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A. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1. Requested Actions 

This is a request for the Planning Commission to evaluate the proposed project for a Major Use 
Permit (MUP) for a new unmanned wireless telecommunication facility, determine if the required 
findings can be made, and if so, take the following actions:  

a. Adopt the Environmental Findings included in Attachment D, which includes a finding that 
the project is exempt from the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA). 

b. Grant MUP PDS2016-MUP-16-009, make the findings, and impose the requirements and 
conditions as set forth in the Form of Decision in Attachment B. 
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2. Key Requirements for Requested Actions 

a. Is the proposed project consistent with the vision, goals, and polices of the General Plan?  

b.  Does the project comply with the policies set forth under the North Mountain Subregional 
Plan?   

c. Is the proposed project consistent with the County’s Zoning Ordinance? 

d. Is the project consistent with the County’s Wireless Ordinance? 

e. Does the project comply with the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA)?   
 

B. REPORT SUMMARY 
 
The purpose of this staff report is to provide the Planning Commission with the information necessary 
to consider the proposed MUP, conditions of approval and findings, and environmental findings 
prepared in accordance with CEQA. 
 
The applicant proposes an unmanned wireless telecommunication facility consisting of a 65-foot tall 
faux mono-broadleaf tree and associated equipment. Based on staff’s analysis, it is the position of 
Planning & Development Services (PDS) that the required findings can be made, and recommends 
approval of the MUP, with the conditions noted in the attached Form of Decision (Attachment B). 

 
C. DEVELOPMENT PROPOSAL 

 
1. Project Description 

 
The applicant requests an MUP to construct, operate, and maintain an unmanned wireless 
telecommunication facility for AT&T consisting of a faux tree and associated equipment within the 
Lake Henshaw campsite, in the Santa Ysabel area. The facility would include 12 panel antennas 
and 12 remote radio units (RRU’s) mounted upon a new 65-foot tall faux mono-broadleaf tree. 
Each panel antenna would be covered by “socks” which are faux leaves to further conceal the 
antennas. The equipment would be contained within a 480 square foot (8-foot tall) earth-tone 
colored concrete masonry unit (CMU) building with an open roof, covered by a wood trellis. A 
chain-link “lid” would be placed within the roof, set below the roof line for safety purposes, and to 
allow for airflow. A 50kW emergency generator enclosure would be located within the equipment 
enclosure. Two Global Positioning System (GPS) antenna would be mounted to the roofline of the 
enclosure (see Figure 1). 
 
Additionally, the project will include an approximately 650-foot long utility trench for telephone 
cable. The trenching will be completely within a disturbed area of roadway leading through the 
campsite and would not require mitigation or monitoring. The electrical connection would be 
completed with a new overhead line. A proposed power pole, approximately 25-feet tall, would 
connect to an existing utility pole, which is located 240 feet to the west of the proposed facility. The 
design of the faux mono-broadleaf tree would allow for future co-location if the findings can be 
made for an additional unmanned telecommunication facility. 
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Figure 1: Plot Plan (zoomed in) 
 
The faux mono-broadleaf tree would be located near the northwestern portion of the 9,589-acre 
property, approximately 900 feet west of State Route 76 (SR-76). The site is located at the Lake 
Henshaw Resort Campground, which is owned and operated by the Vista Irrigation District. The 
higher elevation in relation to the roadways would help the wireless service reach Lake Henshaw, 
the resort campground, and a stretch of SR-76, which is the intended coverage area. There are no 
residential properties in the immediate area; therefore there are no residential views of the facility. 
Furthermore, only the top of the faux mono-broadleaf would be visible from vantage points along 
SR-76.  
 
The photo-simulation (Figure 2) shows the tree within the campground, looking north. More details 
on site layout and project features can be found in Attachment A. 

LEASE AREA 480  
SQUARE FEET 

WATER TANK 

ANTENNAS WITHIN NEW 65-
FOOT TALL MONO-BROADLEAF 
TREE 

3-FOOT WIDE TRENCH FOR 
UNDERGROUND TELCO 
ROUTE 
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Figure 2: Photo-simulation 
 

