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	County of Loudoun
Department of Planning

MEMORANDUM




DATE:
March 4, 2009
TO:

Jane McCarter, Project Manager

Land Use Review

FROM:
Pat Giglio, Planner

Community Planning

SUBJECT:
CMPT 2008-0016, T-Mobile at Baha’i Center
BACKGROUND

The applicant, T-Mobile Northeast, is requesting a Commission Permit to locate six (6) telecommunication panel antennas mounted on sleds and two (2) equipment cabinets on the roof of the Baha’i Center, located at 21415 Cardinal Glen Circle in Sterling. The Baha’i Center is an irregular shaped, 3-story, modern contemporary design building which is approximately 39 feet in height and terminates in a series of flat roofs with low parapet walls.  The proposed telecommunication antennas will be located on the upper roof of the building and will be elevated 7 to 11 feet above the parapet wall on metal sleds (prefabricated supports) which will be anchored on the roof. The antennas and sleds will be painted to match the color of the building and will be visible above the roof line of the building.   
The subject site is surrounded by the residential subdivisions of Cardinal Glen, Richland Acres and Sterling Park; and has road frontage on Harry Byrd Highway (Route 7).  The subject site is zoned Residential-4 (R-4) and governed under the provisions of the Revised 1993 Zoning Ordinance. In accordance with the Revised 1993 Zoning Ordinance, a Commission Permit is required when a public utility or public service facility is constructed to determine if the general location, character, and extent of the proposed use is in substantial accord with the Comprehensive Plan. A Minor Special Exception will also be required for the proposed use within the zoning district. The installation of the proposed antennas and associated equipment on the existing building requires no land disturbance or impact on any aspects of the Green Infrastructure as outlined in the Revised General Plan. 
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COMPREHENSIVE PLAN CONFORMANCE
The site is located in the Potomac Community within the Suburban Policy Area and is governed under the policies of the Revised General Plan (the Plan). The Revised General Plan designates this area for Residential uses (Revised General Plan, Chapter 7, Planned Land Use). The proposed use is specifically governed under the policies of the Strategic Land Use Plan for Telecommunications Facilities (Telecommunications Plan). 

ANALYSIS
A. LOCATION POLICIES

The Telecommunication Plan policies establish a hierarchy of preferred locations for new commercial public telecommunication facilities in the Suburban Policy Area. The County’s first preference for new telecommunication facilities is collocation on existing buildings, towers, monopoles, water tanks, overhead utility transmission line structures and other tall structures to minimize the need for new structures (Telecommunications Plan, Countywide Location Policies, Policy 1). Except for areas where towers or monopoles are permitted by right, an applicant for a new commercial telecommunication facility must demonstrate to the County that location on an existing tall structure greater than 50 feet in height is not feasible within a one-mile radius of the proposed site in the Suburban Policy Area (Telecommunications Plan, Countywide Location Policies, Policy 5). If it is determined that it is not feasible to locate on existing tall structures for physical, economic or technical reasons the County prefers that new telecommunication facilities be located in planned industrial, commercial and employment areas where they are the most compatible with the surrounding land uses (Telecommunications Plan, By-Right Uses, Policy 2).

The proposed site was selected by the applicant to provide improved wireless coverage along segments of Route 7 as well the surrounding area.  While the construction of a new telecommunication facility on top of the existing building may be justified to provide coverage to the area, the applicant has not demonstrated that telecommunication antennas could not be located on existing tall structures within the vicinity of the subject site, most notably the Old Dominion University Building at Mirror Ridge, where telecommunication facilities currently exist. The three-story, Old Dominion University Building is located on a small ridge within a commercial/retail center less than 1,600 feet (.3 miles) northwest of the subject site. A series of existing sled-mounted panel antennas are located along the roof of the structure, similar to those being proposed on the Baha’i Center.  The County’s preference is to collocate telecommunication antennas on existing facilities wherever possible in order to control the proliferation of telecommunication sites and to mitigate their visual impact on the surrounding area (Telecommunications Plan, Countywide Location Policies, Policy 1). 

