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WRAT radio tower application finally
reaching the end
Board continued hearing testimony at May 13 meeting
By Haley Behre

LAKE COMO — With the most recent installment of Greater Media’s WRAT radio tower testimony heard before
the planning board this past Monday, the application is beginning to come to a close.

The only testimony still unheard is the planning testimony, which ties all the previous testimony together, and
that will be presented at the next planning board meeting.

Greater Media is the parent company to the WRAT and is the applicant.

The applicant is before the board seeking to build a new, 533-foot tower to replace the current, approximately
300-foot tower at the the same location, 1731 Main St.

This improvement needs to be made in order to keep the company competitive and increase the reach and
reliability of disseminating information, said Milford Smith, vice president of engineering for Greater Media, at
the last planning board meeting, on Jan. 14.

At the May 13 planning board meeting, Greater Media continued its testimony by
bringing back Paul Elia, project architect, to testify once again, as well as provide
testimony from Matthew Bartlett, a telecommunication siting expert, and John
Madden Jr., the project’s planner.

PAUL ELIA

In response to a request made by the board, Mr. Elia returned for a third time to show
what a tower looks like in similar circumstances to that of Lake Como.

Robert Shea, Greater Media’s attorney, said they discovered a similar circumstance
“in our own backyard” in downtown Long Branch.

Mr. Elia showed pictures of a 403-foot radio tower that sits in downtown Long Branch from various views.

“It’s a very similar situation as to what we’re looking at across the street,” Mr. Elia said about the WRAT site.

MATHEW BARTLETT

Mr. Bartlett testified about the suitability the new 533-foot WRAT tower would have to host the current cellular
components, as well as new ones.

According to Mr. Bartlett, the current cellular components on the existing radio tower are those of AT&T,
MetroPCS, Nextel, T-Mobile and Sprint, with each having up to 12 antennas. The only cellular component not
expected to move over to the new tower is Nextel, he said, noting that company is in the “process of shutting
down its nationwide network.”

Those companies that will move their components to the new tower will be upgrading their service to 4G,
which will allow for high speed data and clearer voice calls, Mr. Bartlett said.

Planning board member Thomas Meehan asked if the height of the tower has to do with the companies being
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able to have 4G.

Mr. Bartlett said no, but the structural integrity of the tower does. He continued by saying the current tower is
at its capacity, which is why the companies are unable to upgrade to 4G. Other towers’ cellular components are
able to upgrade to 4G because those towers can handle the change, but the WRAT tower cannot, he said.

The broadcast engineer also said the number of carriers is not the issue, rather it is issues such as wind load
and the weight of the equipment on the tower.

“There’s no one number,” he said.

In response to another board question, Milford Smith, vice president of engineering for Greater Media, said
making additional improvements to the existing tower, which has been done several times in the past, is not an
option as the tower has been “updated as much as it possibly can.”

Planning board member Stephen Petrosino asked how much larger the 4G antenna is compared to the 3G one,
and the weight of antennas.

Mr. Bartlett said the antennas are basically identical, but the 4G antenna is heavier, which is a reason the
current tower cannot support the upgrade. The broadcast engineer also said antennas weigh about 50 to 60
pounds or heavier, but that varies depending on the model and equipment used.

Planning board member George Giresi asked if the existing tower was the same height, but was stronger, would
it be able to hold the equipment. Mr. Bartlett said speaking just from the cellular components aspect, “yes.”

According to Mr. Bartlett, on average the coverage area of the cellular tenants is about one mile. Cellular
tenants have the ability to move location about one quarter of one mile to accommodate their coverage area,
he said. If they decided to move, he said, they would have to stay within that one-quarter mile radius, and
would probably come before a planning board to request siting for their cellular antennas.

But “they desire to stay on the existing tower or right at that site on the new tower,” Mr. Bartlett said.

If the proposed tower is built, Mr. Bartlett said it would take about six to ninth months for the cellular
companies to transfer their components to the new tower.

JOHN MADDEN JR.

Mr. Madden provided planning and zoning testimony in support of the variances needed for the application.

The WRAT site, 1731 Main St., is located in the general business with a mixed use overlay zone, “which allows a
multitude of uses,” according to Mr. Madden.

On the site is the radio station, the approximately 300-foot-tall radio tower and the various equipment for the
radio station and telecommunication facilities, he said.

He then described the various establishments near the WRAT site, such as several businesses and offices,
Academy Charter High School and a residential area.

“As you would find in any Main Street or downtown type location, you’re going to have a mixture of uses and
you’re also going to have nearby residential uses,” Mr. Madden said.

Mr. Madden then briefly discussed the history of the tower at the site in relation to the borough, explaining how
previous boards have dealt with it.

According to Mr. Madden, between 1997 and 2009 the WRAT tower went before the board several times, with
the resolutions produced as a result indicating that the board decided the tower was a beneficial use or
permitted use. But then, in 2009, there was a resolution stating that it was not a permitted use, but was
inherently beneficial, he said, noting this was inconsistent with previous determinations.
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Greater Media was also able to find a letter from Birdsall Services Group, the borough’s engineering firm, from
1968 indicating that there was some sort of self-supporting tower at 1717 F St. during that time, Mr. Shea said,
noting the document reflects the fact the former tower was located on a lot that was at or near where the
present tower is located. Main Street was formerly F Street.

Mr. Shea and Mr. Madden then went over correspondence between Greater Media and the borough, in which
zoning officer Mark Fessler sent several letters in 2012 to Greater Media, detailing his findings and proposed
changes to their application.

According to Mr. Shea, in Mr. Fessler’s letter dated June 2012, he changed his opinion from the whole site being
a permitted use to the building being a permitted use but the radio tower not being a permitted use, but an
inherently beneficial one, which reflected the 2009 resolution. Mr. Fessler also told the applicant in the letter
that he was unsure whether the tower is considered a principal structure or accessory one, he said. Mr. Fessler
said in the letter that the determination should be made by the board, Mr. Shea said.

Mr. Shea said the applicant never received the June 2012 letter until three weeks ago.

Mayor Mike Ryan, who sits on the planning board but recused himself from this application, said he is not sure
what happened with the letter, and he was not sure what letter the applicant was referencing. He added that
the best person to speak to would be Viveca Graham, planning board secretary.

Ms. Graham could not be reached for comment by press time.

Determining whether the WRAT tower is an accessory of secondary principal structure is necessary because it
would determine what sort of height variance is needed. If it is deemed an accessory structure, the applicant
would need a bulk variance, and if it is a secondary principal structure, a use variance would be needed.

The height limit for an accessory structure exceeding 100 feet in area is 16 feet and for a principal structure it
is 35 feet, Mr. Shea said.

In Mr. Madden’s opinion, the radio tower is an accessory use and accessory structure because it is “not used as
a business in and of itself.”

“If you took away the radio station, this use would have no meaning in terms of a radio station,” he said.

Either way, the applicant will be going before the board seeking a height variance, it just has not been
determined whether it will be a bulk or a use variance.

The board is expected to make a determination as to whether the tower will be considered an accessory or
principal structure by the next planning board meeting.

At that time, the applicant will make its case as to why the variance should be granted.

WRAT testimony is expected to continue at the June 10 planning board meeting. The meeting begins at 7 p.m.
at borough hall, 1740 Main St.
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