










​February 20, 2026​

​Rochester Zoning Board of Appeals​
​City Hall​
​30 Church Street, Room 125-B​
​Rochester, NY 14614​

​RE: 25 Canterbury Road - File Number:​​V-062-25-26​

​Dear Members of the Rochester Zoning Board of Appeals:​

​The Upper Monroe Neighborhood Association (UMNA) opposes the application referenced above​
​that requests special approval to vary dramatically from the legal limits required by​
​long-established Rochester City Zoning Code.​

​OVERVIEW​

​UMNA cannot responsibly support allowing special permissions to exceed, modify or otherwise be​
​exempted from the legal limits set under applicable provisions of the Rochester City Zoning Code​
​requested in this application for the proposed monopole and three-sided commercial advertising​
​sign structure featuring two illuminated digital billboards and one conventional billboard sign​
​proximate to, and within sight of, the Upper Monroe neighborhood, Lock 66 neighborhood, Park​
​Avenue neighborhood, East Avenue neighborhood and Cobbs Hill Park area.​

​Further, UMNA does not support a variance that provides special permission for the placement of​
​technology intentionally targeting drivers with illuminated messages that change every few​
​seconds when the placement and design of these devices do not allow drivers any practical option​
​to avoid the risks associated with exposure.​

​QUALITY OF LIFE, PROPERTY VALUES, HISTORIC CHARACTER, ENVIRONMENTAL HARM​

​The ZBA should give great weight to the inappropriate design and scale of these commercial​
​structures, apart from other undesirable aspects of the application. These structures are too big,​
​too wide, too numerous, and too tall for a location in the midst of dense city neighborhoods with​
​strong historical characteristics. In the case of massive commercial advertising billboards placed​
​high above densely pacted residential neighborhoods - signs that relentlessly broadcast new​
​messages every few seconds day and night, 365 days a year,​​forever -​​it is irresponsible to​
​approve this variance.​

​With respect to the​​particular​​location under review at the corner on Canterbury Road and​
​Monroe Avenue, this massive, non-conforming structure is entirely at odds with the longstanding​
​character of its proposed site. A structure of the size and magnitude requested would loom over​
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​the nearby historic neighborhoods, detracting from property values and adding an undesirable,​
​outsized commercial advertising structure to an otherwise neighborhood-scaled  urban landscape.​
​Even if all the billboard signs were conventional - even if all the signs were not lit at all - the​
​construction of a 60’ tall three sided commercial advertising structure would detract from the​
​very nature of this particular location.​

​Imagine living near one of these monsters. Now imagine trying to sell your home in sight of a 60+​
​foot high, three-faced behemoth. This billboard project is so far out of character it cannot help​
​but drag values and the quality of life down.​

​Worst of all, approval of this variance sends a powerful message: If you don’t like these​
​billboards, move away. Who will replace those that move? How far down will values have to fall​
​to attract buyers willing to live with a massive billboard at their doorstep? Why should neighbors​
​literally pay the price for this massive, over-the-top three-sided digital commercial advertising​
​project?​

​Those who suggest commercial billboards are somehow historically appropriate fail to​
​acknowledge billboards weren’t even contemplated by building developers when these structures​
​were designed and built. Billboards were added later, much to the dismay of nearby residents​
​unprotected for lack of municipal code addressing such things.​

​The City of Rochester and area residents have been fighting a rearguard action to remove​
​billboard blight for decades as evidenced by the current and longstanding zoning code that seeks​
​removal of existing signs and to strictly control new structures.​

​Perhaps most shockingly, the digital billboard looking westward from the proposed site will be​
​visible from the steps of the Monroe Branch Library, a building identified by the City of Rochester​
​as historically significant. Even a conventional sign of the proposed height, size and configuration​
​would be an affront to the City of Rochester’s intent to protect properties identified as of historic​
​value.​

