
CITY OF PIEDMONT 

CROWN CASTLE PENDING WIRELESS APPLICATIONS 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS (“FAQs”) 

 

The City has received various comments and questions from interested Piedmont residents regarding the 
pending Crown Castle small cell wireless applications currently being processed by the City.  It is 
recommended that people interested in this topic watch the video of a City Council study session held 
on April 17, 2018 concerning the legal constraints and best practices for wireless communication 
facilities in the public right-of-way. In addition, the City has put together the responses below to answer 
the most frequently asked questions.   

1. Where are the small cell wireless installations proposed? 

Answer: The proposed 18 sites are shown on the following map: 

 
 

2. What is Crown Castle proposing to do in Piedmont? Are they really planning to install cell towers in 
residential neighborhoods?  

Answer: Crown Castle is not proposing to install cell towers in residential areas in Piedmont.  
Crown Castle is proposing to install “small cell wireless facilities” consisting of small radio 
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equipment, either attached to a pole or concealed within a ground-mounted cabinet, and a 2- 
or 3-foot antenna, which at most locations is mounted atop the utility pole or streetlight pole. 

 

3. Can the City ban wireless facilities in Piedmont?  

Answer: No. A city-wide ban on such facilities would violate state and federal law.  State law 
grants telecommunications companies an automatic franchise to use the public right-of-way 
for telecommunications equipment. Federal law also authorizes the use of the public right-of-
way, and pre-empts local regulations that would have the effect of prohibiting a 
telecommunications provider from being able to provide telecommunications service. 

 
4. Are there any advantages to the City if it settles the lawsuit with Crown Castle by approving these 

applications for small wireless facilities in the right-of-way?  

Answer: Yes. By approving these applications the City would be able to settle existing litigation 
with Crown Castle. Note that the City retains control over the design and size of the facilities, 
and the proposed designs, which are the subject of extensive negotiation, are smaller and more 
discrete in design than what is found most anywhere. Should the City reject the applications, 
the City would likely continue its current litigation and may have to approve larger and uglier 
facilities. Furthermore, should the City deny these applications or should Crown Castle 
abandon these applications, the applicant can submit new applications for facilities on utility 
poles and streetlights or other locations that are substantially larger or more numerous than 
those facilities proposed in the current applications. Failure to act on such applications within 
the 60-day shot clock could result in the applications being deemed approved under applicable 
FCC regulations.  
 

5. Can the City regulate the placement, construction or modification of small cell facilities based on the 
health effects of radio frequency (RF) emissions?  

Answer: Pursuant to federal law, if the proposed equipment meets federal standards for RF 
emissions, the City can neither regulate nor deny an application based on the health effects of 
RF emissions.  If the facilities met federal standards and the City denied any application based 
on the health effects of RF emissions, the City’s denial would be subject to legal challenge.  
Prior to any action being taken on proposed small cell wireless applications, the City requires 
applicants to provide RF emissions reports demonstrating compliance with federal law 
requirements. The proposed small cell wireless facilities in Piedmont would have RF emissions 
less than 2% of the allowable RF emissions set by the FCC. In comparison, the RF emissions 
received from holding a cellphone to your ear are more than 10 times greater than the 
emissions that are associated with the proposed small cell wireless facilities. 
 

6. How close are the WCF installations to homes and schools?  

Answer: The new small cell wireless facilities are approximately 17 feet or more from 
neighboring homes, 75 feet or more from school buildings, and 50 feet or more from the 
Piedmont Recreation Center. 
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7. Will a small cell wireless installation near my house decrease property values? 

Answer: It is unknown how the wireless facilities will impact property values in Piedmont or 
in other communities. Inconspicuous wireless facilities may have no effect on property values.  
Moreover, if, as expected, small cell wireless facilities are deployed throughout all Bay Area 
communities in the coming years, impacts on the value of individual properties may become 
moot. Chapter 17 of the City Code expresses the intent that it is in the welfare of all residents 
to preserve the beauty and architectural heritage of the City’s housing stock, the mature 
vegetation, and the tranquility and privacy which now exist. Standards for the design of 
wireless facilities in Chapter 17 were established to protect and promote public safety and 
community welfare, property values, and the character and aesthetic quality of the city, while 
at the same time not unduly restricting the development of wireless communication facilities. 
 

8. Will the small cell wireless installations damage trees?  

Answer: No. Arborist reports submitted with the applications make recommendations to 
protect tree roots and branches during construction. As proposed, some of the installations 
require design changes to protect street trees. 
 

