
   

Meeting Date: March 25, 2024 

Item Number: 1 

ADMINISTRATIVE HEARING AGENDA REPORT 

SUBJECT: Installation of a new wireless telecommunications facility comprised of a ground-

level equipment enclosure and a 50-foot tall support tower, camouflaged as a tree. 

FILE NUMBER: USE-0002-2024 BY: Walter Oetzell, Assistant Planner 

 Phone: 781-7593 

 E-mail: woetzell@slocity.org 

ADDRESS: 210 Madonna Rd FROM: Brian Leveille, Senior Planner 

RECOMMENDATION: Approve the Minor Use Permit for installation of the proposed new 

wireless telecommunications facility, based on findings and subject to conditions of approval. 

 

SITE DATA 

Applicant Verizon Wireless 

Representative Sequoia Deployment Services, 
Inc. 

General Plan Tourist Commercial 

Zoning Tourist Commercial (C-T) 

Site Area 118,485 sq. ft. (2.72 ac) 

Environmental  
Status 

Categorically Exempt (CEQA 
Guidelines §15303 – Small 
Structures) 

 

SITE INFORMATION AND SETTING 

The subject site is a commercial parcel measuring just over 2 ¾ acres in area (about 118,485 

square feet), situated on the north side of Madonna Road, about 240 feet west of the on- and off-

ramps for US Highway 101, in a Tourist Commercial (C-T) Zone. It is developed with two 

buildings, built in 1968, currently used as a 60-room hotel (Vagabond Inn) with a swimming 

pool. The area is characterized by tourist-serving and retail commercial land uses, including 

lodging, restaurants, and retail establishments (see Table 1, Site Information). 

 

Access is taken from the Madonna Road frontage. The site slopes upward from the street, with a 

short moderate slope in the middle of the site, toward a flatter upper area accommodating the 

larger guest building and associated parking area. Behind the upper guest building the land 

slopes moderately again, up towards the southeast aspects of the area foothills. There are no 

creeks or waterways through the site, and while trees and site landscaping are distributed across 

the site, no trees or vegetation are present in the construction area within the site.  
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Table 1: Site Information 

Site Area ± 148,485 sq. ft. (2.73 ac) 

Present Use & Development Hotel (60 rooms) in two buildings, with pool, parking areas 

Topography Moderate Slope: ± 22% overall average cross slope 

Access From Madonna Road: Driveway into hotel site 

Zoning & Surrounding Uses North: Conservation/Open Space (C/OS-40); Foothill (East of 
Laguna Park) 
South: Tourist Commercial (C-T), Retail Commercial (C-R); 
Restaurant (Denny’s, Starbucks), Auto Services (Shell Oil), Retail 
(Madonna Plaza) 
East and West: Tourist Commercial (C-T); Restaurant (IHOP), 
Lodging (Best Western, Madonna Inn) 

 

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

Verizon Wireless proposes to install a wireless telecommunications facility within a 700 square-

foot lease area (20’ by 35’) on the site, comprised of ground-level support equipment and a 

backup generator, screened by a concrete masonry unit (CMU) enclosure, and an antenna 

support tower, camouflaged to appear as a pine tree (see Project Description and Plans, 

Attachments 1 & 2, and Figure 1, below). Communications equipment will be mounted to the 

tower at two places (see Elevation Drawings, Sheet A-5 of Project Plans, Attachment 2, and 

Figure 2, below). Two microwave antennas (four feet in diameter each) will be attached at the 

32-foot level and two support arms will be mounted at the 40-foot level, supporting nine panel 

Figure 1: Photo-Simulation of Proposed Monopine (from Madonna Rd) 
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antennas and appurtenant surge suppressors and remote 

radio units (RRU’s). Plans note that the antennas and 

tower mounted equipment are to be painted in non-

reflective paint, or sock wrapped, to match the color of 

the “monopine.” 

