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1. Introduction

The topic of visual smog is increasingly relevant. 
Wilson (2022, 2023), in his studies analysing over 
400 different articles, finds that it is a highly multi­
disciplinary topic. He mentions that there is a need 
to focus on using the appropriate theoretical frame­
work and data size to understand and make sense 
of outdoor advertising. Wilson (2022) himself in­
troduces 20 research questions designed to propel 
scientific research forward.

Visual pollution (smog) is the compound effect 
of clutter, disorder and excess of various objects 
and graphics in the landscape such as outdoor  
advertisements, street furniture, lighting features, 
vegetation features and other objects (Chmielew­
ski, 2015).

Thus, visual smog refers to the infestation of 
public space by advertising, which destroys the 
uniqueness of cities and landscapes by its aggres­
siveness. Veronika Rút Fullerová (2020d) states 
that it is “an artificial, garish panopticon obscuring 
the true face of the city, destroying its uniqueness. 
To a large extent, it concerns graphic design — ad­
vertisements on the premises and separate media 
outside the premises (outdoor advertising).” It is 
practically anything that negatively affects peo­

ple’s view in public space (scattered rubbish, gar­
ish colours of building facades, large numbers and 
repetitive traffic signs). According to experts, visu­
al smog negatively affects living conditions and 
people’s health, as well as drivers’ attention on the 
roads. It can be discussed whenever the observer is 
forced to see the advertisement (Fullerová, 2020d).

The aim of this paper is to provide an overview 
of initiatives and approaches to visual smog in se­
lected locations around the world.

2. Literature review and the theoretical 
framework of this research

The following subsections will explain the terms 
advertising, outdoor advertising and its subdivi­
sion, outdoor space and visual smog. It will also be 
shown what the sources of visual smog are, what 
problems arise in relation to visual smog and how 
visual smog and advertising can be assessed.

2.1 Advertisement

Advertising is a paid form of presenting an offer in 
the media, it is intense and can reach a wide range 
of people. On the other hand, it can also be imper­
sonal and thus less persuasive. It is a unidirection­
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al form of communication and can be quite costly 
The advertising message should have credible and 
understandable content for the intended audience 
and highlight the features that distinguish it from 
competitors (Foret, 2003). 

At present, advertising in the Czech Republic is 
defined by Act No. 40/1995 Coll., on the regulation 
of advertising, as: “[…] announcements, demon­
strations or other presentations disseminated 
mainly by means of communication media, aimed 
at promoting business activities, in particular pro­
moting the consumption or sale of goods, the con­
struction, lease or sale of real estate, the sale or use 
of rights or obligations, the promotion of the provi­
sion of services, the promotion of a trademark […]”.

The Advertising Council defines the term ad­
vertising, for the purposes of the Code it has devel­
oped, as: “[…] a process of commercial commu­
nication, carried out for consideration by any bu­
siness or other entity acting in its interest, the 
purpose of which is to provide consumers with in­
formation about goods and services[…]” (Rada pro 
reklamu, 2022).

2.2 Outdoor advertising

Outdoor advertising (OA), also known as out-of-
home (OOH) advertising can be divided into two 
types:
•	 on-premises advertising/advertising on busi­

ness premises,
•	 off-premises advertising/outside advertising 

(Fullerová, 2020a). 
For the sake of clarity, Table 1 lists the media 

(carriers) and stakeholders for these two types of 
outdoor advertising.

2.3 Public space

Another important point is the definition of public 
space. It is the space of social life, the place where 
society “happens”, where communication and 
contact between people, exchange and inspiration 
take place. Currently, two basic types of public 
space can be distinguished, namely physical (clas­
sic public spaces, i.e. squares, streets, parks, pub­
lic buildings) and virtual (remote communication 
via the Internet, e.g. social networks) (Buchtová, 
Svobodová, 2020).

The definition of public space has evolved con­
siderably in recent decades. Physical public space 
includes streets (roads, pavements, cycle paths), 
open and green spaces (parks, squares, gardens 
and waterfronts) and public buildings (libraries, 
community or sports centres). The most funda­
mental questions and debates are about who owns 
the space and whether public space can be private­
ly owned and still be used by the public (Kaw, Lee, 
Wahba, 2020).

Basically, according to Kaw, Lee, Wahba (2020), 
ownership and management of public space can 
be divided into three main groups:
1.	 Public ownership and management,
2.	 Private ownership and management,
3.	 Mixed ownership and management.

The Act No. 128/2000 Coll. on municipalities 
defines public space in § 34 as follows: “Public 
spaces are all squares, streets, marketplaces, side­

Table 1 » Outdoor advertising division

Type of outdoor 
advertising Carriers Stakeholders

On-premises 
advertising

company signs, stickers, light screens, shop window, menu 
boards, gardens and awnings etc.

salesman, marketing specialist, 
designer, manufacturer

Off-premises 
advertising

poster surfaces, rotundas, citylight showcases, banners, 
billboards, large-scale advertising, hypercube, rooftop advertising

sponsor, agency, manufacturer, 
owner of the carrier

Source: Author based on Fullerová, 2020a
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walks, public green areas, parks and other spaces 
that are accessible to everyone without restriction, 
i.e. for general use, regardless of the ownership of 
the space”.

