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Opinion
On June 22, 2007, Optasite Towers LLC (Optasite) and Omnipoint Communications, Inc. (T-Mobile) applied to the Connecticut Siting Council (Council) for a Certificate of Environmental Compatibility and Public Need (Certificate) for the construction, operation, and maintenance of a wireless telecommunications facility at 425 Litchfield Road, in New Milford, Connecticut.  The proposed 140-foot tower would be owned and maintained by Optasite.  T-Mobile would be a tenant on the Optasite tower.
The purpose of the proposed facility is to provide wireless telecommunication service to Route 202 in the Northville area of New Milford.  Cellco Partnership d/b/a Verizon Wireless (Verizon) also identified a need for a facility in the Northville area and submitted a separate application to the Council on December 7, 2007 for a 150-foot tower in the same general area, designated as Docket 355.  The Council held a common evidentiary hearing to determine, in part, whether one tower could meet the mobile telecommunications needs of both Verizon and T-Mobile in the Northville area.

Optasite proposes to construct a 140-foot tower on a 28.86-acre parcel owned by the Estate of Edward J. Drazel.  The parcel fronts the west side of Route 202, approximately a half-mile north of Northville village and the proposed Verizon D 355 site.  Route 202 in the Northville area runs in a southwest to northeast direction through a deep valley with high ridges to the east and west.

The parcel slopes upward from Route 202, becoming progressively steeper as it occupies a portion of a steep ridge.  The tower site is located in a somewhat level, wooded area in the center of the parcel.  Optasite would construct a 70-foot by 70-foot equipment compound within a 100-foot by 100-foot lease area at the base of the tower.  Vegetative clearing and a moderate amount of grading would be required to develop the compound area.  An old dirt road that leads to the tower site from Route 202 would be improved to provide site access.  Utilities to the site would be installed underground along the access road.

Since the site is located on an undeveloped hillside in the center of a large parcel, it is remote from area development.  The nearest property line and residence are approximately 272 feet and 590 feet distant, respectively.  Route 202 is approximately 665 feet east of the proposed tower site and no other public roads are within 1,000 feet.  Seven residences are within 1,000 feet of the site.
The nearest existing tower facility to the target service area is located 2.7 miles southeast of the Northville area at 399 Chestnut Land Road (Route 109) in New Milford.  T-Mobile is not located on this facility; however, coverage modeling concludes the site would not provide adequate coverage to the target service area.  T-Mobile also examined potential coverage from a 150-foot Verizon tower under construction at 6 Mountain Road in Washington (D 332) and determined coverage objectives could not be met since a two mile gap would remain on Route 202 between the Verizon site and an existing T-Mobile site north of New Milford center.  Based on the substantial gaps in existing coverage and the lack of suitable existing structures, the Council finds a need for a new tower.
Due to the site’s location on a high point in the valley with down slopes to the north and south along Route 202, the site would provide T-Mobile with approximately six miles of coverage on Route 202, connecting to the existing T-Mobile site near New Milford center and extending past the D 332 facility in Washington.  T-Mobile currently lacks coverage in areas north of the site and would seek to develop an additional site, possibly in close proximity to the D 332 facility.  Although the Council is concerned about the proliferation of towers, the Council is confident T-Mobile would seek to expand coverage through the use of existing towers even if adjacent coverage footprints may partially overlap.  The Council also examined T-Mobile’s coverage models prepared for the proposed D 355 Verizon tower, which is over 200 feet lower in elevation, and determined the Verizon site would offer significantly less coverage to T-Mobile than the proposed site, with coverage not even extending into Washington due to terrain obstructions.
Views of the proposed tower would primarily occur along Route 202 and in a rural residential area east and northeast of the site.  Year-round views of the upper portion of the tower are expected from 25 residential properties in the area, most of which are over 1,000 feet away from the site.  One residence approximately 700 feet east of the tower on Route 202 would have year-round views of the upper 40 feet of the tower.  Most of the remaining visibility from residences occurs at a distance of 0.2 to 0.4 miles away, primarily on Sandy Acres Lane, Sandpit Road, and Route 202, where the upper 25 to 55 feet of the tower would be visible.  Additionally, the Council finds the visual impact of the proposed site is less than that of the proposed D 355 Verizon tower, which has year-round visibility from several residences in close proximity to the tower and from continuous sections of area roads.
Development of the site would not affect any wetlands or watercourses or any rare, endangered, or special concern species.  The proposed facilities would have no effect on archaeological or historic resources.  Aircraft obstruction lighting or marking would not be required.

Radio frequency power density levels at the base of the proposed tower will be well below federal and state standards for the frequencies used by wireless companies.  If federal or state standards change, the Council will require that the facility be brought into compliance with such standards.  The Council will require that the power densities be remodeled in the event other carriers locate at this facility

After reviewing the record in both this application and that of D 355, the Council finds the site proposed in this application preferable due to the large size of the site parcel, the tower site’s remoteness from adjacent residential parcels, minimal visibility to adjacent residential properties, a location on a steep hillside that allows for the tower to blend into the backdrop from many viewpoints, superior radio frequency coverage, and comments from the Mayor of New Milford indicating a preference for the site that provides greater radio frequency coverage and increased emergency response capabilities.  The Council finds that the D 355 site is visually obtrusive to the surrounding area, offers less radio frequency coverage to T-Mobile, has a tower setback radius that extends onto an abutting property, and requires significant earthwork.   
Based on the record in this and the D 355 proceedings, the Council finds that the effects associated with the construction, operation, and maintenance of a proposed 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, operation, and maintenance of a 140-foot monopole telecommunications facility at 425 Litchfield Road in New Milford, Connecticut.