2. Subject Property and Surrounding Land Uses 
 

The subject property is 9,589 acres and is located at 26439 Highway 76, in the North Mountain 
Subregional Plan Area (see Figures 3 and 4). The entire site covers a vast area, and includes 
recreational activity areas, Lake Henshaw, hiking trails, and campgrounds. The land has steep to 
rolling hills, with flat areas for people to place their recreational vehicle or tent when camping. The 
proposed facility is located near the northwestern side of the parcel, and shown in Figure 3 and 4 
aerials as a dot. Surrounding land uses primarily consist of vacant land and open space, with the 
Santa Ysabel Reservation to the south. Lake Henshaw is within the western portion of the parcel. 
State Routes 76 and 79 merge toward the southeastern portion of the property.  
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Figure 3: Vicinity Map 
 

 
  Figure 4: Aerial Photo  
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Table C-1: Surrounding Zoning and Land Uses 

 
Location 

 
General 

Plan 
 

Zoning Adjacent 
Streets Description 

North Public Agency 
Lands, Rural Lands 

A72, S80, 
A70 

SR-79, Henshaw 
Road 

Cleveland National 
Forest, Undeveloped 

Land 

East 
Public Agency 
Lands, Rural 

Lands 
A72 

San Felipe Road, 
Montezuma 
Valley Road 

Undeveloped Land, 
Tribal Lands, 

Cleveland National 
Forest 

South 

Rural Lands,  
Rural Commercial, 

Semi-Rural 
Residential,  

Tribal Lands,  
Open Space  

A72, C40, 
S80, A70, 

Tribal Lands 
SR-76, Quail 
Springs Road 

Undeveloped Land, 
Tribal Lands 

West 

Semi-Rural 
Residential, Public 

Agency Lands, 
Open Space,  
Rural Lands 

A70, S80 
SR-76, East 
Grade Road, 

Henshaw Road 

Resort and 
Campground, 

Cleveland National 
Forest, Undeveloped 
Land, Tribal Lands  

 
D. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 

 
The project was reviewed to ensure it conforms to all relevant ordinances and guidelines, including the 
San Diego County General Plan, North Mountain Subregional Plan, Zoning Ordinance, and CEQA 
Guidelines. A detailed discussion of the project analysis and consistency with applicable codes, 
policies, and ordinances is as follows. 
 
1. Project Site History 

 
The project site is not a preferred site pursuant to the Zoning Ordinance and requires the approval 
of a MUP. The proposed wireless telecommunication facility would be located within the Lake 
Henshaw Resort Campground, east of SR-76 and Lake Henshaw. The proposed faux mono-
broadleaf tree and associated equipment would blend with the existing vegetation and accessory 
structures, and provide cellular coverage to drivers along SR-76. The following items were 
reviewed throughout the project processing, and are detailed below: Site Planning Analysis, 
Community Capability and Alternative Site Analysis. 
  
Site Planning Analysis 
 
The proposed faux tree and equipment enclosure are designed to match the existing mature trees 
and nearby buildings. The equipment enclosure has an earth-tone color and wood lattice roof 
which would be similar to existing accessory structures within the campground. A chain-link lid 
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would be placed on top of the enclosure for safety purposes. However, it would be recessed down 
several inches to be hidden from view. A field visit by staff determined that the proposed wireless 
facility would be compatible with the surrounding land uses and existing structures because the 
design, location, and surrounding vertical elements match the bulk and scale of the proposed 
project. Views of the site from SR-76 would be limited by the rolling terrain, distance of more than 
900 feet, and the presence of mature landscaping. 
 
Community Compatibility 
 
Vertical elements surrounding the proposed mono-broadleaf and equipment enclosure include oak 
and pine trees, utility poles, small scale water tanks, and buildings within the resort grounds. The 
equipment enclosure would be a slump block wall with an earth tone color, which would match the 
color of the nearby accessory structures. 
 
In addition, SR-76 is a scenic road per the County of San Diego General Plan. The proposed 
project, as designed, would not impact the views from the roadway. This is due to the location of 
the facility, topography and the surrounding vegetation that buffer and screens the faux tree and 
equipment enclosure. The equipment enclosure cannot be seen from SR-76 due to the height and 
location of the existing trees and vegetation. An example of a view from SR-76 looking west, 
toward the project site, is shown in Figure 5. The arrow indicates the approximate location of the 
facility. This photo demonstrates how the views from SR-76 to the proposed wireless facility would 
be mostly blocked by the existing rows of oaks and other broadleaf trees. Therefore, it can be 
found that views from SR-76 would not be significantly affected by either the faux tree or the 
proposed equipment enclosure.  
 