2.4 Visual pollution

Visual pollution is the combined effect of clutter, 
disorder and excess of various objects and graph­
ics in the landscape, such as outdoor advertising, 
street furniture, lighting elements, vegetation fea­
tures and other objects (Chmielewski, 2015). Thus, 
visual smog refers to the infestation of public space 
with advertisements that destroy the uniqueness 
of cities and landscapes through their aggressive­
ness. Veronika Rút Fullerová (2020d) states that it 
is “an artificial, garish panopticon that hides the 
true face of the city and destroys its uniqueness. To 
a large extent, it concerns graphic design — adver­
tising on the premises and separate media outside 
the premises (outdoor advertising)”. It is practical­
ly anything that negatively affects people’s view of 
public space (litter, garish colours of building fa­
cades, large and repetitive traffic signs). According 
to experts, visual smog negatively affects people’s 
living conditions and health, as well as the atten­
tion of drivers on roads and motorways. It can be 
discussed whenever an observer is forced to look 
at an advertisement (Fullerová, 2020a).

2.5 Visual smog sources

Administrative negligence, excessive advertising 
and vandalism can be considered as sources of vis­
ual smog (Enache, Morozan, Purice, 2012). Under­
developed methods of quantifying visual smog  
appear to be a problem. This is taken as a real 
problem among marketing professionals, land­
scape designers, urban planners and public health 
experts. It is a problem from both the advertiser’s 
and the consumer’s perspective (design, tolerance, 
information absorption, etc.). Therefore, it is not 
discussed in cities that require measurable evi­
dence for decision-making (Chmielewski, 2015).

Mačas (2021) believes that visual smog has 
three causes. The first is that the cluttering of pub­
lic space is deliberate in the marketing strategy of 
companies; marketers do not try to match advertis­
ing with the environment. Next, he states that mar­
keters themselves do not know how to match  
advertising with the environment, and the third 
cause is the ignorance of marketers themselves, 
who cause visual smog. In many cases, strategies 
and campaigns are created remotely and they often 
think of the environment where a given advertise­
ment is to occur as something neutral, not consid­
ering the specifics of a particular environment and 
setting it in a general non-specific environment 
(Mačas, 2021).

For individual public space objects, it is impor­
tant to determine whether they should be consid­
ered as visual pollution objects (VPO). Whether or 
not they should be included can be determined by 
the extent to which they meet the criteria below:
•	 visually intrusive or a nuisance to passers-by,
•	 inconsistency within the existing urban envi­

ronment,
•	 inappropriate size of the surroundings (size, lo­

cation)
•	 conflict with principles of beauty, safety and 

psychological or mental health,
•	 obstruction of the normal tasks of urban life,
•	 potential to threaten public safety,
•	 display of indecent content (Nawaz, Wakil, 

2022, p. 13).
Sources of visual smog (VPO) can be divided 

into ten main groups:
	 1.	outdoor advertising,
	 2.	graffiti or chalking on walls,
	 3.	open dumping of solid waste,
	 4.	overflowing sewers or drains,
	 5.	architecturally unsound buildings,
	 6.	dilapidated buildings,
	 7.	encroachments (temporary and permanent)
	 8.	various poles and transformers,
	 9.	dangling and opaque wires,
	10.	broken roads or ditches (Nawaz, Wakil, 2022, 

p. 16–17).
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2.6 Problems associated with 
visual smog

The following are the biggest problems associated 
with visual smog:
•	 it cannot be avoided — there is no way to choose 

what one sees when walking through a public 
space,

•	 harms business in the city — visual smog is not 
necessary for a successful business, most com­
panies use outdoor advertising, it is usually un­
regulated and no one stands out with their ad­
vertising,

•	 distorts values — it is advertising that comes to 
the fore, not architecture or nature, which are 
often obscured by the media,

•	 poses a safety hazard — the various carriers of­
ten obstruct pedestrians’ vision, distract drivers 
from driving and following traffic lights, signs 
and other road users,

•	 destroys the distinctiveness of a place — histor­
ic and modern places are not primarily built or 
constructed with advertising, generic repetitive 
motifs that do not look at the locality, and signs 
of various colours and shapes often cover entire 
houses (Fullerová, 2020d).
Advertising doesn’t have to be added to a build­

ing after the fact, it can be part of the building’s de­
sign by the architect. This was the case, for exam­
ple, with the OXO Tower in London. The tower was 
completed in 1929, when Thames-side logo regula­
tions were already in place, which architect Albert 
Moore circumvented by ‘accidentally’ incorporat­
ing the product name into the stained glass win­
dows. These were the famous Oxo beef cubes of 
the Liebig Extract of Meat Company, which ac­
quired the site in 1920 to convert the building into 
a cold store (Harrow-Smith, 2021).

