The Winston-Salem Neighborhood Alliance
TEN PROBLEMS WITH THE CELL-TOWER ORDINANCE (UDO-244)
1.  NO substantial PUBLIC INPUT:  

This proposed amendment was generated without the public input needed to create a balanced ordinance.  If approved, UDO-244 would have a sweeping impact on single family neighborhoods, with a potential to significantly affect property values and quality of life.  Yet the amendment is being offered by an outside petitioner who would benefit from the proposed changes rather than by means of a public process that includes all of the affected stakeholders.
2.  ABSENCE of community consensus:  

There has been no city or county-wide consensus on what the appropriate level of cell phone coverage should be and how that coverage should be achieved. One company's private marketing plan should not substitute for an objective community survey. All citizens should be allowed to consider whether they want cell towers in their residential neighborhoods, and if so, what type, how high, or where to put them. 
3.  INSUFFICIENT PROTECTION of the interests of property owners:

UDO-244 certainly protects and promotes the interests of the telecommunications companies, but at the expense of the vast majority of Winston-Salem and Forsyth County property owners, especially owners of single-family residences in the suburban areas.
4.  SUBSTANTIAL CHANGES in residential zoning:

This proposed amendment would allow cell phone transmission towers in single family neighborhoods where they are currently prohibited.
5.  Cell towers can create a VISUAL INTRUSION on the residential landscape:

Many residents consider towers a visual intrusion, even so-called "concealed" towers, and they consider such visual intrusion incompatible with single-family residential neighborhoods. Designating towers as an allowable use would imply compatibility, which would put owners of single-family homes at a disadvantage in arguing for restrictions on towers in order to reduce their impact.
6.  Cell towers could possibly DECREASE property values:

By the estimates of some licensed, active real estate brokers in the area, cell towers in single-family residential neighborhoods could cause a 5-10% decrease in adjacent residential property values.
7.  UDO-244 gives the cell phone companies nearly free reign to locate towers,
with weak incentives, little restriction, and a loophole:

a.  Tower builders would get to choose the sites that best suit them, even if they are detrimental to a neighborhood

b.  Tower builders would not be required to choose sites of less impact on the neighborhood

c.  Tower builders would be free to choose sites on single-family residential (instead of commercial) property if they are less expensive to purchase or lease

d.  Towers could be erected on vacant lots in suburban neighborhoods or even on lots with houses on them

e.  Tower builders would even be allowed to tear down houses and replace them with towers (a practice that could be detrimental to the integrity of established neighborhoods)

f.  Tower builders would be given incentives rather than more restrictive requirements in choosing appropriate locations

g.  Tower builders would be given a fast-track approval process for using certain types of towers in residential neighborhoods

h.  Such a fast-track approval process for the so-called "concealed" tower up to 150 feet tall removes critically-needed oversight by the public

i.  "Alternative compliance" could create a loophole to circumvent the rest of the ordinance
8.  Any ordinance governing tower placement should incorporate MORE RESTRICTIVE STANDARDS:

a.  Any tower proposed in a residential neighborhood should be considered ONLY with a rezoning request 
b.  Any tower rezoning request should have a thorough public hearing before an ELECTED-BODY

c.  A tower should be considered in a residential neighborhood ONLY as a last resort, when all other options are exhausted and it has been shown that a service coverage gap exists

d. To protect the public's interests, any tower thus allowed should ALWAYS meet a strict screening standard and have sufficient setback to accommodate a fall zone
9.  The required setbacks in UDO-244 are INADEQUATE to protect homes from negative impacts:

Under UDO-244, the required setbacks would allow towers to be unacceptably close to residential homes, lots and streets. Towers would be allowed as close as 40 feet from a public street and 100 feet from a neighboring residential lot.  Such minimal setbacks create both an incompatibility issue and a potential safety hazard.

A 300-foot minimum setback (a standard found in many model ordinances), plus additional fences and landscape screening, should be required for all towers abutting single family residential property.  Such a setback would a.) lessen the impact of the disparity in scale between the tower height and that of the surrounding residences, b.) would provide for greater safety, and c.) would allow for greater visual relief in the form of screening.


10.  The BOTTOM LINE:

The bottom line is this:  UDO-244 does not provide citizens/property owners with an effective voice in the decision-making process for something that could so greatly impact their property, the quality of their lives and their financial well-being.
The current arrangement for tower approval through a Planning Board Review and the issuance of a Special Use Permit by the Zoning Board of Adjustment is clearly inadequate for the approval of towers to be located in single-family zoning.  This is because towers close to homes have a much greater potential to harm quality of life and property values through their visually intrusive presence and may even pose a safety hazard if located too close to residences or streets.  
Therefore, rather than ceding authority for tower approval to the Zoning Board of Adjustment, an unelected body which mostly rules on minor variances from allowable zoning uses, and rather than giving the cell phone companies a fast-track for approval to place towers wherever they deem best, we respectfully demand that any and all zoning requests for cell phone towers in single-family residential neighborhoods be directed to and approved by our elected officials who are specifically and directly accountable to us, their constituents.
Conclusion:  These stated points of disagreement with UDO-244 do not exhaust all of our concerns.  But they do illustrate the need for further community discussion and input.  This issue is too important to the citizens of Winston-Salem and Forsyth County for this proposed amendment to simply be rushed through the approval process.  
Therefore, in the interest of protecting the quality of life that we currently enjoy in our neighborhoods, we respectfully request that UDO-244 be denied.
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