-
Illations, and then strictly enforce
theliL Some $tudie$ even $1Jggest
thatcrime can be dramatica1lyre-
d\jced by making an ~ attIDve
and clean-looking.

, ,

Besearchat UNCW

has shown that

communities with a

high percentage

of unattractive signs

are ranked

20 to 40 percent lower

in attractiveness

for business location

and tourism.

The bottom line? Nationwide,
citie$ and town$ wi1;h strong corn'"
mercial sign and beautification or -
dinances typically enjoy booming
ecOnoriries and low crime rates.
Those$trapped with weak con-
trol$ a1niO$t alway$ $iiffer from
declining employment and low
wage$.

So the next time you are dis-
tracted by the bright digital $ign$
in frol\t of local drug $tores, real
e$tate office$, $torage facilitie$,
and pawn $hop$, think of the hun.
dreds of touri$ts who won't be
back next year; And the next time
you drive past the banner$, menu
boards and temporary $igns at our
major interSectiOD$, think of the
lo-st employment from the high-
technology firm$ that riright bave
relocated to the area.

The evidence i$ clear.
Community beautification and ag-
gre$$ive $ign control i$ $imply
good bu$ines$.

Arid what about those local
elected offida!$ who don't seem to
under$tand the importance of en-
hancing visual ambiancer Can
they actua1Iy be anti-touri$ln, antj.
technology employment, and anti-
community$afety? I hope not, but
how el$e can we explain what'$
happening to many of our com-
mercia1 streets?
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