Kinterova’s (2020) perspective is certainly in­
teresting, contrasting outdoor advertising with the 
basic human ability and need to read and perceive 
things around us as something that cannot be 
switched off. Public space and the visual smog 
within it can be compared to a situation where one 

hears several voices at once, for example in a hallu­
cination, and it is difficult to defend oneself against 
these ‘voices’. According to Kinterova (2020), it can­
not be excluded that the occurrence of various psy­
chological problems (ADHD, depression) may be 
related to the overloading of public space with ad­
vertising (Patrovský, 2020).

In a way, a kind of frustration with inaction and 
inability to address the situation can be problemat­
ic. Almost every advertising device is dealt with by 
a different regulation, a different law, or a different 
government body. Honest citizens who try to make 
their way through the confusing array of regula­
tions, decrees and recommendations can see how 
the law can be circumvented and how the situation 
is, in most cases, rather unresolved. On the other 
hand, it is also a frustration for officials who would 
like to solve the situation but have only limited 
powers by law (Drápalová, 2020).

2.7 How to assess visual smog 
and advertising

It is clear from the above that assessing both adver­
tising and visual smog itself is highly problematic. 
They can be evaluated, for example:
•	 aesthetically — a subjective matter, according to 

individual taste, 
•	 content — the volume of text, some have little 

text to attract attention,
•	 physically — size, colour value, shape,
•	 safety — height of placement, interference with 

the driver’s field of vision in the case of a bill­
board,

•	 functionally — legibility, typography according 
to technical standards,

•	 effectively and economically — effectiveness of 
the message, economic burden and return, 

•	 contextually — fitting into the context of the 
place (Fullerová, 2020c), 

•	 environmentally — the impact of companies 
and their individual advertising campaigns on 
the environment, e.g., ESG ratings tracking the 
company’s environmental impact, its approach 
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to society and stakeholders, and the transpar­
ency of the company’s communications (Asoci­
ace společenské odpovědnosti, 2023).
Visual smog can also be measured by eye-track­

ing or eye-tracking glasses. With them it is possible 
to collect quantitative data on the functioning of 
the brain and the data obtained are used in so-
called neuro-marketing. Eye-tracking glasses allow 
one to analyse how a person perceives visual reality 
in a real environment (Soběhart, 2023). Eye-track­
ing glasses are placed directly on the respondent’s 
head and are used in dynamic situations — driving 
or moving in space. The eye movement called fixa­
tion is tracked, i.e. the moment when the eye fo­
cuses on one place (Mokrý, 2020). The result tends 
to be clusters of fixations depicted by a Heat Map. 
Where multiple fixations have been recorded, col­
oured spots are produced, going from green (small 

amount of fixations) to red (large amount of fixa­
tions) (Jedlička, 2014).

Street View can be used to determine the 
amount of visual smog and advertising. Simply sit 
down at a computer and use Google Street View to 
‘walk’ through areas of interest and see where ad­
vertising is located in different years or seasons 
(Fullerová, 2022).

3. Methodology

Due to the complexity of the issue and the diversi­
ty of legislation in different countries, for some 
countries only selected cities are mentioned where 
information on legislation and approaches to visu­
al smog and outdoor advertising could be found. 

The aim of this paper was to provide an over­
view of initiatives and approaches to visual smog 

Figure 1 » Diagram of the research conducted

Source: Author

Article goal
•	 Overview of initiatives and approaches to visual 

pollution in selected locations around the world

Abroad — Google Scholar
•	 Scientific articles through keywords: visual pollution, 

visual smog, and outdoor advertisement

Abroad — Internet Sources
•	 Professional articles containing keywords: visual pollution, 

visual smog, and outdoor advertisement
•	 Websites of individual cities

Czech Republic
•	 Veronika Rút Fullerová (expert on visual smog)
•	 Internet Sources (articles, cases, etc.)
•	 Legislation

Overview of Initiatives and Approaches
–	 In the Area of Legislation
–	 In the Area of Approach
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in selected locations around the world. In order to 
achieve this objective, a content analysis of rele­
vant sources on the topic was carried out, the flow 
of which is shown in Figure 1. It shows a flowchart 
of the research, representing the sources of infor­
mation used for the research. These are mainly ar­
ticles from the Google Scholar database, but also 
scholarly articles from web portals dealing with 
this area were used.

It was not possible to find a complete legislative 
overview in all countries, so sources were taken 
into account that only contained information on 
individual cities in the selected country and how 
they deal with visual smog. Three sources of infor­
mation were central to the article:
•	 scientific articles from the Google Scholar data­

base,
•	 expert articles from web portals dealing with 

visual smog,
•	 other internet sources dealing with this issue 

(e.g. legislative regulations, city websites, citi­
zen initiatives).
Information has been gathered on locations 

from 7 countries (USA, Brazil, Australia, Israel, 
France, Poland and Slovakia) and the Czech Re­
public in order to create an overview on the per­
ception and solutions to visual pollution and out­
door advertising. The countries were based on 
peer-reviewed articles A content analysis was con­
ducted for each source, looking for specific infor­
mation on visual smog and outdoor advertising. 
The results are elaborated in more detail in the 
chapters below.

