DOCKET NO. 185 - An application by Litchfield Acquisition Corporation d/b/a AT&T Wireless Services for a Certificate of Environmental Compatibility and Public Need for construction, maintenance, and operation of a telecommunications tower and associated equipment located at 70 Herb Road, Sharon, Connecticut.�
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On November 25, 1997, Litchfield Acquisition Corporation d/b/a AT&T Wireless Services (AT&T), applied to the Connecticut Siting Council (Council), for the construction, operation, and maintenance of a cellular telecommunications facility in the Town of Sharon, Connecticut.  Parties in this proceeding are the applicant and the Town of Sharon.  Mary I. Whitehead, Laurance and Carol Rand, Fred and Judith Schwerin, Toni Tucker, Jose( and Grace Noyes, and Melvin Elliott, referred to as “Members of the Sharon Community” (MSC) are intervenors.  Springwich Cellular Limited Partnership (SCLP) and Nextel Communications of the Mid-Atlantic, Inc. (Nextel) also intervened in the proceeding and expressed a willingness to share the proposed prime or alternate telecommunications facilities.  On March 5, 1998, AT&T withdrew the proposed alternate site from consideration by the Council.





The public need for cellular telephone facilities has been determined by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) which has declared a general public need for wireless service, established a competitive market structure for system development, and developed technical standards that have restricted the design of facilities. These pre-emptive determinations by the FCC have resulted in a system of numerous cellular telecommunications facilities in nearly all areas of the country.  Connecticut State law directs the Council to balance the need for development of proposed cellular telecommunications facilities with the need to protect the environment, including public health and safety.  All associated environmental effects including, the effects on scenic resources, land use, ecological resources, and human health must be fully identified and examined before any new tower is approved.  This practice is supported by federal law and State law and policy.





The purpose of the proposed facility is to expand and improve existing cellular and wireless telecommunications services in the Towns of Sharon, Kent, and Cornwall, particularly along portions of Route 7, a major State highway in Litchfield County, from Cornwall Bridge south into the Town of Kent.





The proposed site would include single story equipment buildings, underground utilities, and a 150-foot monopole tower enclosed by an 8-foot high security fence.  To accommodate tower sharing, AT&T increased the area of the proposed prime site from a 30-foot by 30-foot fenced compound to a 50-foot by 50-foot fenced compound, at the request of the Council.





The proposed site lies within an approximately 160 acre parcel owned by James Gillespie and is zoned Rural Residence District, which is generally intended to include undeveloped areas in the Town.  The nearest residence is located at 80 Herb Road, approximately 900 feet west of the proposed tower location.  Vehicular access to the proposed site would extend from Herb Road along an existing ten foot wide gravel drive a distance of approximately 720 feet, extended an additional 480 feet within an access easement to the proposed tower site





There are no wetlands or watercourses within the proposed leased area or access driveway.  The proposed site does not lie within a public water supply watershed.  The proposed site does not contain any known extant populations of federal or State Endangered, Threatened, or Special Concern Species.  The proposed project would have “No Effect” on historical or archeological resources.  The radio frequency power densities at the base of the proposed tower would be below federal and State standards for the frequencies used by the wireless companies.





Based on a detailed analysis of propagation, capacity, and signal strength, we find a technical need for one or more telecommunications facilities to provide wireless service along Route 7.  Although a tower to be developed by Litchfield County Dispatch (LCD) and shared by AT&T, located approximately 5.2 miles north of the proposed site, has been approved by the Town of Sharon; it is not yet operational.  Nonetheless, we are reasonably confident that AT&T and the other wireless carriers would be unable to provide adequate coverage to Route 7 south of Cornwall Bridge from the LCD tower because it is approximately 3 to 10 miles from the desired coverage objective.





We are concerned about the potential effect of the proposed tower on existing scenic resources including Herb Road, a Town scenic road; Routes 7 and 4, State scenic roads; the Appalachian Trail; the Mohawk Trail; the Housatonic River; and the surrounding countryside.  Tourism is a primary industry in this rural area of the State, and the Council will not approve the placement of a tower in a visually sensitive area if such placement will have a substantial effect on scenic resources or if more prudent alternatives are available.  Our intent is to balance the regional development of high quality wireless telecommunications infrastructure with provisions to protect the community and environment from unnecessary or inadequate facilities.  