 

EVALUATION 

Installation of a new wireless telecommunications 

facility requires Minor Use Permit approval and new 

facilities must conform to the standards set out for such 

facilities in Zoning Regulations Section 17.86.290 

(Wireless Telecommunications Facilities). 

 

Site Access 

Telecommunications facilities should use existing roads 

and parking, which are to be improved and surfaced 

where necessary (Zoning Regs. §17.86.290(E)(1)). 

Project plans depict the path of a 15-foot-wide access 

route traveling through the existing driveway and 

parking areas (see Site Plan, Sheet A-1 of Project Plans, 

Attachment 2), which are paved and maintained in good 

condition, as they also serve as the primary guest access 

and parking for the hotel rooms. 

 

Setbacks and Height 

Towers and accessory structures must comply with setback requirements, and in the Tourist 

Commercial (C-T) Zone no interior side or rear setback is required (Zoning Regs. §17.34.020). 

This facility’s ground-level equipment and support tower are closest to the property line at the 

southeast border of the property, where it borders the Shell Oil service station (also located 

within the C-T Zone). The enclosure is set back at least 25 feet and the tower set back about 45 

feet from this property line. Both are at least 100 feet from any other site property line. 

 

The height of antennas and support equipment is determined as part of the use permit on a case-

by-case basis. Within the Tourist-Commercial Zone, the maximum building height is 45 feet 

(Zoning Regs. §17.34.020). While not subject to this building height limit, the support tower 

exceeds that limit by just five feet, rising to a maximum height of 50 feet. 

 

Aesthetics and Visibility, Lighting 

Facilities are to be designed to minimize visual impact by means of placement, screening, and 

camouflage, to blend into its surroundings so that the antennas and equipment are not apparent to 

the casual observer, with ground-mounted equipment screened from view, and unlit during 

normal operation ((Zoning Regs. §17.86.290(E)(4) & (5)). Additionally, the site is located within 

Figure 2: Tower (southeast elevation) 
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an area defined as a Hillside Planning Area (“K. Madonna,” see General Plan Land Use Element, 

Figure 7),1 and the segment of Madonna Road passing to the south of the property is designated 

by the City as a Scenic Roadway with “Medium Scenic Value,” (see General Plan Circulation 

Element, Figure 3) 

 

Placement, Screening, Camouflage: The facility equipment and tower are placed interior to the 

site, behind existing development, on a flat portion of the property, above a small slope. 

However, the facility is not on, or at the top of, a hillside. The ground equipment is screened 

from view behind a CMU enclosure. The support tower is placed in line with several groupings 

of existing trees in the vicinity, so as to appear to belong within the existing landscape. 

 

The tower structure is camouflaged as a pine tree, so as to avoid notice as a telecommunications 

facility. A set of four Photo-Simulations from different vantage points has been provided by the 

applicant and is attached to this report as Attachment 3. The facility will be most visible when 

viewed directly from the street (Madonna Road), as depicted in Photo-Simulations provided with 

this application (see Attachment 3, and Figure 1 above). Other views, such as that in Figure 3, 

below, depict the camouflage effect of placement of the tower within the existing treescape.  

 

Plan drawings may simplify the actual arrangement and appearance of elements of a wireless 

communications tower disguised as a tree, such as the trunk, limbs, branches, and foliage, and 

successful camouflage requires particular attention to these elements. Standard conditions of 

approval are suggested (Conditions #3 & #5), to set a high standard for achieving a naturalistic 

 

 
1 The City of San Luis Obispo General Plan can be accessed online at:  

www.slocity.org/government/department-directory/community-development/planning-zoning/general-plan 

Figure 3: Photo-Simulation of proposed monopine (from Madonna Road, looking east) 

http://www.slocity.org/government/department-directory/community-development/planning-zoning/general-plan
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appearance for the facility, ensure effective camouflage, and require continued maintenance 

through refreshment of the color and condition of the facilities camouflaged elements.  