Initially, the Google Scholar database was uti­
lized, where scholarly articles were searched based 
on the keywords ‘visual pollution’, ‘visual smog’, 
and ‘outdoor advertisement’. Key articles include:
•	 Wilson, R. T. and Casper, J. (2016): The role of 

location and visual saliency in capturing atten­
tion to outdoor advertising: How location attrib­
utes increase the likelihood for a driver to no­
tice a billboard ad.

•	 Wilson, R. T. (2022): Out-of-home advertising: 
A systematic review and Research Agenda.

•	 Wilson, R. T. (2023): Out-of-home advertising: 
A bibliometric review.

•	 Wakil, K et al. (2021): Mitigating Urban Visual 
Pollution through a Multistakeholder Spatial 
Decision Support System to Optimize Location­
al Potential of Billboards.

•	 Madleňák, R. and Hudák, M. (2016): The Re­
search of Driver Distraction by Visual Smog on 
Selected Road Stretch in Slovakia.

•	 Gitelman, V., Doveh, E. and Zadiel, D. (2019): 
An examination of billboard impacts on crashes 
on a suburban highway: Comparing three pe­
riods — Billboards present, removed, and re­
stored. Traffic Injury Prevention.
In addition, the same keywords were searched 

on standard internet browsers and location-specif­
ic websites for further information on the issue. 
Based on this research, certain countries and cities 
were selected where more information on visual 
smog and outdoor advertising could be found, 
namely: the USA, Brazil (São Paolo), Australia 
(Canberra), Israel (Tel Aviv), France (Grenoble, 
Lille and Paris), Poland (Lublin, Gdańsk and War­
saw) and Slovakia (Bratislava and Žilina). In the 
course of researching various articles, it was found 
that artists and designers are also interested in the 
issue, so the projects of three of them are men­
tioned.

For the Czech Republic, information from the 
visual smog expert, Veronika Rút Fullerová, and 
her findings so far, especially on the website 
http://vizualnismog.info, was mainly used. It was 
also drawn from other articles on the internet and 
in legislation.

4. Results for selected countries

Advertising and visual smog itself is a hot topic all 
over the world. In 2019, a compendium (brief over­
view) of 21 recent studies from 2008 to 2018 from a 
wide range of countries (USA, England, Norway, 
Australia, Israel, Saudi Arabia, Canada, Sweden, 
Denmark and Belgium) on driver distraction 
through advertising media was published. Al­
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though different methodologies and approaches 
have been used in each study, the conclusions 
agree that advertisements pose a threat to road 
safety (Wachtel, 2018).

For the following chapter, sites were selected 
from the USA, Brazil, Australia, Israel, France, Po­
land and Slovakia, and their methods of regulating 
and addressing the issue were described. The re­
search carried out so far in the area under study is 
also presented.

4.1 USA

Since 1968, the states of Maine, Hawaii, Vermont 
and Alaska have regulated visual smog by banning 
billboards altogether. In Vermont in particular, 
towns have a relatively free hand in how they fur­
ther regulate advertising. This can be done, for ex­
ample, by only allowing signs that are smaller than 
billboards and that highlight the character of the 
area or support local businesses. The carriers 
should be in keeping with the character of the lo­
cality, have a style and location in connection with 
the place and in a way promote patriotism (Fuller­
ová, 2020b).

The national nonprofit organisation Scenic 
America seeks to preserve and enhance the visual 
character and beauty of America. They map how 
each state addresses laws targeting billboards. 
Each year, hundreds of communities across the 
United States push for stricter controls on bill­
boards (Scenic America, 2023). According to re­
search, the states with the most state-permitted 
billboards are estimated to be Florida (32,162), 
Texas (24,262), and Michigan (23,144); the states 
with the fewest billboards are Washington, DC 
(86), Rhode Island (391), and New Hampshire 
(893); and the states with no billboards are Alaska, 
Hawaii, Maine, and Vermont (Scenic America, 
2021).

Research from 2016 looked at the importance of 
billboard placement and visual salience (the abili­
ty of an ad to stand out and grab attention through 
the use of colour, shading and compositional de­

sign) in capturing consumer attention. As a result, 
it was found through eye-tracking and established 
hypotheses that how billboards look visually has 
some limited influence on drivers’ attention (Wil­
son, Casper, 2016).

4.2 Brazil

In the city of São Paolo, a mutual agreement was 
reached in 2007 between the city and advertising 
operators to ban all outdoor advertising, as it is 
very difficult to control the ever-increasing number 
of advertisements, and very strictly limit advertis­
ing on business premises. Already in 2007, under 
the Clean City Law, 15,000 billboards and 300,000 
excessive signboards were removed in the city. 
Five years after the law was passed, the city gradu­
ally began to allow advertising, but it was very 
tightly regulated and advertising became much 
more organized. Furthermore, the city govern­
ment entered into a 25-year contract with JCDe­
caux, under which the company is responsible for 
the maintenance, design, and marketing of the ad­
vertising dials on the 1,000 digital clocks (Mahda­
wi, 2015).

