Appeal of Santa Cruz County Project #111114: North Coast NextG Project

My name is Joshua Hart and I am a Swanton Rd. resident.  I am spokesperson for a newly formed group of residents opposed to NextG’s proposed development- Coastal Neighbors Against Unnecessary Wireless Facilities.   I personally have standing on this project application as I have been in communication with members of the Santa Cruz County Board of Supervisors regarding this project.  

Introduction

Overall, this project is not needed, is poorly designed, and will negatively impact the coastal zone in a number of ways that will be outlined below.  More importantly, as far as the jurisdiction of this Commission is concerned, the project violates Santa Cruz County’s Local Coastal Program and public access policies contained within the Coastal Act.    The seven antennae and large equipment shelter- if allowed by this commission to be constructed- will harm irreplaceable visual corridors, threaten health and environmental integrity, and hinder public accessibility to some of the last few places in the Bay Area without microwave pollution.

Need for Project

At the outset we question the need for this project at all.  This is the first Distributed Antenna System (or DAS) project in unincorporated Santa Cruz County, and quite possibly along any remote section of California’s coast.  In other words, this is a potentially precedent-setting decision by the Coastal Commission and should be carefully considered.  There already exists a series of pole-mounted AT&T antennae between Western Dr. in Santa Cruz and Waddell Creek, north of Davenport.  These antennae provide emergency access to any cell phone user, regardless of their carrier.  Several of the existing antennae are located within close proximity of proposed antennae.  Many adopted plans and programs- including Santa Cruz County’s adopted wireless ordinance require consideration of co-location of all proposed new antennae.  The project applicant claims that co-location with AT&T’s antennae is not “technologically feasible” yet no independent evidence or third party study has been provided to back up this claim.  If AT&T’s installations were built in such a way to eliminate the possibility of future co-location, then that is a violation of the County’s wireless ordinance in and of itself.  No third party study was prepared to support the assertion that this project is necessary to fill a “significant gap” in cell coverage.  (more on this below)

Public Safety

This 4G DAS system is designed to provide (only Verizon) cellular customers with streaming data, video, and voice service on their smart phones.  The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration- based on a thorough analysis of crash data- recently called for a law banning drivers from simply speaking on their phones- with or without a hands-free headset, because of the distraction created by carrying on a phone conversation and navigating an automobile safely.  Use of “smart” phones- with all their additional distractions- can be reasonably expected to create safety hazards for drivers, cyclists, and walkers along this windy and remote section of coast.

Aesthetic and Visual Impacts

The locations proposed for these 7 antennae and 1 equipment shelter are among the most protected scenic byways and critical habitat areas in our state.  Because of these designations, every effort must be made to minimize the visual impact of new telecommunications facilities proposed for these areas.  It is not clear from the project description that this has in fact been carried out.  After careful study of the project, and applicable plans and programs, it is our determination that this project violates sections of the Coastal Act and the Local Coastal Program dedicated to preserving viewsheds and the existing, uncluttered character of this section of coast.    

First, the equipment shelter proposed to be placed directly alongside Highway One at the Swanton Berry Farm.  This is a large structure: 13’6” high and 192 square feet.  Though the project description claims that the structure will “blend seamlessly into the existing public view” it is likely that any new structure designed to look old and weather worn- to fit into the existing architectural scheme- will end up looking like a new pre-fab structure, affecting the charm of one of the North Coast’s most cherished destinations.  We are all too familiar with fake trees, windmills, and other structures designed to ‘blend into’ the existing landscape.  Often, half-hearted attempts at blending in result in a broken and fractured landscape.  This section of the coast is too precious to risk the wireless industry’s faux rustic charm attempts. 

Though the Trust for Public Land- as landowner- agreed to NextG’s proposal for an equipment shelter, consultation with the long-term tenant- Jim Cochran of Swanton Berry Farm- was insufficient.  As a result, Mr. Cochran has some serious concerns about the project’s impact on his farm and the surrounding environment.

While the impact of additional fibre optic cable strung between power poles has not been analyzed in the Planning Department’s report, we believe that this will add significant clutter to the coastal viewshed and should have been analyzed more thoroughly.   An alternatives analysis considering undergrounding of these wires was never carried out.  

The visual impact of the antennae themselves is highly problematic.  A cursory look at the project may support the claim that this is an appropriate development, as the 6 antennae along Highway One are all located on the North/ East side of the road, unlike the plan for a series of cell towers in the same area, rejected in 2002.  However, a more detailed examination of the infrastructure plans indicate that these antennae will create visual pollution in areas where it should be prevented.  Specifically, section 30251 of the CA Coastal Act states:

“Permitted development shall be sited and designed to protect views to and along the ocean and scenic coastal areas…”

The six antennae proposed for the Highway One corridor negatively impact “views… along the ocean” and DAV05, located 1.1 miles north of Swanton Berry Farm, interrupts the stunning views of the Swanton Valley as one rounds the bend.   This particular antenna is proposed to be encased in a drum-like construction, raised 2 feet above the existing utility pole (which violates the County’s wireless ordinance), introducing inappropriate industrial equipment that will obscure the views of a heritage farming community and a rare pristine, coastal redwood valley adjacent to the coast.  Swanton Rd. is a designated scenic road and is an inappropriate location for this development.