 

Hillside Standards and Scenic Roadway. The General Plan Land Use Element (LUE) sets out 

Hillside Policies for protecting and preserving scenic hillside areas and natural features, 

including rock outcroppings and steep slope areas that function as landscape backdrops for the 

community (LUE §6.4), and as noted above, the site is located within the “Madonna” Hillside 

Planning Area (LUE, Figure 7). These policies set development limits for hillside areas and 

implement specific development standards that apply within such areas (LUE 6.4.2 & 6.4.3), to 

keep structures and improvements (buildings, driveways, fences and graded yard areas) within 

the Urban Reserve Line and cause them to keep a low profile, conforming to natural slopes and 

blending with the natural landscape. Policies applied to the Madonna Inn hillside area are 

focused on lower slopes of San Luis Mountain and the northeast slopes of the foothill bordering 

Laguna Lake Park (LUE §6.4.7(K)). 

 

Here, the site is located on a lower and less steep area, southeast of the foothill, within the Urban 

Reserve Line, in a neighborhood extensively built out with commercial development. Open 

Space zoning (C/OS-20, C/OS-40) was applied to the San Luis Mountain and northeast foothill 

areas to address and preserve the scenic and recreational values of the hillsides within this area. 

As camouflaged, the “monopine” is designed so that it does not impinge upon or degrade scenic 

views of hillsides. 

 

Similarly, policies set out in the General Plan Conservation and Open Space Element (COSE) 

aim to protect views to and from public places, including Scenic Roadways, with Madonna Road 

designated as having “Moderate Scenic Value” (COSE §9.2.1 and Figure 11). As noted above, 

the proposed facility is set within a developed lower and less steep area and camouflaged to 

avoid degradation of scenic views concentrated on west-facing foothills adjacent to Laguna Lake 

(as depicted by the Vista “Cone of View” in COSE Figure 11). 

 

Noise and Lighting 

Wireless Communications Facilities are subject to the City’s Noise Control provisions (SLOMC 

Ch. 9.12) and are to be unlit during normal operation ((Zoning Regs. §17.86.290(E)(5)). Plans 

depict no unusual equipment that would be expected to exceed applicable limits on noise levels, 

and the “service lights” depicted within the equipment enclosure are limited to use during times 

that authorized personnel are present at the facility at night. 

 

Airport Operations 

Wireless facilities are not to interfere with the operation of the San Luis Obispo Regional Airport 

and must not present an obstruction to airspace navigation. The proposed facility is located 

outside of the Airport Influence Area depicted in Figure 2-1 of the San Luis Obispo County 
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Regional Airport Land Use Plan (ALUP),2 and outside of the Safety Zones established by the 

Plan (ALUP, Figure 2-2). At 50 feet in maximum height, rising to an elevation of just over 275 

feet (above sea level), it does not constitute an obstruction (as discussed in ALUP §4.5) due to 

excessive height or encroachment into takeoff or landing areas or “imaginary surfaces” 

established by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA).3 Nor does it exceed the minimum 

“horizontal surface” elevation (362 feet in elevation) depicted in the Airspace Compatibility Map 

(ALUP, Figure 4-4). 

 

Radio Frequency Radiation (RFR) Exposure 

Wireless facilities are not to produce radio frequency radiation in excess of the standards for 

permissible human exposure as adopted by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) 

(Zoning Regs. §17.86.290(E)(14)). A Radio Frequency Electromagnetic Fields Exposure Report 

was prepared for this facility by Dtech Communications and submitted with this application (see 

Attachment 4). The report concludes that exposure levels calculated for the site (for a person of 

typical (6-foot) height standing in accessible areas on the ground or adjacent structures) are 

below FCC limits (see Report, pg. 10). A post-construction report is also required (see Condition 

of Approval 6) to verify that the actual levels emitted conforms to the pre-approval RFR report 

and FCC standards. The facility will be posted with industry-standard advisory signage at 

appropriate facility access points. Plans for the Facility were reviewed by the City’s Utilities 

Department,  

 

CONCURRENCE 

Project plans were reviewed by several City Departments and Divisions (Building & Safety, 

Engineering Development Review, Fire, Information Technology, and Utilities). The 

Information Technology Department confirmed that there were no concerns regarding the 

facility, such as any potential for interference with municipal communications. Comments from 

other reviewers have been incorporated into recommended conditions of approval. 

