Billboar
battle

Rami Tabello and
the fightagainst
illegal advertising

ByAshleyHampson

hen it comes to combatting visual pollu-tres," he says. are numerous and include the type of sign being
tion in the city, Rami Tabello is no paper  Within the span of one ciblock, Tabello hasposted, the size of the sign and its placement.
tiger. already encountered four illegal signs, including Tabello estimates that there are abf0@0
He’s a paper warrior. a monstrous H&M advertisement that coversillboards in Toronto, "and about half of them
On a recent gusty day in TorontGonver- 12 stories of a University of Toronto building atare illegal.”
gencefound the activist gathering fresh ammu-the corner of Bloor and Huron Streets. Statements and revelations to this effect, over
nition for his next bid to become the biggest ad- "The billboard lobby is a very powerful lob- years past, have prompted various cities across
versary of billboard salesmen and their friendby, they do a lot of schmoozing of councillors,'the world to propose rules and enforce regula-
at City Hall. concedes Toronto Councillor Howahdoscoe.  tions when it comes to the advertising industry.
"They're putting it up," he says excitedly."The billboard industry makes millions and Sao Paulo, Brazil's largest city, implemented
"Here, get a photo of them putting it up." He'smillions of dollars off their affairs and can af-the Clean City Law at the start of 2007. The act
stopped along a busy stretchBdbor  Street iford to hire people to lobby for them. Of coursegnforces a complete ban on billboards as well
the heart of Toronto, pointing to a billboard be-as councillors, we're supposed to be immunas advertising on public transit, including taxis.
ing erected across the side of a white-washedom all that." No flashing signs, no scrolling text, no skyline
brick building. An afternoon stroll down bus-  Tabello is the founder of illegalsigns.ca, adomination — it has all been banned in South
tling Bloor Street with Tabello is a sightseeingwebsite with a small group of volunteers whoAmerica's most populous city. Regulations and
tour of the city's most notorious advertisers. are dedicated to reclaiming the streets of Tdimitations on storefront signs are also part
"The height restriction on wall signs is fourronto and ridding them of illegal visual signageof the Clean City Law. Four U.S. states have
stories and the size restriction is 25 square méhe stipulations for rendering a billboard illegala ban on billboards: Vermoniaine, Hawaii

16 Convergence Winter 2008 "It's not so much somebody controls  the message, it's more the assumptions brought into the situation in Afghanistan ... (such as) if you



and Alaska, Furthesouth, Rio de Janeiro andjo away," he says. mously disagree withwhat he and hilegal-

Buenos Aires — inspired b$ac  Paulo's bold “He (Tabello) made some claimsid we're  signs.ca volunteers are doing — in essence,
move — are seeking measures to combat ouinvestigating them. Certainly they have to becalling outthe practices of the government and
door ads. reported back so we carerify  exactly what isad agencies in amtempt to reclaim thtecets
It's an encouraging trend lor the Torontogoing on with these abuse8foscoe  says. from illegal advertising — and those whuge-
anti billboard guerrillas, whoseebsite claims Following amotion passed by Moscoe at a lieve hisapproach and concern argcessive.
the groups’ "hobby is destroying illegal bill- city council meeting in Septembetie  Build-  "It's turned the issue into a circus and has
boards with the rule of law."Tabello says theings Department will signs identi- reduced the Toronto-East York community
victories have been modest thus far; about 6fled by Tabello's complaints, and willubse- council into a council with a fetish about signs,
billboards have been taken down, S rather than one dealing with and
but at least 40 of those have gone other issues that are far more important than
right back up. billboard |Obby IS a Very signs,"saysTorontoCity CouncillorKyle Rae,
"Generally the time between one of Tabello's main opponents.
a sign coming down and going pOWfoUl they do a lot of Tabello, however, is unmoved by the com-
back up is just a couple weeks," . . " plaints,
Tabello says. SChmOOZlng Of CounC"lorS. "The only reason community council

Though 60 billboards may
seem insignificant given the fig-

keeps on dealing with signs is because variance

- Councillor Howard Moscoe applications are continuously madeligalize

ures, it's not for lack of trying. ....cccccoce ool ilegal billboards in Kyle Rae's ward, arfdle
Tabello and his volunteers have supportsthem,” Tabello says. "The cumulative
raised more than a few eyebrows wheepitnes  quently have to report on their actions. effect of the variances granted ¥yle’s  ward,

to their work, particularly among advertising  As to the question of whether the Buildingscontrary to the Planning Departmentsom-
companies and city councillors who don't se®epartment has been reporting their findingsnendations, is the nullification of the signs
the issue as a priority, but they've also gainedp until this point, Moscoe says, "they don'toy-law in Ward 27. Thigreates a ward-specific

the support of activists around the world anchormally, no". planningregime for signsvhere the only thing
politicians at home in Toronto. "| can't speak for what thebuncillors deemthat matters is not the by-law but what the local
But Tabello points out that billboard com- says JimLaughlin, the deputy chief city councillorthinks about this or that sign. It's

panies can apply to city council in an attempbuilding official with the Buildings Department ad-hocplanning,”
to legalize their illegal billboards. The resultingin the Toronto and East York district. "(But) if =~ Convergence'sumerous attempts over sev-
application is called a variance. community council in this case decided on iteral weeks to contact three major advertising
“A varianceprocess is permitted for minor own judgment to request various informationagencies — Titan Outdoor, Abcon Media, and
deviations from the by-law. For example, a sigrback from the chiefbuilding officials, then we asPattison Outdoor — proved fruitless.
may exceed theoofline of a building by a fewstaff will provide that to the best of our ability."  "Pretty much all of the (billboard) advertis-
feet which is a technical violation of the law," Those opposed to Tabello can be brokeers (in Toronto) are repeat offenders,” Tabello
Tabello says. "The variance procegas dedown into two categories: those who unanisays. &7
signed to allow signs that meet
the intent of the law but are in
technical violation, but (this
process) is beingbused to al-
low signs that have no relation
to the intent of the law."
Tabello’s response to this has
been to launch paperwork guer-
rilla warfare. was
slapped with a letter ifanuary
2007 from City ClerkUlli S.
Watkiss, restricting the group's
access to new billboard permit
information. Tabello says his
group had submitted 650 access
to information requests over a
12 month period, 500 of which
were completed. The remaining
150 were denied,
He says freedom of infor-
mation inquiries, targeted at
the city Buildings Department,
have revealed permits for more
than 400 signs that do not com-
ply with regulations. "Now
that we've found this out, the
Buildings Department would
like this whole problem to just An illegal billboard, spotted by illegalsjgns.ca, once filled this frame on Queen StreetWest in Toronto.

don‘t have a foreign presencethe place will go to chaos.” Paul Jay, journalistCEO of The Real News 1 2008 Convergence 17