4.3 Australia

The Australian capital city of Canberra has had an 
ordinance relating to roads and other public places 
since 1937, which has banned billboards except for 
those placed on cars as mobiles and advertise­
ments placed at public transport stops. The ap­
pearance of billboards has never been permitted 
again for the reason that billboards were not con­
sidered during the planning of what the city would 
look like and therefore the emphasis is primarily 
on unobstructed views in large spaces. It was not 
until the end of the twentieth century that it was 
necessary to initiate the formation of an Ad Re­
moval Committee because of the increased preva­
lence of advertising devices, especially on private 
property. Ian McAuley justifies the initiative to 
form this committee as follows: “We want to pre­
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serve our public space… It belongs to us, not to 
corporations.” (Fettes, 2017).

4.4 Israel

A study from 2014, complementing a study from 
2010, examined the impact of billboards on acci­
dents on a busy highway in Tel Aviv. It was a com­
parison of three situations — the current situation, 
the removal/coverage of billboards and the rein­
statement of billboards. To avoid inconclusive re­
sults, the billboards were left uncovered in some 
sections. Where billboards were removed, the 
number of injury crashes decreased by 30 to 40%. 
When billboards were reinstated, the number of 
injury crashes increased by 40 to 50%. As a result, 
covering the billboards resulted in a 60% decrease 
in all crashes (Gitelman, Doveh, Zaidel, 2019).

4.5 France

It was in France, in Grenoble, that outdoor adver­
tising was banned as the first country in Europe. In 
2014, 326 carriers were removed and replaced by 
trees or public signboards. The city lost £105,000 
as a result, which it reportedly compensated for by 
cutting some expenses. However as the contract 
with JCDecaux was not due to expire until 2019, 
Grenoble residents did not notice the change 
(Mahdawi, 2015). 

In the northern French city of Lille and Paris, 
demonstrations against excessive advertising took 
place from 2017 to 2019. In 2018, more than 1 600 
advertising signs disappeared from the streets of 
Paris, but since no one noticed the absence of the 
signs, they started to return after a year and a half. 
A petition by the group Greenpeace Paris called on 
the city to ensure that there would be no more 
commercial video screens in the future (Chrisafis, 
2019). The petition lists 10 reasons not to support 
commercial video screens, such as excessive ener­
gy consumption, incompatibility with the Parisian 
environment, wasteful use of electricity, toxicity of 
blue light, creation of light smog, and difficulty in 

recycling these devices. In response to the petition, 
the city hall stated that its policy was not to devel­
op any more advertising in the city, that the carri­
ers had been reduced and that some of the city’s 
furniture had been handed over to the city news 
(Chrisafis, 2019).

4.6 Poland

In 2015, the Landscape Act was passed, giving 
powers to local authorities to combat visual smog. 
Along with this law, 10 other laws were amended, 
where the changes made concerned advertise­
ments in public space (Szczepińska. 2020).

In 2015, field research, visibility analysis and 
subsequently 1 000 questionnaires were conduct­
ed in Lublin. The author argues that visual pollu­
tion can be quantified in a meaningful way that 
also captures public opinion. Several methods 
were combined and the authors believe that visibil­
ity analysis can help Lublin’s planning officials as 
a tool for assessing and reducing visual pollution 
based on direct evidence from surveys (Chmielews­
ki et al, 2015).

The Polish city of Gdansk is not lagging behind 
either, where a two-year transition period ended in 
2020, during which owners of advertisements and 
billboards had to adapt to the new regulations. As 
a result of a very comprehensive regulation, many 
illegal media disappeared from the city, but unfor­
tunately not all (Bialas, 2020). The regulations aim 
to establish clear, democratic rules for the place­
ment of advertisements or billboards, thus improv­
ing the common space and the overall image of the 
city. It is a kind of instruction manual that states 
what, how and where can be placed in the city so 
that similar areas have the same rules for placing 
advertising media and the unique character of the 
place is preserved (Adamowicz, 2018).

Research from 2022 examined public opinion 
on the introduction of new outdoor advertising 
regulations in Warsaw. More than 80% of respond­
ents said they agreed with the introduction of new 
regulations and more than 60% agreed that some 
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form of outdoor advertising in public spaces is 
needed. Respondents are willing to pay 15 to 23 EUR 
per year for a programme to limit outdoor advertis­
ing and also confirm that advertising in the city 
centre and on the outskirts should be treated dif­
ferently (Czajkowski et al., 2022).

4.7 Slovakia

In Slovakia, in 2014, there was talk of amending 
the Building Act to help remove and permit illegal­
ly placed billboards. Officials would have a freer 
hand, and the law would tighten the conditions un­
der which buildings for advertising would be per­
mitted. Furthermore, it will not be possible to le­
galise those installations that have been erected 
without the relevant permits (ČTK, 2014).

Madleňák and Hudák (2016) note that accord­
ing to traffic accident statistics, the most frequent 
cause of traffic accidents is both improper driving 
and driver inattention. If the number of advertise­
ments near the roads were halved, the time spent 
looking at the billboard would be reduced and the 
driver could pay more attention to the traffic. This 
would lead to safer road traffic and thus reduce the 
number of accidents.