​Despite representations made in the application, spillover illumination onto the Monroe Branch​
​Library, the bridge on Monroe Avenue over Rt. 490 and the hundreds of residences in proximity to​
​these digital commercial advertising signs is likely given the direction and proximity of the​
​proposed digital billboards. Since illumination spillover at this location and in this configuration​
​cannot be determined with any accuracy at this time, prudence demands the ZBA either deny the​
​variance or, at minimum, forestall a decision that will be irreversible if practical impacts become​
​apparent after installation.​

​The current zoning code is packed with requirements to protect human habitation including​
​peaceful sleep. The ZBA should stand by those requirements in cases like these that pierce the​
​darkness with disruptive artificial illumination.​​Recent scientific research into the effects of light​
​intrusion during human sleep cycles has been clear in its conclusion; light intrusion during a sleep​
​cycle can contribute to sleep disorders and disrupt the natural circadian rhythm. Light from​
​digital commercial advertising billboards are a source of such disturbance. We owe it to our​
​community to adhere to the current zoning code while these important questions are sorted out​
​instead of assuming no harm will result.​
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​The ZBA may not be aware that Cobbs Hill Park is one of only three Rochester parks designated as​
​an “Important Bird Area” by the National Audubon Society. (Yes, it's a big deal.) Around 150​
​species of birds have been identified in Cobbs Hill Park, including lots of migrating birds. The​
​proposed digital billboards would surely have a negative effect on migrating birds who will be​
​flying in the vicinity of Cobbs Hill Park, including the area associated with this digital billboard.​
​We hope this information brings some needed attention to the profound impacts light disruption​
​can have on our wildlife population.​

​For every study that concludes digital billboards do not have spillover or negative environmental​
​impacts there are other studies - such as those noted above - that come to the opposite​
​conclusion. Clearly the scientific jury is hung. Given this uncertainty the ZBA is called upon to​
​take reasonable caution and care before any decision that grants irrevocable permission.​

​MORE DANGER TO DRIVERS​

​Digital advertising billboards with messages that change every few seconds are more dangerous​
​than what is allowed under the current zoning code.​

​If concerns around lower property values, reduced quality of life, disruptive environmental​
​effects and negative impacts on the historic character of the area aren’t reasons enough to​
​sustain the current code, then the heightened risks and likely negative impacts foisted upon​
​innocent, often unsuspecting or unprepared drivers, who would find themselves visually​
​distracted to a degree greater than currently exists and to a degree that exceeds the​
​well-founded limitations allowed by the current code, should give members of the ZBA reason to​
​deny this application.​

​The variance application that requests your permission to allow two digital advertising billboards​
​with messages that are illuminated day and night - with advertising messages that change every​
​few seconds (resulting in thousands of changes every day) - put motorists at greater risk. They​
​undermine the safety of drivers in a section of road where high speed travel is the norm; where​
​the density of traffic is at a maximum and, as a result, when driver safety is needed most.​

​The applicant would have members of the ZBA believe the proposed, dramatically larger​
​commercial advertising digital billboards that change their message every few seconds are as​
​distracting as the current static signs or otherwise not “too” distracting. What?? This logic defies​
​prima facie evidence.​

​If illuminated digital billboards didn’t get even more attention than traditional signs, would the​
​applicant be spending more resources and asking members of the ZBA for special permissions and​
​exemptions from current legal requirements? Would advertisers pay more for the privilege of​
​placement on those signs? Of course not! Billboards that are bigger and taller, that can be seen at​
​greater distances and have more surface area with messages that change every few seconds can​
​hardly be safer by comparison to what is allowed under the current zoning code.​

​Advertising works because it demands the attention of viewers. In this case the targeted viewers​
​are driving cars, trucks, buses, vans, tractor trailers, and motorcycles at the fastest legally​
​allowable rate of speed (including a fair number who exceed the legal limits) and on some of the​
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​most heavily congested sections of road within City limits. Many of those vehicles will be carrying​
​loved ones.​

