
Giving Your Values A Voice!

June 14, 2011
The Alliance for Progressive Values position on the City of Richmond’s proposed 
sound ordinance. 

APV opposes the sound ordinance as introduced before the Richmond City Council 
on June 13, 2011.

Background:
In February 2010, the Richmond City Council passed a new citywide sound ordinance. 
In November 2010, the ordinance was declared unconstitutional.  Since then the city has 
operated without a specific law governing excessive noise.

 On June 13, 2011, Councilman Charles Samuels introduced Paper Number 2011-119 
To repeal ch. 38, art. II of the City Code, concerning noise, and to amend and  
reordain ch. 38 of  the City Code by adding therein a new art.  II,  concerning  
sound control, consisting of sections numbered 38-31 through 38-43. 

The new ordinance would make it a Class 4 misdemeanor to emit or cause to be emitted 
excessive sound, defined as:

“Excessive sound” means sound that exceeds 55 dBA during nighttime hours and  
sound  that  exceeds  65  dBA  during  daytime  hours  when  measured  inside  a  
structure,  and means sound that  exceeds  65  dBA during nighttime  hours  and  
sound  that  exceeds  75  dBA during  daytime  hours  when  measured  outside  a  
structure.

According to the new ordinance:
“Daytime hours” means the period each day beginning at 7:00 a.m. and ending 
at 9:00 p.m., local time.  “Nighttime hours” means the period beginning at 9:00  
p.m. of each day and ending at 7:00 a.m. of the next day, local time.

Reasons for opposition:

APV recognizes the general need for a noise ordinance and the difficulty in pleasing all 
the affected stakeholders, but the ordinance must be amended to reflect the concerns of 
the community. These concerns include:

The decibel levels are too low, 50-65dbs is equivalent to a normal conversation.  Normal 
laughter can register at 60-65dbs and many common appliances like vacuum cleaners; 
hair dryers and dishwashers register in the 70-75db range, making them potentially illegal 
to operate at any time of the day or night if the person complaining is sufficiently close.



The  arbitrarily  low  decibel  levels  make  normal,  everyday  activities  in  an  urban 
environment such as talking on one’s front porch after dark, eating at a restaurant with a 
patio, or the crying of a baby, criminal offenses.  

The ordinance makes no distinction between traditional work nights like Sunday through 
Wednesday, and weekend nights when people tend to stay up later and enjoy the nightlife 
available in an urban setting.

The  ordinance  makes  no  allowance  for  mixed  use  zoning  areas  like  the  Fan,  where 
buildings  are often  set  close  together  and where neighborhood restaurants  and shops 
sometimes share buildings with residential units and apartments.  

The ordinance requires the police to purchase special equipment at taxpayer expense to 
which all responding officers may not have access.

If enforced as written, the ordinance could have a stultifying effect on small businesses 
who do their primary business after 9pm.  These businesses are part of the economic life's 
blood of a vibrant urban community.

The ordinance cannot be enforced uniformly and so must be enforced selectively.  This 
creates the opportunity for nuisance complaints as well as scofflaws. 

How the ordinance can be improved:

The  ordinance  already  contains  numerous  exceptions  for  commercial  vehicles,  and 
construction  and  emergency  personnel,   APV requests  that  additional  exemptions  be 
made that favorably address the issues raised above.

APV opposes the sound ordinance as introduced before the Richmond City Council 
on June 13, 2011.
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