An experiment was carried out on a selected 
section of the road in Žilina using SMI Eye Tracker 
Glasses (glasses to monitor a person’s natural 
gaze), a GoPro HERO camera and an EMOTIV 
Epoc+ EEG (headset to measure the driver’s brain 
activity during the experiment). Based on data 
from the Traffic Inspectorate in Žilina, it was 
known that 25 accidents occurred on the moni­
tored section between January and September 
2015, and in 15 cases the driver’s inattentiveness 
was to blame. There were 191 advertisements on 
the 6.3-kilometre stretch in question, and each of 
the drivers who were part of the experiment looked 
at more than 100 of them. Long glances longer 
than 0.75 seconds were rated as the most dan­
gerous glances, specifically on billboards, where 
glances of up to 2 seconds were common (Hudák, 
Madleňák, 2017).

At the beginning of April 2021, the National 
Council of the Slovak Republic approved a propos­
al to amend the Construction Act to ensure strong 
and fair tools to streamline the regulation of build­
ings for advertising. Changes in the law include, 
for example, the possibility for municipalities to 
initiate the removal of illegal buildings, building 
permits for an indefinite period will be limited to a 
maximum of three years, and in case of non-re­
newal and non-removal within 30 days, the owner 
will be fined 1,350 euros (ZMOS, 2021).

In Bratislava, in 2021, rules were introduced 
into the zoning plan that no longer allow an adver­
tising structure to be placed without a building 
permit or notification (Hlavné mesto SR Bratislava, 
2022). In 2022, The Public Spaces Manual: Princi­
ples and Standards of Outdoor Advertising was 
published for Bratislava, which contains a number 
of important pieces of advice and guidelines on 
how to place outdoor advertising (Metropolitný 
inštitút Bratislavy, 2022).

4.8 Czech Republic

Legislation on outdoor advertising in the Czech 
Republic is supplemented by aesthetic conditions 
by the Advertising Council, whose main objective 
is to ensure the promotion of legal, honest, truthful 
and decent advertising. The association was estab­
lished in 1994 and currently has 18 members 
(Czech Television, Czech Radio, FTV Prima, Ko­
merční banka, TV Nova, Sazka and others). It is a 
non-governmental organisation which operates by 
issuing decisions in the form of recommendations 
and does not impose financial penalties or other 
sanctions. Advertising is regulated by rules in a 
document called the Advertising Code and is a 
form of self-regulation. A year after its creation, the 
Advertising Council also became a member of the 
European Association of Self-Regulatory Bodies 
(EASA) (Vysekalová, Mikeš, 2018; Rada pro rekla­
mu, 2022).

As such, advertising law is currently not a sepa­
rate branch of law; it is more or less a combination 
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of both private and public law norms. It is the very 
diversity of products and forms of advertising that 
causes the diversity of advertising law (Rigel et al., 
2018). They also list about 26 regulations and di­
rectives from European Union law and over 50 le­
gal regulations in the Czech Republic as the most 
important.

The basis for regulation is contained in Act No. 
40/1995 Sb., on the Regulation of Advertising, as 
amended. The Act states that advertising must not 
be based on subliminal perception, must not be 
contrary to good morals, and that outdoor adver­
tising is prohibited from promoting behaviour that 
harms health or endangers the safety of persons 
and property.

Among the most important legal regulations for 
outdoor advertising, mention should be made of 
Act No 183/2006 Sb., the Act on Spatial Planning 
and Building Regulations, which replaces Act No 
283/2021 Sb., the Building Act, with effect from 1 
January 2024. The Building Act defines two types 
of carriers — advertising equipment and building 
for advertising. A building for advertising is a 
building with a surface area of more than 8 m2 that 
is used for advertising purposes. A device with a 
total area of less than 0.6 m2 may be installed out­
side the protection zones of roads without consent 
or decision. The placement of advertising media 
according to Act No 13/1997 Sb., the Act on Roads, 
is always authorised by the competent building au­
thority for a maximum period of five years. 

In 2012, an amendment to the law came into 
force and most of the advertising devices were to 
disappear within five years (Neusar, 2012). Thus, 
by 1 September 2017, more than 1,000 billboards 
along motorways were to be removed, and the staff 
of the Directorate of Roads and Motorways were to 
monitor, cover and gradually remove the bill­
boards in the buffer zone (Ministerstvo dopravy, 
2017). In most cases, the removal did not take 
place, and the amendment to the Construction Act 
should again allow the operators of advertising 
media to place them. The biggest problem is the 
lack of sufficient and ambiguous interpretation of 

various terms in the laws and amendments, which 
billboard operators try to use to their advantage 
(Kverulant.org, 2022).