​During deliberations ZBA members should be mindful of all the other factors that make road​
​crashes more likely when combined with digital billboards’ illumination and ever-changing​
​messages. Today’s drivers are bombarded with a growing number of distractions that zoning​
​cannot control: weather conditions; driver speeding; NYS warning signs now found in this stretch​
​of Rt. 490; driver lane changing; texts and text alerts; music and radio programs; two-way​
​commercial radio communication; mapping and related audible commands; phone alerts and​
​phone calls; needy children; vehicle breakdowns; emergency vehicles; crashes; road​
​construction; personal grooming; eating & drinking and all the other things drivers experience.​
​The argument that digital billboard technology is not objectively more dangerous than what is​
​allowed under the current zoning code ignores the synergistic effects of multiple, overlapping​
​contributing factors.​

​It is not at all surprising when an applicant cites studies that minimize the impact from digital​
​billboard technology by blaming DRIVERS. First, ask yourself if this variance increased the danger​
​to drivers. Then ask yourself, how can we blame drivers when these signs can’t be avoided​
​except by drivers closing their eyes or looking away from the road. Drivers are the​​victims​​when​
​they are forced to look at illuminated digital advertising signs with messages that change every​
​few seconds.​

​At a strategic level, it is concerning that illuminated digital billboards actually introduce risks and​
​hazards that are inherent to their intention and embedded in their design. Getting more​
​attention (than traditional billboards that are allowed under the current rules) is clearly​
​purposeful​​and​​premeditated​​. The ZBA should not allow special permissions and exemptions in​
​locations where people need to focus intently on more important matters like staying alive while​
​driving home to be with their loved ones.​

​All this begs the question: Why would the ZBA grant special approval to override the current​
​zoning code on a project that will clearly increase risks and danger?​

​2034 VISION PLAN​

​Any suggestion that illuminated digital billboards might improve Rochester by projecting a​
​“modern” aesthetic is self-interested wishful thinking at best and mindfully misleading at worst.​

​The subject of this variance is not only factually noncompliant with the Rochester City Zoning​
​Code it also does not substantially align with the City of Rochester’s stated long term aspirations​
​as described in the City’s 2034 Vision Plan.​

​Along these lines, increasing the cumulative & synergistic effects of additional artificial​
​illumination from all sources in Rochester and increasing the city’s overall carbon footprint are​
​recognized as undesirable in the 2034 Vision Plan; a plan we hasten to mention was derived from​
​years of public engagement and review by every department at City Hall. Digital billboards in​
​urban areas worsen a situation the people of Rochester and the City administration are striving to​
​improve.​
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​MANY COSTS OUTWEIGH PERCEIVED BENEFIT​

​Messages that promote causes associated with social benefits do not yield net positive outcomes​
​when they contribute to the losses suffered by city residents and greater risks described in detail​
​above. In light of the determinants associated with this proposal, such an argument is shamefully​
​cynical. In no way should such a modest benefit outweigh the many significant negative outcomes​
​associated with approving this variance.​

​OTHER AREAS TO CONSIDER​

​No attempt was made to reach out to long established, widely known neighborhood groups,​
​including the Upper Monroe Neighborhood Association, prior to developing the variance​
​application you are reviewing. These groups are not at all hard to find.​

​It is impossible to argue the community’s views on this matter were unknown since neighbors​
​explicitly voiced their strong opposition to a similar variance application at this address in 2025;​
​an application that required​​fewer​​special permissions than the current one. If the application​
​were as beneficial to the community and if the application did not pose any risks, the application​
​would have benefited from a thorough & complete review with opportunities for fully informed​
​input from residents in advance; at little or no cost to any but the various neighborhood groups​
​who are all well equipped to organize such engagement. But that’s not what happened.​

​Instead, a mailing was sent to hand-picked addresses with a link to a carefully constructed,​
​self-serving promotional webpage that offered visitors simulated computer generated images of a​
​finished project with a wishlist of amenities sure to appeal to their target but without explicitly​
​describing any of the plans for the massive three-sided commercial advertising structure with two​
​digital billboards that would be illuminated all day, every day with messages that change every​
​few seconds associated with this variance; creating a classic marketer’s misdirection followed by​
​a slight-of-hand designed to confuse the vary neighbors who would be victimized by this variance​
​proposal, if it is approved.​