To assess the impact of the proposed tower and alternative configurations, the Council re-opened the record in this proceeding to obtain additional information regarding the locations, appearances, coverage, and visibility of alternative towers and fill-in sites located in the Housatonic Valley.  The record includes numerous propagation plots, a summary of site characteristics including slope and availability, and visual impact analysis profiles for alternative towers and fill-in sites that would be required to provide continuous coverage to the Route 7 corridor with and without the construction of the proposed tower on Herb Road.





As an alternative to the proposed tower, a minimum of three 100-foot towers located in the Housatonic Valley would be necessary to provide continuous coverage and hand-off for the three identified wireless carriers along the Route 7 corridor south of Cornwall Bridge.  Lower-height towers could be developed in the Housatonic Valley, however, these towers would not provide coverage to the surrounding upland areas, would be difficult to share resulting in as many as three towers for each of the three carriers, and would be closer to the scenic resources.  It is clear that the development of these alternative towers would have greater cumulative effects on the environment, including the visual impact on the Appalachian Trail, the Housatonic River, and scenic Route 7 than from the proposed tower on Herb Road.  





However, as proposed, the 150-foot tower would not provide continuous coverage to Route 7 from Cornwall Bridge to the intersection with Route 341 at -85 dbm for AT&T or the other carriers, and would require additional fill-in sites in the Housatonic Valley.  These coverage holes would be located along Route 7 from Cornwall Bridge south for a distance of approximately one-half mile, and from the intersection of Routes 7 and 341 north for a distance of approximately 2 miles.  Propagation plots indicate that coverage from a 100-foot tower at the proposed site on Herb Road would result in an incrementally larger coverage hole to the south along Route 7, but coverage could still be provided with lower-height fill-in sites, as would be necessary with the proposed 150-foot tower.  However, a tower constructed 110 feet above ground level (AGL) at the proposed site would be necessary to exceed the height of the existing vegetation and allow for sharing by approximately five wireless telecommunications entities.  Carriers could place their platforms with antennas at 80, 90, 100, 110 feet AGL, with whip-type antennas mounted above 110 feet for an overall height of approximately 127 feet AGL.  Although this coverage could be replicated with a tower located in the Housatonic Valley near Kent Falls State Park, the Herb Road site would provide more coverage to the upland areas, reduce the number and height of fill-in sites, and be less visible from the Park and other scenic resources. 





The Herb Road site is located on a large parcel in an area of the Town of Sharon that has limited development.  Consequently, the views of the proposed tower would be from long distances, including locations from the nearest residence and Herb Road, approximately 900 feet to the west; the Appalachian Trail and the Housatonic River, approximately 4,100 feet to the east; and the closest portion of Route 7, which is designated as a State Scenic Road, approximately 5,000 feet to the south.  The distances from visual receptors and the rural character of the area affords a unique opportunity to utilize “stealth” technology whereby the proposed tower could be disguised as a tree to reduce visual effects. 





We believe a lower-height tower on Herb Road, reduced in height from 150 feet to 110 feet AGL and architecturally treated to resemble a tree, would be more compatible with the existing forest profile.  Without such reduction in height and architectural treatment, a tower at Herb Road would be incompatible with existing scenic resources.  The near proximity of the possible alternative towers in the Housatonic Valley to scenic resources would make such visual mitigation less effective resulting in greater visual effects.





Based on the record in this proceeding we find that the effects associated with the construction, operation, and maintenance of a telecommunications facility at the proposed site on Herb Road, 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 the proposed site.  We have carefully considered all the evidence and believe that this is the best option to protect the environment and scenic resources, minimize the development of additional towers, encourage tower sharing, and provide for high quality wireless telecommunications services in a competitive market.  Therefore, we will issue a Certificate for the construction, maintenance, and operation of a cellular telecommunications facility at the proposed site located off of Herb Road in Sharon, Connecticut, as conditioned by the following Decision and Order. 
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