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On December 10, 2010, Cellco Partnership d/b/a Verizon Wireless (Cellco) applied to the Connecticut Siting Council (Council) for a Certificate of Environmental Compatibility and Public Need (Certificate) for the construction, maintenance and operation of a wireless telecommunications facility to be located at 723 Leetes Island Road in the Town of Branford, Connecticut. Cellco is seeking to develop a facility on a 19-acre property owned by James Medlyn, who uses it for agricultural purposes. Cellco’s objective in locating a facility at this location would be to provide improved wireless service along portions of Route 146, the Amtrak rail line, local roads, and residential, commercial, and recreational properties in the area, where Cellco experiences coverage gaps at both cellular and PCS frequencies. New Cingular Wireless PCS (AT&T), T-Mobile Northeast, LLC (T-Mobile), and the Town of Branford (Town) participated in this proceeding as intervenors.

Cellco would lease a 100-foot by 100-foot parcel in the northeasterly portion of the Medlyn property. Within its lease space, Cellco would develop a 57-foot by 57-foot compound that would include a tower designed to look like a old-fashioned railroad water tank. The top of the water tank would extend to 109 feet above ground level (agl), and the tower would be designed to accommodate antenna placements at centerline heights of 100 feet, 90 feet, and 80 feet agl. The compound would be enclosed by an eight-foot high chain link fence. Vehicular access to the proposed facility would extend from Leetes Island Road over a gravel drive for a distance of 375 feet. This gravel drive would initially follow an existing woods road/grass path for approximately 275 feet and then continue over a new drive for approximately an additional 100 feet. Utilities would be extended to the proposed facility underground from Leetes Island Road following the access drive easement.

The proposed water tank tower would be visible above the tree canopy year-round within a two-mile radius from approximately 1,197 acres. The majority of this acreage, 1,157 acres, would occur over open water on Long Island Sound.  Approximately 25 acres of year-round visibility would likely occur over a tidal marsh located to the northwest. A short stretch of Leetes Island Road would also have potential year-round views of the proposed tower. Partial year-round views would be likely from portions of two residential properties on Leetes Island Road in the vicinity of the Medlyn property. Areas that would have seasonal views of the proposed water tank tower comprise approximately 27 acres within a two-mile radius of the facility. These acres are located within the general vicinity of the proposed facility, including portions of Leetes Island Road and Old Quarry Road. Approximately seven residential properties would have seasonal views of the proposed water tank tower. Six of these properties are located on Leetes Island Road, and one property is located on Old Quarry Road.
During the development of this project, Cellco met with the Branford/Guilford Scenic Roads Advisory Committee (SRAC). The SRAC was supportive of Cellco’s water tank tower design but expressed concerns for the scale of the structure if Cellco were to expand it beyond the proposed size. The SRAC and the Town’s Cell Tower Advisory Committee reached a tacit agreement with Cellco regarding the height and the appearance of the proposed tower. The proposed facility would have no adverse effect on the Route 146 National Register Historic District as long as the water tank tower does not exceed 109 feet in height.
The DEP’s Natural Diversity Database indicates that a federal and state endangered species, the Roseate Tern (Sterna dougalii), and a state species of special concern, the maritime sunflower borer moth (Papaipema maritima), have been recorded in the vicinity of Cellco’s proposed facility. Roseate Terns are exclusively marine and typically nest in various habitats on offshore islands or mainland beaches, preferring sandy, gravelly, or rocky areas with shelter provided by vegetation, debris, or rocks. The nearest potential Roseate Tern nesting habitat is located over 2,000 feet to the south. Because the proposed facility is located a significant distance from the nearest potential tern nesting areas, it is unlikely to have any adverse impact on this species. Maritime sunflower borer moths occur on the edges of salt marshes and are associated with the host plant Heliantheous (sunflowers). The proposed facility is located a significant distance from potential maritime sunflower borer moth habitat areas and should not impact this moth.

The closest distance from a wetland area to the proposed facility’s access drive is five feet. This point is located near where the access drive would enter Leetes Island Road. The nearest wetland system to the proposed facility compound is located approximately 150 feet to the southeast, and a hillside seep wetland area in the eastern end of the Medlyn property is located within approximately 40 feet of the proposed facility’s access drive. With appropriate soil erosion and sedimentation controls in place, development of the proposed facility would not result in any adverse impacts to nearby wetlands and watercourse. Ten trees with diameters greater than six inches at breast height would be removed to build the proposed facility.
After reviewing the record in this proceeding, the Council finds that Cellco and the other intervening carriers have a need for additional coverage in the vicinity of the proposed facility and that the facility would not cause any significant environmental impacts. Indeed, Cellco has developed a creative solution to placing a telecommunications facility in an area where it could easily have a detrimental visual impact on a historic neighborhood and on nearby scenic roads. Cellco should be commended for working closing with representatives of the Towns of Branford and Guilford to arrive at this solution.
According to a methodology prescribed by the FCC Office of Engineering and Technology Bulletin No. 65E, Edition 97-01 (August 1997), the worst case combined radio frequency power density levels of the antennas proposed to be installed on the tower have been calculated by Council staff to amount to 45.55% of the FCC’s Maximum Permissible Exposure, as measured at the base of the tower. This percentage is well below federal and state standards established for the frequencies used by wireless companies.  If federal or state standards change, the Council will require that the tower be brought into compliance with such standards.  The Council will require that the power densities be recalculated in the event other carriers add antennas to the tower. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 prohibits any state or local agency from regulating telecommunications towers on the basis of the environmental effects of radio frequency emissions to the extent that such towers and equipment comply with FCC’s regulations concerning such emissions.
Based on the record in this proceeding, the Council finds that the effects associated with the construction, maintenance, and operation of the telecommunications facility at the proposed site, including effects on the natural environment; ecological integrity and balance; public health and safety; scenic, historic, and recreational values; forests and parks; air and water purity; and fish and wildlife are not disproportionate either alone or cumulatively with other effects when compared to need, are not in conflict with policies of the State concerning such effects, and are not sufficient reason to deny this application.  Therefore, the Council will issue a Certificate for the construction, maintenance and operation of a 109-foot telecommunications facility designed to look like an old-fashioned, railroad water tank at 723 Leetes Island Road in Branford, Connecticut. 