​This information should give members of the ZBA pause to grant special permissions and​
​privileges associated with variances when there has been so little regard for the many thousands​
​of residents who would be impacted and who you represent.​

​Any argument that suggests “hardship” associated with a property located in one of Rochester’s​
​finest neighborhoods; within sight of some of the area's most expensive & exclusive properties​
​and at a location that has been home to long-established businesses should be disregarded on its​
​face. At worst, the condition and performance of the site in question is average or better as​
​compared to its nearby commercial cohorts.​

​There is one final point worthy of just a few more sentences: precedent.​

​Your past decisions created momentum that have led to this application. Your decisions on these​
​applications cannot and should not be decided without consideration of the implications going​
​forward. A city with illuminated digital billboards at regular intervals is both undesirable and at​
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Subject: OBJECTION: Case #V-062-25-26 (25 Canterbury Road) 

February 23, 2026 

To the Members of the Zoning Board of Appeals: 

Before addressing the legal failures of this application, do not be fooled by the applicant’s 

focus on "shielding technology." The introduction of light-blocking baffles is an admission of 

harm. The applicant knows this project creates significant light pollution; otherwise, they 

wouldn't be attempting to "hide" it. Technology cannot fix a fundamental zoning conflict. 

1.  Baffles may hide the glare from specific angles, but they cannot eliminate "Skyglow." 

Unless the lights are off, over 1,344 square feet of high-intensity LED light will reflect 

into the sky, creating a permanent artificial glow over our neighborhood. The higher the 

sign, the farther that light travels. (5) 

2. We ask this Board to focus strictly on the Code established by the City to protect 

Rochester’s citizens. Our zoning laws weren't written for the convenience of developers 

or billboard companies; they were written to protect the character and equity of our 

neighborhoods. 

While we can debate studies and statistics indefinitely, the bottom line is simple: no one on 

this Board would want a 6-story industrial tower in their own backyard. That is exactly why 

our city code prohibits it. We urge the Board to look past the technology and uphold the 

code. 

The applicant fails to meet the six factors required for this Board to grant relief: 

1. The Benefit vs. Harm: The applicant claims the benefit of funding "long-deferred building 

improvements" outweighs the detriment to the neighborhood. 

 Funding a private landlord’s roofing and plumbing repairs is a private financial benefit, 

not a public one. The ZBA is not a financing agency for deferred maintenance. 

 Offering a rotating community display is a distraction. A neighborhood does not need a 

6-story electronic screen to showcase art; it needs protected property values and a 

skyline free of intrusion. (2) 

2. Essential Character of the Area:  The C-2 District is a "Community Center" zone designed 

for pedestrian-scale commerce and residential compatibility. A 60-foot industrial monopole is 

the complete opposite of this character. It is a massive structure being forced into a 

neighborhood setting. No amount of screening can mitigate the sheer physical mass of a 6-

story steel tower supporting over 1300 square feet of flashing LED signage.  

3. The Variance is Substantial: The applicant dismisses the size as "industry standard." We 

expect the ZBA to follow City Standards, not Advertising Industry Standards. A request for 60 
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Most importantly, the current City of Rochester Zoning Code does not permit these installations in our 
specific district for the very reasons mentioned above. Allowing these billboards to persist or expand via 
variances sets a dangerous precedent. It suggests that the Code is a suggestion rather than a protective 
framework designed to ensure the health, safety, and welfare of the public. 

I urge the Board to uphold the existing zoning protections and deny any further applications for digital signage 
in our historic and residential corridors. We should be investing in the permanent beauty of Rochester’s 
architecture, not the transient flicker of electronic advertisements. 

Respectfully, 

Andrew Altoft, AIA 


