 

ENVIRONMENTAL REVIEW 

This project is categorically exempt from the provisions of the California Environmental Quality 

Act (CEQA). It consists of the construction of a small structure, as described by CEQA 

Guidelines §15303 (New Construction of Small Structures). 

 

ATTACHMENTS 

1. Project Description (Sequoia Deployment Services, Inc.) 

 

 
2 The San Luis Obispo Regional Airport Land Use Plan (ALUP) can be accessed at:  

sloairport.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Airport_Land_Use_Plan_Amended_5-26-21.pdf 
3 The Airport Land Use Plan defines an object with a height of 200 feet above ground level or above 409 feet above 

sea level to be an obstruction (see ALUP, §4.5.1 – Definitions) 

https://sloairport.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/Airport_Land_Use_Plan_Amended_5-26-21.pdf
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2. Project Plans (El Mercado Monopine) 

3. Photo-Simulations (Artistic Engineering) 

4. Radio Frequency Electromagnetic Fields Exposure Report (Dtech Communications) 

 

ACTION: 

 Approve 

 Approve as Modified 

 Deny 

 Continue to: _______________________to allow ___________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 Continue indefinitely to allow:  __________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

____________________________________ 

Hearing Officer 

 

Findings 

1. As conditioned, the project, consisting of the installation of a wireless telecommunications 

facility comprised of a 50-foot tall camouflaged support tower and 700 square-foot ground-

level equipment enclosure, conforms to the site development and performance standards set 

out in Zoning Regulations § 17.86.290 (Wireless Telecommunications Facilities). 

2. As conditioned, the wireless telecommunications facility incorporates measures that 

camouflage the facility. Its antenna tower is designed to mimic the appearance of a pine tree, 

to blend into the trees and vegetation present in the vicinity of the project site, and the 

ground-mounted equipment is screened within an enclosure structure, such that the facility 

will not be apparent to the casual observer. Condition of approval #3 requires that the tower 

employ a naturalistic design so that it will not impinge on or degrade views from public 

places and open space. Conditions of approval #4 & #5 require that the facility employ 

certain camouflage techniques and measures, and that the color and condition of the facility 

be refreshed as needed in response to weathering, fading, and other changes in appearance, in 

order to maintain a naturalistic appearance. 

3. As conditioned, the facility can be installed and operated without jeopardy to persons or 

property within, or adjacent to, the proposed site and without damage to the resources of the 

site and its surroundings. A radio frequency radiation report submitted with the application 

predicts public exposure levels to be below FCC public exposure guidelines. A post-

construction radio frequency radiation report is required (Condition #6) to verify that 
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exposure levels are below those guidelines, prior to finalization of the construction permit for 

the installation. 

4. The project is categorically exempt from the provisions of the California Environmental 

Quality Act (CEQA) as construction of a small structure, as described by CEQA Guidelines 

§15303, New Construction of Small Structures. 

Conditions 

Please note the project conditions of approval do not include mandatory code requirements.  

Code compliance will be verified during the plan check process, which may include additional 

requirements applicable to your project. 

 

Planning 

1. Conformance to approved plans and conditions. Final plans submitted for construction 

permits shall be in substantial compliance with the plans approved by this application. All 

conditions of approval for this project shall be listed on their own sheet within final plans 

(typically as Sheet 2 of plans). Reference shall be made in the margin of listed items as to 

where in plans each condition is addressed. Any change to the approved design, including 

any additional antennas, equipment, cabling and wiring, or other visible elements, changes to 

the location or orientation in which equipment is installed shall be subject to the review and 

approval of the Community Development Director. 