Other laws that regulate advertising in some 
way are:
•	 Act No.121/2000 Sb., on Copyright, on Rights 

Related to Copyright and on Amendments to 
Certain Acts (Copyright Act),

•	 Act No 128/2000 Sb., on Municipalities (Munic­
ipal Establishment),

•	 Act No. 565/1990 Sb., on local fees,
•	 Act No. 20/1987 Sb., on State Heritage Care, as 

amended (Heritage Act),
•	 Act No. 114/1992 Sb., on Nature and Landscape 

Protection,
•	 Act No. 106/1999 Sb., on free access to informa­

tion, as amended, and others.
In 2016, the Ministry of Transport commis­

sioned a study by the Transport Research Centre to 
investigate the impact of advertising devices on 
traffic safety. The study included, among other 
things, a search of foreign literature and the legal 
environment abroad (Germany, Switzerland, Aus­
tria, Sweden, the UK and the Netherlands) with ad­
vertising devices. The research carried out showed 
that advertisements along motorways and major 
roads outside the municipality are prohibited in 
the countries mentioned. For the actual topic of 
the study, data was collected using an eye-tracking 
system, an analysis of traffic accidents between 
2010 and 2015, a forensic perspective, a traffic psy­
chological perspective and a survey of public atti­
tudes. The results of the study confirm that adver­
tising devices, as secondary information carriers, 
attract drivers’ attention, increase drivers’ reaction 
time, and the supporting structures of advertising 
devices worsen the consequences of traffic acci­
dents (CDV, 2016).

Cities in the Czech Republic are not lagging be­
hind either, many of them have created good prac­
tice manuals that show how outdoor advertising, 
and not only outdoor advertising, should be han­
dled in public space. Cities such as Brno, Prague 
and Ostrava have manuals (Fullerová, 2020b).
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4.9 Ad-free streets

Large cities around the world are in many cases 
crowded with giant advertising signs, billboards or 
LED panels. Even artists of all kinds are not indif­
ferent to the situation. In his series “Tokyo without 
Ads”, French visual designer Nicolas Damiens 
shows how the busy streets of the Japanese capital 
would look without logos, slogans or company 
names (Azzarello, 2015). His series has been cov­
ered by various foreign websites — Japanese, Kore­
an, English, American, French and Italian (Dami­
ens, 2023). 

Something very similar was done in 2021 by 
Ukrainian artist, quantitative analyst and former 
graphic designer Rinat Rizvanov, who similarly re­
designed the Times Square space in New York. He 
sees advertising as something with many ethical 
problems, forcing on people what they don’t need. 
Advertising is a kind of attention-stealing and evokes 
negative emotions in most people (Flood, 2021).

In 2018, the Californian artist Ivan Cash togeth­
er with his team of volunteers at IRL (in real life) 
Labs brought the so-called IRL glasses. They look 
and serve as classic sunglasses that also block the 
wavelengths of light from LED and LCD screens 
(Pardes, 2018; IRL Labs, 2023) As part of their pro­
jects, they are also planning signal-blocking gar­
ments or community spaces without technology 
(IRL Labs, 2023).

5. Discussion and suggestions for further 
research

The aim of the paper was to provide an overview of 
initiatives and approaches to visual smog in select­
ed locations around the world. The following Table 
2 provides a summary of the findings within the 
visual smog and outdoor advertising issues for 
each country and city.

The issue of advertising and visual smog is a 
hot topic across the world. Between 2008 and 2018, 

Table 2 » Overview of the results of the analysis of relevant initiatives for each location

Coun-
tries National legislation Cities Findings to date

USA 4 states — since 1968 
laws banning billboards — Scenic America — a non-profit organization, researches to review 

the number of post-election billboards in each state

Brazil not found São Paolo 2007 — Clean City Law, removal and strict regulation

Australia not found Canberra 1937 — decree banning billboards along roads and other public places 

Israel not found Tel Aviv 2014 — study, covering billboards reduced accident rates by 60%

France not found
Grenoble
Lille, Paris
Paris

2014 — ban on outdoor advertising
2017 — 2019 — demonstrations against excessive advertising
2018 — The Greenpeace Paris group

Poland 2015 — Landscape Act
Lublin
Gdansk
Warsaw

2015 — study, methodology to help officials
2018 — rules for the placement of outdoor advertising
2022 — public opinion on OA

Slovakia 2014 — amendment 
to the Building Act

Bratislava
Žilina

2021 — change of the zoning plan
2022 — Public Spaces Manual
2016 — OA studies and their impact on traffic safety

Czech 
Republic

advertising law is not a 
separate branch of law

Brno, Prague, 
Ostrava Manuals of good practice

Source: Author
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more than 20 studies have been published in vari­
ous countries on driver distraction through adver­
tising media and independently agree that adver­
tising is a road safety hazard. Four states in the US 
have already passed laws banning billboards alto­
gether in 1968, and various non-profit organisa­
tions and communities across the United States are 
continually pushing for stricter controls on bill­
boards. In Brazil’s largest city, São Paolo, over 300 
000 billboards have already been removed in 2007 
under the Clean City Law, and advertising has only 
been allowed under very strict restrictions. The 
city’s management has entered into a 25-year con­
tract with JCDecaux, which manages the 1 000 dig­
ital clocks in the city. In Australia, since 1937, there 
has been an ordinance prohibiting billboards on 
roadsides and other public places.

