


.setting Your Sites: Successful Wireless Development

sponse to the volume of cellular antenna
site permit requests made in the past 10
vears. The collection of information on
zoning districts where towers are permit-
ted or might be approved withour oppo-
sition Is vital for fast tracking.

Local zoning law might categorize
wireless antenna sites under one or
more of the following use classifica-
tiens: cellular antenna site, communica-
tions tower, telephone relay station, or
radio and television broadcast tower.
Related uses include essential services,
public urility substation, satellite anten-
nas, wind mills, etc. Being a “public
utility” for zoning doesn’t necessarily
require regularion by the state Public
Utilities Commission (PUC).

While zoning codes berween jurisdic-
tions differ with respect to each particu-
lar zoning district, generally tower siting
is most favorable in industrial zones.
Some codes will trear wireless the same in
all zones. Many codes include an excep-
tion to the height limits for wireless
masts or communications towers. Uses
thar apply or relate to the wireless sire

i Sound System development planning attempts

< lo utilize existing stryctures and favorabie

2oning to the greafest extent passible.
i

may be permitted in some districts out-
right, with or withour a height limir,
while in another district they may be per-
mitted only after one or more hearings.
The most common permits required
for wireless sites are (in order of increas-
ing difficulty to achieve): conditional use
permit, special use (or exception) permir,
use variance, and site rezone. By con-

trast, the difficulty for a wireless compa-
ny to obtain some other zoning ap-
provals, such as a planned unit develop-
ment (PUD), height variance, subdivi-
sion and site plan review varies by juris-
diction. The specifics of each jurisdic-
tion for potential wireless sites should be
researched and reported to RF engineers.

Maps should be created or marked
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up for RF engineers to review. They
should indicate areas where communi-
cations towers are permirtted, are nort
permitred and where sites might receive
approval, bur only afrer a hearing
process. Some geographical informarion
system (GIS) sofrware allows access to
the location and height of existing
structures, zoning districts and limira-
tions on structure height, as well as ter-
rain elevartion for system planning.

Generally, it is useless and rime-
consuming for RF engineers to try to
plan a 150-foot-tall antenna elevation
in a zone with a 35-foot height limit, if
no 150-foot strucrures exist. While
new federal legislation could allow sites
on federal property and rights of way,
and could also assist to keep zoning
laws fair, the need to evaluate existing
structures and find favorable zoning
will not change.

Identify Problems Early

While th;'. RF cnginccrs are creating
the initial system design with the bene-

fit of the scouting repor, the site acqui-
sition group should take time to learn
more abour the existing structures in
greater detail—to determine the avail-
ability of each of these existing struc-
tures through research and conract with
the property owner or manager. Even
before RF engineers know they want 1o
use an existing structure, the owner of
the property should be aware of the
possible interest. By pulling ownership
records early, it is possible to uncover
issues abour title that may have an effect

on site acquisition,

It is advantageous at this stage to
routinely provide porential existing
structure lessors with informarion about
the proposed site, such as antenna spec-
ifications, floor space, telephone line
and electrical requirements, company
background, and a copy of the desired
form lease. Commonly, advance work
will generate site owners interested in
existing structures also desired by RF
engineers. Early opportunity to get site
owners involved with the desired |ease
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document can easily translarte to a shorr-
¢r acquisition lead time after the com-
pleted RFE design. g

Once the initial RF system design is
available, the search rings and/or pro-
posed sites should be reviewed for spe-
cific property ownership, zoning district
and physical field conditions. RF engi-
neers try to make search areas as large as
possible. They often plan search areas in
more than one jurisdiction, 1o give site
acquisition agents a greater success rate.

During system development, a high
degree of interaction berween RE engi-
neers and site acquisition personnel
greatly optimizes system design. Site ac-
quisition personnel should have easy ac-
cess to data concerning siting flexibiliry
and requirements that exist for each
search ring. RF engineers can enhance
the process immensely by informing site
acquisition personnel how a site or
search ring fits into the big picture. In

turn, site acquisicion will provide feed-

back to RF on the next level of deraj]
about each search ring.
Such feedback includes answers o
such questions as: Does the search area
include a number of chojces for site
placement or just one or two? Will win-
ter months or other facrors limiq the
window of construction? How long will
it take to secure permits? What opposi-
tion mighr develop in the hearing
process? Are the property owners mostly
institutional or private individuals? Does
there appear to be clear ricle? Do envi-
ronmental hazards exist on the property?
How do projected antenna elevations
compare to the zoning restricrions? [s
there adequare space, power and telcq
facilities? Problems need to be identified
and resolutions addressed immediarely.
Focusing on the apparent trouble
areas up-front is the best insurance
against gerting too far ino system de-
velopment before realizing the scope of
difficulties. Now s the time to take the
initial system grid to the loca] planning
staff for inpu. Emphasis should stress
that the initial system design is just
that—a first cut—and that local input
is sought.