9. Will Crown Castle’s small cell wireless installations place additional weight on old and unstable 
utility poles?  

Answer:  The City’s review process is intended to assure that any additional weight or 
structural modifications on utility poles or streetlight poles does not impact the structural 
integrity of any utility pole or streetlight.  The City will require structural plans and, in some 
cases, old utility poles and light poles will be replaced to ensure that the structural integrity of 
utility poles and light poles are maintained or enhanced. 
 

10. Will a small cell wireless installation require a lot of regular maintenance which will block the street, 
as well as create noise and pollution?  

Answer: The City will require a utility encroachment permit for each repair or maintenance 
required for each facility. The encroachment permit will designate the parameters of 
maintenance so that it has the least impact on traffic and the surroundings as possible. 
 

11. Will the small cell wireless installation have equipment located in underground vaults and what 
will the surface of the vault be made out of? Will the surface be slippery, noisy, or dangerous?  

Answer: A few of the installations are shown with a new or existing underground “hand hole” 
vaults located in the sidewalk (sites PHS01, PHS02, PHS03, PHS09, PHS12, PHS14, and 
PHS19). These small vaults (17-inches wide by 30 inches long) are typical of the kind used 
throughout Piedmont. Any new vaults in the public right-of-way will have slip-resistant lids 
that do not create noise. 
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12. Will the small cell wireless installations have fans to cool down the equipment and will the fans be 
noisy or blow air on pedestrians?  

Answer: The plans for only one installation (Site PHS09) contain ventilation fans. Fans in this 
proposed ground-mounted cabinet will cause the ambient noise at night to be louder than 
normal. The ambient noise during the day should be the same. 
 

13. Will the small cell wireless installations once approved continue to grow larger as Crown Castle 
rents to as many carriers as possible?  

Answer: Installations may grow over time in small increments but changes must be permitted 
by the City, and comply with local, state, and federal law.  Changes cannot undermine 
concealment elements included in city approvals. Any plans submitted by Crown Castle and 
approved by the City will clearly define the concealment requirements. 
 

14. Does the Washington DC Circuit Court’s decision in United Keetoowah Band of Cherokee Indians 
vs FCC, which overturns one of the FCC’s orders regarding small cell wireless facilities, have any 
impact on the lawsuit filed by Crown Castle or the City’s processing or review of Crown Castle’s 
applications? 

Answer: No. The DC Circuit Court’s decision does not impact the lawsuit or the processing of 
Crown Castle’s applications. The United Keetoowah Band case challenged an FCC regulation 
that allowed the FCC to avoid having to review small cell installations under the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and the National Historical Preservation Act (NHPA) as 
part of the FCC’s “limited approval authority” pre-construction review.  The DC Circuit 
Court held that this exemption was arbitrary and remanded it back to the FCC for further 
proceedings. The Court did not address the FCC’s Carr Order, which limits local government 
regulations and fees related to small cell wireless facilities and imposes shot-clock requirements 
on local governments.  
 

15. Did the State of California ever pass a law that would authorize the placement of wireless facilities 
on public buildings, except for fire stations?   

Answer: No. California Senate Bill 649, would have required cities to place wireless facilities 
on any public building, except for fire stations, but SB 649 was vetoed by the Governor. 
 

16. Does the City of Piedmont earn money from the Crown Castle installations?  
Answer: Under new FCC regulations, the City can collect up to $270 per small wireless facility 
per year for all recurring fees, including any possible right-of-way access fee or fee for 
attachment to City owned structures in the right-of-way. City-owned streetlight poles are 
located at sites PHS01, PHS02, PHS03, and PHS09. The City will not collect rent on the other 
sites which are on utility poles. Utility poles are owned by the Northern California Joint Pole 
Association and/or PG&E. 
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17. What can the City of Piedmont do to contest the FCC regulations?  

Answer: The City of Piedmont has already taken action to contest the FCC regulations. The 
City joined a coalition of U.S. cities and agencies to sue the FCC over its recent FCC orders, 
including the Carr Order and the Moratorium Order. This lawsuit is on-going. 
 

18. What steps can Piedmont residents take to help retain local control over wireless communication 
facilities?  

Answer:  Residents can contact their state legislators, the Governor, Senators Feinstein and 
Harris, and FCC Chairman Ajit Pai (Ajit.Pai@fcc.gov). Senator Feinstein has introduced S. 
2102: Restoring Local Control Over Public Infrastructure Act of 2019, which would nullify 
recent FCC orders and regulations regarding small cell wireless facilities. 

 