According to the Planning Department’s analysis, a TCA exception is required for DAV05, as well as the equipment shelter proposed for Swanton Berry Farm as these are located on land zoned Commercial Agricultural- a ‘prohibited zone district’ in the County’s WCF ordinance.  These exceptions are made in order to comply with the Federal Telecommunications Act that allows wireless carriers to override local regulations in order to fill a ‘significant gap’ in coverage.  However, no third party analysis of cell coverage has been completed or submitted by the applicant.  Therefore insufficient evidence exists to support the need for these exceptions in the first place. Anecdotally, many residents of Swanton Rd. already have adequate cell service, even inside their homes, and several have questioned the need for new wireless facilities in such a sensitive area when existing coverage is adequate.  Additionally, we assert that the 7 antennae will violate section 13.10.661 (3) of the County’s wireless ordinance as the project would significantly increase the visual impact of the existing pole in a restricted area.

The LCP requires that utility boxes- such as the “Alpha” power supply and backup- must be located as close to the ground as feasible, yet it is not clear that this has in fact been included in the plan.

Health Impacts of Wireless 4G Technology

While we realize that the Federal Telecommunications Act prohibits local governments from rejecting wireless facilities based on impacts to health and environment, the Commission should be aware of recent scientific findings about the carcinogenicity of wireless, microwave radiation.  In May 2011, the World Health Organization classified radiofrequency (RF) as a Class 2B carcinogen
, in the same category as lead and DDT.  This finding applies to personal cell phone use, as well as ambient, involuntary sources of microwave radiation such as wi-fi, DAS systems such as the one proposed here, and so-called ‘smart’ meters.  The National Institutes of Health (NIH) also found last year that cell phone radiation is responsible for significant increases in brain glucose metabolism- at levels far below existing FCC limits.
  The increasing evidence that FCC limits are wholly ineffective at protecting human health and the environment from pulsed microwave radiation is becoming more accepted by mainstream professionals.  In a January 2012 report to the Santa Cruz County Board of Supervisors, County Health Officer Poki Namkung cites a number of studies that found damage to DNA, breaks in the blood-brain barrier, and cancer as a result of exposure to RF fields.
  Anecdotally, 4G towers have resulted in serious disruptions to human health, including neurological and cognitive disruption.

Public Accessibility

While we acknowledge that this evidence of health damage alone does not form the basis for a rejection of this project, it does affect the Commission’s adopted policies on public access, per requirements of the Coastal Act:

“…development shall not interfere with the public’s right of access to the sea…”  (sec. 30211) and “new development should maintain and enhance public access to the coast.” (sec. 30252)

An estimated 5-10% of the population suffers from what is known as “electro-sensitivity” (EHS) meaning they suffer a variety of symptoms- most often headaches, immune disorders, nausea, and sleep disturbances- in the presence of electro-magnetic fields.  Evidence is accumulating that this condition is a result of over-exposure to such fields.  While the existence of EHS has been disputed by industry, recent peer-reviewed scientific studies that have appeared in respected international journals have found that EHS is a “bona fide neurological condition.”
  Thousands of people from the Bay Area and beyond have been made electro-hyper-sensitive because of the recent installation of PG&E’s ‘smart’ meters. More than 10,000 written complaints have been filed with the CPUC, detailing mild to severe adverse health impacts from these new wireless meters.  Signed affidavits alleging health harm from wireless facilities and doctors letters backing up this health harm are available upon request.

For such people sensitized by powerful wireless transmitters on their homes, at present the beach and coastal corridor provide the only escape from cell towers, wi-fi and other signals. Such wireless facilities degrade public accessibility, and violate the Americans with Disabilities Act.  Providing continuous 4G mobile video coverage along a remote section of California’s coast is not a public safety priority.  At issue is whether the requirements in the 1996 Telecommunications Act supercede the rights protected under the Americans with Disabilities Act and 14th Amendment, a dispute currently being appealed to* the Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals in Denver, CO.

If this project is allowed to proceed, a significant portion of the population will be essentially barred from accessing public open spaces and coastal areas nearby, a violation of the Americans with Disabilities Act and of the numerous adopted policies of the CA Coastal Commission.

Conclusion

We assert that the Santa Cruz County Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors failed to exercise due diligence in working with the project applicant- NextG- to minimize visual impacts along this pristine stretch of California’s coast.   We assert that the need for the project has not been established adequately by the project applicant, and that there are serious safety, health, and public accessibility impacts that need to be more thoroughly assessed.   We urge the Commission to withhold a permit for this project for all these reasons. Thank you for taking our comments into consideration.
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