 
             Figure 5: State Route 76 - Looking northeast toward project site 

Proposed mono-broadleaf 
(only top of tree visible at this angle) 
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The design of the faux mono-broadleaf tree would allow for a more “natural” appearance, since it 
would be designed with a “crown top”. The branches would be denser along the top where the 
panel antennas would be placed. The antennas would be painted green to match the foliage and 
covered with faux broadleaf “socks” to better camouflage the appearance. The location of the 
proposed faux tree and equipment would be set toward the northwestern portion of the property, to 
provide an increased setback to the nearby stores and drivers using surrounding roads, while still 
maintaining adequate elevation to provide service. 
 
Alternative Site Analysis 
 
The purpose of the wireless telecommunication facility is to provide cellular coverage along SR-76, 
as well as the surrounding area. The project site is zoned General Agricultural (A70), which is a 
non-preferred zone per the Wireless Ordinance, and therefore, the applicant submitted an 
Alternative Site Analysis (ASA) in order to demonstrate that coverage objectives could not be met 
in a preferred location or preferred zone.  
 
The ASA demonstrated that coverage objectives could not be met by a facility within a preferred 
zone or preferred location. The analysis found that while there was a preferred commercial zone 
within the immediate area, this location has a lower elevation, which would not provide coverage to 
the desired service area. A second commercial zone approximately 11 miles south was found to be 
out of range from the desired coverage objective. In addition, there are two water tanks within the 
campground property for the use by the resort for water supply and firefighting capabilities; 
however, both tanks are surrounded by trees taller than the tanks, which eliminates the option to 
surface-mount the antennas due to the obstruction of the tree canopy and foliage. The complete 
ASA can be found in Attachment E. 
 
In addition, the applicant has provided Geographic Service Area (GSA) maps to illustrate why a 
height of 65 feet is necessary for the panel antennas to reach the intended area, which is Lake 
Henshaw, the resort campground, and along SR-76. The GSA maps show projected coverage if 
the facility were built at a lower height, and illustrate that a lower height would not be conducive. In 
addition, the proposed 65-foot tall faux tree would allow for potential co-location from other cellular 
providers. 
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             Figure 6a: Coverage without proposed AT&T wireless facility   
 

 
             Figure 6b: Coverage with the proposed AT&T wireless facility 

 

Proposed 
AT&T Site 

Proposed 
AT&T Site 
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The colorization in Figures 6a and 6b is broken down into four categories; grey represents no 
coverage, red represent poor coverage, blue represents fair coverage, yellow represents good 
coverage and green represents optimal coverage for the service area. With the inclusion of the 
proposed wireless facility, the coverage in the area is improved from poor coverage to optimal 
coverage. 
 

2. General Plan Consistency 
  
The site is subject to the General Plan Public Agency Lands. The proposed project is consistent 
with the following relevant General Plan goals, policies, and actions as described in Table D-1.  
 
Table D-1: General Plan Conformance 
General Plan Policy Explanation of Project Conformance 
GOAL S-1 – Public Safety. Enhanced 
public safety and the protection of public 
and private property. 

The facility would allow for increased AT&T 
coverage throughout the area, which is essential in 
the event of an emergency. 

GOAL S-2 – Emergency Response.  
Effective emergency response to disasters 
that minimizes the loss of life and damage 
to property, while also reducing disruption 
in the delivery of vital public and private 
services during and following a disaster. 

The facility would minimize telecommunication 
interruptions during the event of an emergency by 
improving the coverage in the area, as there are 
service gaps within the area for AT&T users. The 
facility would also increase the volume of phone 
calls AT&T can process in the surrounding area. 

POLICY LU 15.1 – Telecommunication 
Facilities Compatibility with Setting.  
Require that wireless telecommunication 
facilities be sited and designed to minimize 
visual impacts, adverse impacts to the 
natural environment, and are compatible 
with existing development and community 
character. 

The proposed facility would be compatible with the 
existing community character because the tower 
and equipment enclosure have been sited and 
designed to appear as additions to the existing 
campground. The mature vegetation around the 
perimeter of the property helps to minimize the 
views of the facility from multiple public vantage 
points. For these reasons, the facility would blend 
with the visual setting of the area and be 
compatible with the existing community character. 

POLICY LU 15.2 – Co-Location of 
Telecommunication Facilities. 
Encourage wireless telecommunication 
services providers to co-locate their 
facilities whenever appropriate, consistent 
with the Zoning Ordinance. 

Pursuant to Section 6984 of the Zoning Ordinance, 
the applicant provided a letter indicating that they 
are willing to allow other carriers to co-locate on 
the proposed wireless facility. 

