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WRAT tower plan denied
Greater Media will likely file an appeal in
superior court
By Haley Behre

LAKE COMO — The WRAT radio station’s plan to extend the
reach of its broadcasts will not come to fruition as the
planning board, here, unanimously denied on Monday night its
application to increase its radio tower height.

The decision comes after one year of testimony from the
applicant, Greater Media, which is the parent company of
WRAT.

The applicant went before the planning board seeking to
replace the 292-foot radio tower with a new, 533-foot radio
tower at the same location, 1731 Main St.

WRAT’s offices are at the same location.

This improvement needed to be made in order to keep the
company competitive and increase the reach and reliability for
disseminating information, the applicant’s experts testified. In
order to increase the tower’s height, the applicant had to
obtain a D-6 variance, which is why they were before the
board.

A D-6 variance is sought when an applicant is looking to have
the height of a principal structure exceed 10 feet or 10
percent of the maximum height allowed by ordinance. The
maximum height allowed in this case is 35 feet.

The WRAT tower and radio station were deemed “one
principal structure and one connected use,” according to a
letter written by the borough’s zoning official, Mark Fessler in
July.

CLOSING REMARKS

Prior to the board members making their comments and casting their vote, the
applicant’s attorney, Robert Shea, gave his closing remarks, recapping all that was
presented over the many months of testimony.

Mr. Shea thanked the board members for their time, then reminded them that they
have an obligation to “render a fair and impartial decision” on applications,

That decision, he said, must be free of “political interference” and “feelings of
empathy,” and must be based on the information presented on the record.

He then summarized the application, going over the various testimony presented by the applicant’s experts.

According to Mr. Shea, the applicant sought to increase the tower’s height in order to increase structural
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After one year of hearings, the Lake Como
Planning Board unanimously denied WRAT’s
application to increase the height of the
station’s tower to 533 feet. Photo by SUEANNE
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integrity so their cellular tenants can upgrade to 4G, increase reach and reliability to 80,000 more customers
and to increase the WRAT’s ability as an emergency alert system [EAS].

The WRAT is the primary EAS for the area, experts have testified.

“The application in and of itself is somewhat of a simple one,” Mr. Shea said, noting the height issue is the
“essential element that’s before the board.”

Over the years, Mr. Shea said, the application has been handled in a “haphazard” way, with the board
rendering different findings about the site over the years — an issue that continued into this application.

Despite the various findings, which range from the site being a permitted use to a condition use to an
inherently beneficial use, one aspect has remained the same, Mr. Shea said, and that is that the site is a
suitable location for a tower.

In July, the borough’s zoning officer brought “some clarity” when he deemed the radio tower a principal use,
which means the applicant must seek a D-6 variance, Mr. Shea said.

“We respectfully disagreed with him” and believe the tower is an accessory use, he said, noting the applicant
filed an appeal on Mr. Fessler’s decision.

If the tower is an accessory use, Mr. Shea said, the applicant would need a C bulk variance, which has lesser
proofs. Mr. Shea said the testimony presented covered the proofs the applicant would have to show.

Prior to voting on the application, the board had to determine whether the applicant needed a C or D variance.

Ultimately, the board ruled that it was a D-6 variance, which means it must show the special reasons to grant
the variance, the positive and negative criteria of granting such an application and the impact it would have on
the borough’s master plan and zoning regulations.

“With every detriment there is a benefit,” Mr. Shea said. “And the benefits in this situation and the benefits
that are going to be specifically relayed to the emergency alert system far outweigh any detrimental impacts
that might be experienced by any one, two or three individuals.”

He said while the increase in tower height will benefit the business commercially, there is also a “very
significant reason” why it will also benefit the town and region in general — the EAS and the capacity issue for
cellular tenants.

BOARD COMMENTS

Prior to voting on the application, board members offered their comments, saying the negatives of increasing
the tower height outweigh the positives of such an improvement. These detriments included the safety issues,
such as ice shedding from the tower, and its aesthetic impact on the town. Board members also believed it
deviated from the borough’s master plan.

Board member Stephen Petrosino touched on the possibility of ice shedding off the tower, which experts had
discussed.

“With a main intersection, bus stop [and] charter school just steps away from the proposed 533-foot tower, a
rare but realistic situation such as this could be catastrophic should falling debris strike an individual from such
an elevation,” he said.

