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ABSTRACT

Although westerners may see Seoul’s flourishing commercial signs as a distinctive
visual vitality of oriental citics, domestic citizens and policy-makers alike have long criticized
their over-dominance of urban landscape. Competing each otier, they make Seoul look
confused, congested and unpleassant. Yet, city signs go beyond an aesthetical meaning. Given
the ill-devised address-numbering system in Seoul, their information utility is undeniable.
They are ulso a cultural menifestation reflecting Seoul’s land use and business tradition. This
report, a second volume of a two-yvear study, reviews the history, legal structure and
regulatory contents of the current sign code vis-a-vis Seoul's signscape. Arguably, it is the
first attempt of sign policy analysis, since aesthetical approach has governed the sign study
in both academia and governmental research.

According 1o recent survey, more than 70 pefcent of Secul’s commercial signs arc
illegal, They either violate what sign code allows in terms of size and quantity, or neglected
the approval procedurcs required. They study points out that the problem lies on sign code,
rather than on signs. The study examines the wvalidity and implementability of the current
code, and proposes the revision.

The study first calls for the localization of sign code. Originally conceived as a regulator
prohibiting whatl perceived as harmful to urban beauty and moral customn, the sign code has
been under the jurisdiction of the central government. The national law sets the legal hases
and regulatory standards of sign control, which equally apply to every cities and towns in the
natiorl. This uniform nature of legal system, thus, has prevented local governments from
establishing their own sign policies and regulalory standards corresponding to their local
situation. Thne result 1s the widespread illegal signs. The current central system has also
failed to respond fo recent development of sign  industry ! while signs are increasingly
saphisticated in design and technology in large cities, the national law has been either
indifferent or unable to revise itself in a timely manner. This study suggests that the nationzl
sign law bc an enabling act, which provides regulatory power to local govermments. The
study recognized, however, that the national law may retain safety standards, which can he
universally applicd nationwide.

Along with the revision of legal structure, this study proposes a significant modification
of the current regulatory systems and standards. The current sign classification was madified
to incorporate new types of commercial signs emerging recently and beller match the

environment of urban areas that signs are located. Among others, the differentiation of



on-sitc and off-site signs is notable, because the latter became increasingly dominant in
Seoul’s signscape. The study proposes more strict control of off-site signs. The study also
introduces zoning concept in sign regulation, which is not evident in the present area—hlind
sign regulations. Three basic zones are proposed : residential, mixed-use, and commercial
zones. In addition, two kinds of special district are devised, where signs are either encouraged
or discouraged. It is to enhance, promote and preserve the special character of some parts of
the city.

Finally, the study adviscs to be more generous to small business signs. Situated on
fine-grained, high-density land use practice in Seoul, small business signs are necessary
information for consumers and vital advertising means for business owners. This study
dermonstrates that the current rigid regulations only make them illegal. Accepting this reality,
the study proposes to rclcase some unimplementable regulalions to small business signs.

The revision of the current sign code is still under jurisdiction of the central
government. The study recommends the City of Seoul ta work together with citizens, local

cities and central ministry to huild a consensus about what this study proposes.
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