POLICY COS 11.1 – Protection of Scenic 
Resources. Require the protection of 
scenic highways, corridors, regionally 
significant scenic vistas, and natural 
features, including prominent ridgelines, 
dominant landforms, reservoirs, and scenic 
landscapes. 

The facility site is over 900 feet from SR-76, which 
is a Scenic Highway per the County of San Diego 
General Plan. Only the upper portion of the faux 
tree would be seen from a few vantage points 
along SR-76, due to intervening topography, 
existing vegetation and overall distance.  
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General Plan Policy Explanation of Project Conformance 
POLICY COS 11.3 – Development Siting 
and Design.  Require development within 
visually sensitive areas to minimize visual 
impacts and to preserve unique or special 
visual features, particularly in rural areas. 

The facility was sited and designed to minimize 
views from surrounding land uses and roadways 
with the design of a faux mono-broadleaf tree. The 
panel antennas would be located upon the 65-foot 
tall faux tree, which would be designed to hide the 
antennas with longer faux branches, antennas 
painted to match the green of the tree, and 
additional “socks” (or faux leaves) on the 
antennas. The equipment enclosure would be of 
similar height, design and color of the existing 
nearby accessory structures. Both the faux tree 
and equipment enclosure would be sited near the 
north eastern portion of the property and would be 
near existing trees and accessory buildings.  

POLICY N-6.1 – Noise Regulations. 
Develop and regularly update codes and 
ordinances as necessary to regulate 
impacts from point, intermittent, and other 
disruptive noise sources. 

The project has been reviewed to ensure that the 
project complies with all applicable ordinances and 
regulations. The main noise sources would be the 
generator unit. The project location, enclosure of 
the equipment and the existing buildings would 
ensure that noise levels will not exceed the 45dBA 
threshold at the property lines. In addition, the 
project has been conditioned to ensure that the 
noise levels remain within these decibel limits. 
Finally, an additional condition has been placed to 
ensure that the maintenance of the generator 
occurs between 7am and 6pm, Monday through 
Friday. 

 

3. Subregional Plan Consistency 
  
 The proposed project is consistent with the following relevant North Mountain Subregional Plan 

goals, policies, and actions as described in Table D-2. 
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Table D-2: Subregional Plan Conformance   

Subregional Plan Policy Explanation of Project Conformance 
Conserve forests of coniferous and 
deciduous trees to maintain the mountain 
ambience that defines the community 
character of Palomar Mountain. 

The proposed facility would not displace any 
trees on the property. Furthermore, the design 
of the facility is that of a faux mono-broadleaf 
tree, and would be similar in height, size, shape 
and scale with the surrounding canopy of pines 
and oaks.  

Require development to conform to the 
existing natural terrain by designing 
structures that conform to the slope and 
minimize cut and fill areas.  

The proposed facility would be located on a 
relatively flat grade, requiring minimal grading. 
Trenching for telephone would be entirely within 
the disturbed roadway. Furthermore, power 
lines would be connected by an overhead line 
to a proposed 25-foot tall SDG&E utility pole, 
which would not require trenching or the 
removal/disturbance of any trees. 

All development requiring discretionary 
approval shall require design review for 
mitigation of noise impacts generated on the 
subject property. 

The project has been reviewed by County staff 
for noise impacts. The facility, including the 
emergency generator, complies with all County 
Noise Ordinance requirements.  

 
4.  Zoning Ordinance Consistency  

 
a. Development Regulations  
 

The proposed project complies with all applicable zoning requirements of the General 
Agricultural (A72) zone with the incorporation of conditions of approval. The Planning 
Commission should consider whether the included conditions of approval ensure compatibility 
of the proposed project with the surrounding properties and overall community character.  

 
 Table D-3: Zoning Ordinance Development Regulations  

CURRENT ZONING REGULATIONS CONSISTENT? 
Use Regulation: A72 Yes, with issuance of a MUP. 
Animal Regulation: O N/A 
Density: - N/A 
Lot Size: 20 acres N/A 
Building Type: C Yes 
Height: G Yes if the PC grants a height exception to 65’ 
Lot Coverage: - N/A 
Setback: D Yes 
Open Space: - N/A 

  Special Area 
  Regulations:   -   N/A 
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Development Standard Proposed/Provided Complies? 
Section 4600 of the 
Zoning Ordinance sets 
the maximum height 
requirements.  This parcel 
has a designated height 
of “G” which requires 
structures to be no more 
than 35 feet in height. 