+ Even though the design plan may
experience changes due to lack of avail-
ability of some existing structures or
search areas that offer limited vacant
land choices, it is still helpful to ger
local planning officials involved early in
the system development process. In this
way, planning staff can-gain apprecia-
tion for how much time, efforr and ac-
commodation go into the system devel-
opment process. Issues tend to arise that
were not clear in che preliminary scout-
ing mission relarive to site-specific (or
search area) discussions with Jocal plan-
ners. In this way, planning departments
become an integral part of the final sys-
tem proposal.

Additional system design modifica-
tions could arise from the placement of
site search areas desired in the injcjal
system. System developers need to un-
derstand thar the time and efforc taken
to make relevant system redesign
changes (due to local zoning permit
conditions}) in the early stages of che
planning process are minimal compared
to the effort required for redesign after
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the system grid has already been ser. Po-
tential sites in areas where zoning is
tough will be much easier to justify
when modifications have been made
early in the design process to adjust for
local condirions.

Organization

As much as any other perspecrive,
success in developing wireless sites
quickly and without problems .means
being extremely organized. Local plan-
ners need to know how the company
used existing structures to the greatest
extent possible and how permirted zones
were favored in the system design. Plan-
ners must be shown documentation of
the system design process, including
technical restrictions. Benefits of front-
end system planning start to pay off
when face-to-face meetings with local
planners derive consensus abour the
local community requirements and the
system technical siting requirements.
Conversely, history shows. that proposed
site permits for projects that may have

been well-located but did nor include an
alternate site evaluarion were rejected.

Be prepared to provide a report on
the alternate sites reviewed during the
planning process and the input that the
planning staff had in guiding the site
search from the perspective of commu-
nity planning. Also, be prepared to pro-
vide a statement concerning the electro-
magnetic field to be creared by the site
in accordance with federal guidelines.

Site information should be organized
into a darabase according to its scouting
mission photo identification reference,
USGS topo map, initial RF site design
number, and revised RF site design
number. It should also be organized ac-
cording to cc‘unry, municipality, zoning
district, the type of zoning permic re-
quired for the site, streer address, zip
code, parcel identification number, telco
prefix, and the property owner’s name.
Each of these methods of organizing
sites and search rings is crucial for effec-
tive fast-track site development.

Developers who spend a lot of time

in the field working the plans for a pro-
ject get to know the area well. Such
knowledge must be well documented or
it could be lost in a personnel change.
Status and scouting reports are manda-
tory (for the company to reap the bene-
fits of its manpower investment. De-
tailed reports are also vical for project
managers to determine the necessary re-
sources needed to reach project goals.
Finally, the early collection and organi-
zation of information allows simple
transfer of responsibilities from site ac-
quisition 1o property management upon
the conclusion of the project.

Contract Negotiation

Negotiating contract terms can be
an extremely troublesome and time-
consuming aspect of wireless site devel-
opment unless the wireless company is
well prepared to review lease modifica-
tions and lessor-provided leases. Own-
ers of existing structures, big companies
and institutional property owners are
more likely to insist on their license
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- agreement or desire major modifica-
tions to the lease proposed by the wire-
less company. B

A standoff exists when neither side
c€an agree upon which agreement to use.
This situation is like an office space or
rental tenant arguing with a prospective
landlord over which agreement to use,
The landlord has more leverage. Since
the fast-track objective resides with the
wireless company, it usually behooves
the acquisition agent to modify the

landlord’s lease to the satisfaction of the
wireless company. Regardless, much
ume is required to review and negotiare
language in these situations. The more
flexible the wireless company is with
language modification issues, the berrer.
This means providing contracts on disk
and fall-back clauses to reliable and
trusted site acquisition personnel. Hav-
ing legal counsel specifically to review
lease issues is a good idea.

Vacant landowners are less likely to

propose.their own license agreement.
They may still raise many issues by
seeking legal counsel.

Summary

Sound system development’ plan-
ning, first and foremost, attempts to ut-
lize existing scructures and favorable
zoning to the greatest extent possible.
Off-the-shelf GIS sofrware has advanced
to the point where area-wide zoning in-
formarion as well as discrete location in-
formation about existing sites (such as
communications towers, office build-
ings, water towers, grain elevators) can
be integrated into an area map, visually
providing RF engineers reliable deci-
sionmaking tools abour field conditions.

Through a comprehensive and well-
documented planning efforr, the experi-
enced wireless system development
manager reduces the downside risk asso-
ciated with overlooking the obvious and
gives local authorities the support to
substantiate each site.

Effective and high-volume wireless
site development requires a high degree
of interaction berween the people re-
sponsible for RF design. site acquisition.
permirtting and construcrion manage-
ment. Deadlines are never-ending, Mul-
tiple deadlines must be met in order to
satisfy permic procurement goals, con-
struction milestones and the system in-
service schedule. Only through a high
degree of research and information
management can the project manager
accurately predict the resource require-
ments needed to meet the in-service
schedule. Many zoning hearings may be
required and all the resources expected
to prepare adequarely for these hearings
must be clearly understood and defined.

The results of good planning could
mean building fewer rowers, lowering
construction costs and definitely short-
ening lead time from the start of system
planning to the in-service dare. AR
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