The application proposes the installation of telecommunication equipment  on the roof of the Baha’i Center, an existing tall structure, in accordance with Plan policy, however an existing building with roof top telecommunication facilities, Old Dominion University Building at Mirror Ridge, is located in close proximity to the subject site.  Staff requests that the applicant provide additional information to demonstrate that collocation on the roof of the Old Dominion University Building at Mirror Ridge is not feasible in order to control the proliferation of telecommunication sites and to mitigate the visual impact of the proposed facility on the surrounding area. If collocation is not possible, the following issues should be addressed.
B. DESIGN GUIDELINES AND VISUAL IMPACT
The Telecommunications Plan calls for design standards to mitigate the visual impacts of commercial public telecommunications facilities so as to “blend with the natural and built environment of the surrounding area” (Telecommunications Plan, Countywide Visual Impacts, Policy 1). The Plan directs that specific attention be paid to issues pertaining to the setting, color, lighting, topography, materials, and architecture to mitigate the potential visual impact of  
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telecommunication facilities. Antennas and other telecommunication devices should be neutral in color to blend with the background, unless specifically required by the FAA to be painted or lighted otherwise (Telecommunications Plan, Countywide Visual Impacts, Policy 2).  Accessory structures and equipment buildings should also blend with the surrounding environment through the use of appropriate color, texture of materials, scale, landscaping, and visual screening (Telecommunications Plan, Countywide Visual Impacts, Policy 3).

The application includes drawings depicting how the six (6) telecommunication panel antennas mounted on sleds and two (2) equipment cabinets will appear in association with the existing building. The proposed telecommunication antennas will be elevated 7 to 11 feet above the parapet wall of the building on metal sleds In accordance with Plan policies, the applicant has proposed painting the proposed antennas and sleds to match the color of the building in order to better camouflage the proposed telecommunication facility, however due to their height the proposed antennas will be silhouetted above the roofline of the building. In the majority of recent legislative applications brought before the County for the collocation of telecommunication antennas on existing buildings, the antennas have been flush-mounted on the walls of building below the roofline or located behind parapet and/or screen walls to hide the telecommunication equipment and create a stealth design which blends with the architecture of the buildings. Staff finds that the proposed antennas will be a prominent feature on the building and will detract from the overall visual quality of the building as well as create a negative visual impact on the surrounding residential areas.  Staff recommends that the applicant consider a flush-mount or other stealth design to better blend the appearance of the proposed antennas with the architecture of the building and to mitigate the visual impact on the surrounding area. 
Staff finds that the proposed antennas will be a prominent feature on the building and will detract from the overall visual quality of the building as well as create a negative visual impact on the surrounding residential areas.  Staff recommends that the applicant consider a flush-mount or other stealth design to better blend the appearance of the proposed antennas with the architecture of the building and to mitigate the visual impact on the surrounding area.

C. SAFETY AND HEALTH POLICIES
Plan policies state “an applicant or its successors shall remove all unused structures and facilities from a commercial public telecommunications site, including towers and monopoles, within 90 days of cessation of commercial public telecommunications use or the expiration of the lease, whichever occurs first, and the site should be restored as closely as possible to its original condition” (Telecommunications Plan, Safety and Health Policies, Policy 2).  

Staff recommends that the applicant commit to removal of the telecommunication equipment following cessation of use by including notes on the submitted plats.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Strategic Land Use Plan for Telecommunications Facilities identifies collocation on existing tall structures as a preferable location for telecommunication antennas. An existing building with roof top telecommunication facilities, Old Dominion University Building at Mirror Ridge, is located in close proximity to the subject site.  Staff requests that the applicant provide additional information to demonstrate that collocation on the roof of the Old Dominion University Building at Mirror Ridge is not feasible in order to control the proliferation of telecommunication sites and to mitigate the visual impact of the proposed facility on the surrounding area.  If collocation is not possible, staff recommends that the applicant consider a flush-mount or other stealth design to better blend the appearance of the proposed antennas with the architecture of the building and mitigate the visual impact on the surrounding area.  Additionally, the applicant should commit to removal of the telecommunication equipment following cessation of use.
Staff would be happy to meet with the applicant to discuss these issues and/or design options.
CC:
Julie Pastor, AICP, Director, Planning 

Cindy Keegan, AICP, Program Manager, Community Planning-via email