Board chairman Joseph Cavaluzzi agreed, saying the possibility of ice falling “represents a serious and
unacceptable risk to the public safety.” He also said he believes this is “another indication of why towers of
this height don’t belong on Main Street in suburban downtowns.”

Board member Karl Vilacoba said there was a lot of testimony provided that “downplayed the aesthetic impact
of the tower.”

Star News Group (12.12.13): WRAT tower plan denied http://starnewsgroup.com/weekly/2013/12.12.13/wrat_tower___...

2 of 4 12/28/13 8:30 AM



“Frankly, I found some of the statements made by the applicant’s planner on this topic to be so poorly
supported in fact or personal knowledge, and such blatant salesmanship, that it caused me to doubt the
credibility of his testimony on the whole,” he said.

Another board member also questioned the credibility of planner John Madden’s testimony.

Mr. Shea said after the meeting that Mr. Madden is a “well respected professional in the field of planning.” He
also said there was “absolutely no evidence” from the board or public “that would support a position that
would be contrary to his opinion.”

Mr. Vilacoba said he believed the proposed tower would become the “dominant feature of our town” and
“would send a message to our neighbors, to those who might be interested in investing in our downtown, or to
those buying a home in Lake Como, that we don’t care how our town looks.”

Mr. Cavaluzzi said while Mr. Madden had testified that the gray 533-foot proposed tower would disappear into
the gray sky, he is unconvinced that is true.

“I ride the Garden State Parkway to Exit 160 every day and I pass numerous, gray towers, and I can tell you
they do not disappear into the winter sky,” he said.

As for the master plan, board member Thomas Meehan said the borough’s master plan is a “reflection and
implementation” of a study conducted by Rutgers University in 2006 called “Lake Como Main Street
Redevelopment Project Final Report.”

According to Mr. Meehan, the study says the borough’s Main Street is “currently dominated by a large radio
antenna. The antenna, in and of itself, is not a bad thing, but it does serve to detract from the aesthetic
quality of Main Street.” The study went on to say the town should explore its options in assisting the company
to relocate the tower to a “less conspicuous location.”

This study correlates to the master plan, Mr. Meehan said, because one of the plan’s goals is to “improve
aesthetics of Main Street.”

“Aesthetics being one of the points that the Rutgers study said was compromised by the tower,” he said.

Board members also believed a taller tower was not necessary for Greater Media to remain competitive.

Throughout the hearings, experts testified the WRAT tower needed to increase in height to better serve its
cellular tenants and its role as an EAS.

While board members understood WRAT’s role as an EAS, several members questioned how they determined the
EAS needed to be improved since no evidence was provided as to a government agency or customers
complaining about the service.

Mr. Cavaluzzi said given the experience of Sandy, if there was concern about the WRAT adequately meeting its
need as an EAS or the inability of the 80,000 people to listen to the station, “where is the hue and cry of
municipal governments throughout the region.”

He said no such information was presented about the WRAT not being able to meet its duties at the current
height.

He also said there are alternative sources, such as other radio stations and cell phones, that people can receive
their news from.

Mr. Petrosino echoed his sentiment.

“We were also reminded by Mr. Madden that sometimes a planning board must look past their own town
boarders for the greater good and benefit of extended communities,” he said. “Yet, no documentation has
been supplied containing official complaints received by Greater Media relating to lack of cell or radio
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coverage. More importantly, there were no complaints from government agencies depicting any problems with
the WRAT’s ability to disseminate emergency broadcast,” he said.

For board member Deborah Hilliard, the biggest benefit would be if increasing the tower height enhanced the
EAS.

“But it seems that we just talked about enhancing it,” she said. “Nobody said anything that it was not working
or it wasn’t adequate at this time. So, to me, it’s not going to improve anything, even if you get more
coverage,” she said.

As for its cellular tenants, Mr. Cavaluzzi said while experts testified the proposed tower would accommodate
the tenants’ desire to go 4G, they also testified no additional height would be needed to make such a move.

For these reasons, the board subsequently denied the application. It was unanimous.

Milford Smith, vice president of engineering for Greater Media, declined to comment, defering all comments to
Mr. Shea.

Mr. Shea said after the meeting, “I can’t say it was that much of a surprise.

He said while it is not definite, he has “every indication” from his client that an appeal will be filed with the
Superior Court of Monmouth County.
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