The applicant requests an exception to the 
maximum height requirement of 35 feet for 
the 65-foot high faux mono-broadleaf. The 
applicant has demonstrated that the 
increased height is necessary to meet the 
coverage objectives for AT&T’s network 
due to topography and vegetation, and the 
facility is designed to allow for future co-
location. To offset the increase in height, 
the applicant has designed the facility so 
that it would not cause a hazard, nor would 
it impact a scenic viewshed. The facility has 
been designed as a faux tree which fits the 
rural setting of the vicinity. The faux tree 
would also be set back approximately 403 
feet from the nearest property line to 
minimize visual impacts. 

Yes   No  
 
If the Planning 
Commission grants 
an exception to the 
height requirement. 

 
b.  Wireless Telecommunications Facilities 

 
The facility would fill several coverage gaps which would allow AT&T to have more complete 
and consistent network coverage along SR-76 and the surrounding area. 
 

The project, as designed, is classified as a Tier 4 site pursuant to Section 6985A of the Zoning 
Ordinance which requires a MUP, because the facility is proposed in a rural zone, General 
Agricultural (A72), which is a non-preferred zone. The site was selected because no preferred 
zones or locations exist in the service area that meets the coverage objectives of the carrier. 
The parcel immediately adjacent to the east of the proposed site is zoned C40 (Rural 
Commercial), and is a preferred zone per the Wireless Ordinance. However, this parcel, also 
owned by Vista Irrigation District, contains a commercial convenience store. The parcel does 
not have sufficient area to house the facility without altering the existing building or removing 
required parking spaces. The applicant considered adding antennas to the roofline, but the 
building is not tall enough to reach the intended coverage area. Furthermore, the faux tree 
would not be well screened along the scenic roadway. Finally, the commercial site is lower in 
elevation than the proposed location, which would require a taller facility in order to reach the 
coverage objective. For these reasons, AT&T did not pursue this location. 
 
By federal law, the County is prohibited from regulating the placement, construction and 
modification of personal wireless service facilities on the basis of the environmental effects of 
radio frequency (RF) emissions, if the facilities comply with the Federal Communication 
Commission's (FCC’s) regulations concerning RF emissions. Therefore, County decision 
makers do not consider comments or information concerning potential health effects or other 
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environmental effects when determining whether to approve permits for cellular facilities.  Also, 
staff does not require information from the applicant concerning such effects from RF 
emissions associated with the project. (Information regarding potential health effects is 
available from the cellular providers upon request as it is also required from the FCC.) 
 
The County is preempted by the Federal Telecommunication Act from considering Electric 
Magnetic Radiation (EMR) when reviewing the proposed location of cellular facilities.  
Therefore, staff does not require information from the applicant on potential health effects from 
EMR associated with the project. Generally, this information is available from the cellular 
providers upon request as it is also required from the FCC. 
 

Table D-4:  Wireless Ordinance Development Regulations 
Development Standard Proposed/Provided Complies? 
Section 6985.C.4 of the 
Telecommunication Ordinance 
requires a minimum 50-foot setback 
for a telecommunication tower when 
it is placed adjacent to a residential 
use. 

The facility complies with the 50-foot 
setback requirement. The setback 
from the faux mono-broadleaf to the 
nearest property line is 403 feet.  

Yes   No  

Section 6985.C.5 of the 
Telecommunication Ordinance 
prohibits placement of a 
telecommunication tower or its 
equipment in a front, rear, or side 
yard setback. 

The faux mono-broadleaf tree and 
equipment enclosure would be placed 
outside of required setbacks. The 
proposed facility is setback a distance 
of 403 feet from the closest property 
line. 

Yes   No  

Section 6985.C.6 of the 
Telecommunication Ordinance 
states that noise from any 
equipment supporting the facility 
shall meet the requirements of the 
County’s Noise Ordinance on an 
average hourly basis. 

Noise producing equipment consists of 
a 50kW enclosed emergency 
generator, which is approximately 403 
feet from the nearest property line. 
Due to the distance of the emergency 
generator from the closest property 
line, the generator would produce 
noise levels below the 45 dBA limit 
required at the property line and would 
comply with the County Noise 
Ordinance. 

Yes   No  

Section 6985.C.11 of the 
Telecommunication Ordinance limits 
the term of a “high visibility” facility, 
depending on the valuation of the 
wireless facility. 

The project is considered a “high 
visibility” facility. Since the proposed 
project has a valuation of 
approximately $500,000, the Major 
Use Permit has been conditioned to 
have a maximum term of 15 years. 

Yes   No  
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