Even in Europe, there is no silence about adver­
tising and visual smog. Grenoble, France, was the 
first European country to ban outdoor advertising 
in 2014. In other French cities (Lille or Paris), dem­
onstrations against excessive advertising took 
place between 2017 and 2019. In Poland, a two-
year period during which ad owners were to adapt 
to the new regulations ended in 2020. In Slovakia, 
talk of changing the Building Act and its relation to 
its impact on advertising started in 2014, and in 
April 2021 a proposal to amend the Building Act  
to provide strong and fair tools to make building  
regulation for advertising more effective was ap­
proved. As an example of the extent to which 
streets are filled with advertising, photographs of 
major cities around the world (Tokyo, New York) 
have been produced showing what streets look like 
now and what they would look like if there were no 
advertising at all or if they were replaced by white 
space only.

In the Czech Republic, advertising law is not a 
separate branch of law. Extensive and diverse legis­
lation is supplemented by the Advertising Council 
on aesthetic terms. In the past decade, legislative 
change in relation to outdoor advertising has been 
addressed, but so far no groundbreaking results 
have been seen in practice. Compared to other 

states, there has not been a significant decline in 
advertising media or the introduction of clear leg­
islative rules. Several cities (Brno, Prague and Os­
trava) have developed manuals of good practice for 
working not only with outdoor advertising.

Outdoor advertising contributes significantly to 
the visual pollution of cities. In many underdevel­
oped economies, a complete ban on billboards is 
not an affordable option. Billboards and banners 
are a significant source of revenue for advertising 
agencies and advertisers. Managing billboards in 
city centres is difficult because of the conflicting 
demands of different interest groups (Wakil et al., 
2021).

Abroad, changes concerning the placement of 
advertising media are often incorporated directly 
into legislation. In addition, eye-tracking glasses 
are also widely used, and it would therefore be ap­
propriate to use this technology in further re­
search.

Firms’ investment in advertising is still on an 
upward trend (Saiver, 2022). Further research is 
needed to look more closely at this issue, especial­
ly to look at the economics and return on firms’ in­
vestment in advertising. Whether it is worthwhile 
for companies to invest a lot of money nowadays in 
mediums that cause a lot of problems and increase 
visual pollution when the current trends in mar­
keting are focused on digital marketing, influencer 
marketing or AI (Patel, 2023). The findings could 
extend the theory and help businesses create more 
effective marketing strategies.

6. Limits of the study

A major limitation of the research for this article is 
the lack of research on the issue as such. This is 
mainly due to the multidisciplinary nature of the 
topic, as Wilson (2022, 2023) mentions in his arti­
cles. It is necessary to explore the issue in more 
depth in the already mentioned or other countries 
and cities in relation to their culture, rules and cus­
toms. The field of visual smog research is still not 
sufficiently explored. Therefore, further iterative 
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research is needed to understand this area in more 
depth. 

7. Conclusions

The aim of this paper was to provide an overview 
of initiatives and approaches to visual smog in se­
lected locations around the world. In some coun­
tries or cities, specific rules have already been es­
tablished regarding outdoor advertising and the 
reduction of visual smog. In some cases, specific 
legislation has also been adopted. This is thanks to 
people who care about how the world looks around 
them. Unlike in other countries, visual smog in the 

Czech Republic is also being addressed outside ac­
ademia. In the Czech Republic, there are no scien­
tific articles on the subject. Abroad, it is standard 
practice to include bans on outdoor advertising in 
laws or ordinances that help to reduce visual smog.

There are several sources of visual smog; it can­
not be avoided and it distorts values, be it architec­
ture or nature. The fact that advertising media dis­
tract drivers or obstruct pedestrians’ vision, 
thereby jeopardising road safety, is also fundamen­
tal. Raising awareness of the issue and setting clear 
rules on the placement of advertising media in 
public spaces could reduce the amount of visual 
smog and encourage honest business.

The first is that the cluttering of public space is deliberate in the marketing 
strategy of companies; marketers do not try to match advertising with the en-
vironment. Next, he states that marketers themselves do not know how to 
match advertising with the environment, and the third cause is the ignorance 
of marketers themselves, who cause visual smog. In many cases, strategies and 
campaigns are created remotely and they often think of the environment 
where a given advertisement is to occur as something neutral, not considering 
the specifics of a particular environment and setting it in a general non-specif-
ic environment.
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Overview of visual smog initiatives in selected locations around the world

ABSTRACT
Due to their multidisciplinary potential and central role in various campaigns, visual pollution and outdoor 
or out-of-home (OOH) advertising have received considerable interest from scholars and practitioners. In the 
Czech Republic, visual pollution and OOH advertising have come to the forefront of politicians’ and busi­
ness leaders’ concerns, and several citizen initiatives have emerged to combat illegal advertising that pol­
lutes public space. The aim of this paper is to provide an overview of initiatives and approaches to visual 
smog in selected locations around the world. The fundamentals of distinguishing types of outdoor advertis­
ing and the methods for assessing visual pollution will be presented.
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