Can’t see the billboard for the trees?
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	Lawmakers have proposed legislation that would make it easier for advertising companies to trim crape myrtles, like the ones above, when they block the view of billboards. Delores Johnson/The Virginian-Pilot 


VIRGINIA BEACH — Don’t sacrifice trees for billboards.

That’s the message the City Council sent Tuesday in response to legislative proposals that would make it easier for billboard companies to prune trees.

State Del. Leo Wardrup Jr., R-Virginia Beach, and state Sen. John Watkins, R- Powhatan, filed bills at the request of the advertising industry, which wants more of their billboards to be seen from the road.

Council members said the legislation, SB87 and HB665, would allow billboard companies to needlessly cut down trees along major thoroughfares like Virginia Beach Boulevard. The council also fears the companies would prune trees so drastically they would be disfigured or damaged.

In a letter to the council, Mayor Meyera E. Oberndorf urged opposition to the legislation. “I have always been more concerned about the life of a tree than the ability of a motorist to read an advertisement while driving down a busy road,” she wrote.

Oberndorf could not attend the council meeting because she is recovering from emergency hernia surgery. 

Representatives of several beautification and garden clubs also voiced objections to the bills before the council voted 8-0 to oppose the legislation. 

John G. “Chip” Dicks, an attorney who represents the billboard industry, said he was disappointed by Virginia Beach’s opposition.

“The locality is doing everything it can to frustrate the legitimate business rights of a corporate business,” he said. “That’s why we have laws – to give some balance in these kinds of cases.”

Dicks said the advertising industry has suggested changes to the proposed legislation to address Virginia Beach’s concerns, including giving cities the ability to comment on a company’s pruning proposal.

Beach officials said the changes don’t address their concerns.

The dispute is the latest example of tensions between the city and Adams Outdoor Advertising, an Atlanta-based billboard company.

Virginia Beach banned new billboards in 1987 as part of an effort to clean up major thoroughfares. Soon after, the city planted crape myrtles along Virginia Beach Boulevard, near billboards.

As property developed throughout the city, Adams and other advertising companies were forced to take down many billboards because of the regulations. Adams unsuccessfully sued the city several times in disputes over the law.

Meanwhile, many of the crape myrtles planted by the city started to block motorists’ views of the remaining billboards. 

In April, the battle turned nastier. Adams asked the Virginia Department of Transportation for a permit to prune trees that had grown up in front of billboards on Virginia Beach Boulevard between Rosemont Road and Lynn Shores Drive. 

The city objected, saying the permit would allow Adams to chop about 67 crape myrtles down to 4 feet tall. “Here we’re trying to beautify our city and they wanted to cut the trees down to a nub,” Councilwoman Rosemary Wilson recalled.

Adams representatives said the company did not intend to cut down the trees, only prune them with VDOT oversight. The company offered to pay to move or replace any trees if needed, Dicks said.

“We have a right under state law to go in and cut off the trees at 4 feet, but we weren’t planning on doing that,” Dicks said. “Yes, we would have to replant trees, but we were planning on doing the right thing and respecting their beautification projects.”

After the city argued that VDOT did not have jurisdiction over Virginia Beach Boulevard, transportation officials denied the permit.

If passed, the legislation would give VDOT the jurisdiction over Virginia Beach Boulevard and other roads, and prevent cities from planting trees that obstruct motorists’ views of billboards. The tree-trimming permit would remain in effect for three years. 

Wardrup said he submitted the bill because he feels strongly about private property rights. He said cities can’t expect advertising companies not to complain about trees being planted in front of billboards. “That’s just not realistic,” he said.

Lorraine Waddill, Watkins’ legislative aide, said the senator believes the legislation would help the advertising industry maintain visibility for their billboards. “Tax money should not be used for planting that leaves signs unreadable,” she said.

The Committee for Responsible Advertising, which represents the billboard industry, contributed $21,950 to 45 state legislative candidates in 2005, including $1,500 to Wardrup and $750 to Watkins, according to the Virginia Public Access Project, a nonprofit group that tracks campaign contributions in Virginia.

Watkins was not influenced by the contribution, Waddill said. “He receives contributions from all kinds of businesses and all kinds of groups,” she said.

Wardrup also said campaign contributions do not affect his decisions about whether to introduce bills. 

Sens. Harry Blevins, Frederick M. Quayle, Nick Rerras, Kenneth Stolle and Frank Wagner, and Dels. John Cosgrove and John Welch were among the local legislators who received money from the committee, the group’s Web site reported.

“The billboard industry is very organized,” said Robert Matthias, Virginia Beach’s lobbyist. “It’s likely that one of these bills will pass.”

Staff writer Harry Minium contributed to this report.

Reach Marisa Taylor at (757) 222-5108 or marisa.taylor@pilotonline.com.

© 2006 HamptonRoads.com/PilotOnline.com