2. Enclosure Details. Final plans submitted for construction permits shall clearly note and 

depict materials, colors, and details for the concrete masonry unit (CMU) equipment 

enclosure, to the satisfaction of the Community Development Director. 

3. Tower Design. Final plans submitted for construction permits shall depict, to the satisfaction 

of the Community Development Director, refinement of the design of the camouflaged 

support tower to avoid an artificially regular, repetitive appearance, or an appearance that 

would contrast with the surrounding landscape. As depicted in final plans, the support tower 

and appurtenant equipment shall exhibit a carefully considered naturalistic design, such that 

upon installation the simulated trunk, branches, and leaves will be of natural variegated color 

and appropriate finish and texture (e.g., dulled or matte to avoid reflection or a “shiny” 

appearance) to successfully mimic a natural tree. Secondary trunks and branches shall divide 

from the main trunk in a manner that successfully mimics the division of trunks and branches 

exhibited by a natural tree of the tree species and type that the facility is intended to simulate, 

and in which limbs, branches, and leaves are arranged in a naturalistically varied pattern 

appropriate to the type. 

4. Equipment Camouflage: The equipment accommodated on the support tower including, but 

not limited to, antennas, remote radiohead units, diplexers, mounting structures and 

hardware, cabling, and wiring, shall have non-reflective surfaces of a color that blends with 

the colors of the artificial foliage, and antenna sock covers or equivalent methods and 

techniques will be used as necessary, in order to effectively camouflage the equipment so 
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that it is not apparent to the casual observer. Ground-mounted equipment shall be contained 

within the proposed enclosure, screened from view. 

5. Color and condition: Final plans submitted for construction permits to complete the project 

shall clearly indicate the color, materials, and finish of the camouflaged elements of the 

facility, including appurtenant mounting hardware, wiring, and cabling. Throughout the life 

of the facility, the color and condition of these elements (e.g. support pole, pole-mounted 

equipment, associated hardware, simulated tree trunk, branches, and foliage, “antenna sock” 

equipment covers, etc.) shall be refreshed as necessary in response to weathering, fading, and 

other changes in color and appearance, to correct inconsistencies in color and appearance and 

to successfully maintain a naturalistic appearance of the simulated tree, to the satisfaction of 

the Community Development Director. 

6. Radio Frequency Radiation Report-Post Construction. Prior to finalization of the 

construction permit, the applicant shall submit to the Community Development Department a 

post-construction Radio Frequency Report, as provided by Zoning Regulations Section 

17.86.290(E)(14), which verifies that the actual levels of radio frequency radiation emitted 

by the facility substantially conform to the pre-approval Radio Frequency Report submitted 

with this application, and do not exceed current standards for permissible human exposure to 

radio frequency radiation as adopted by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC). 

Engineering 

7. Plans submitted for construction permits to install the facility shall be accompanied by a 

current Preliminary Title Report showing right, title, and interest in the subject parcel. This 

report is necessary for the review and endorsement of proposed easements. Prior to permit 

issuance, any conflicts between existing easements and those proposed for this facility must 

be resolved. 

Indemnification 

8. The Owner/Applicant shall defend, indemnify, and hold harmless the City or its agents, 

officers, or employees from any claim, action, or proceeding against the City or its agents, 

officers, or employees, to attack, set aside, void, or annul, in whole or in part, the City's 

approval of this project.  In the event that the City fails to promptly notify the 

Owner/Applicant of any such claim, action, or proceeding, or that the City fails to cooperate 

fully in the defense of said claim, this condition shall thereafter be of no further force or 

effect. 

Code Compliance Notes 

Building 

1. Plans submitted for construction permits to install the facility must include a complete 

description of construction methods and materials and must provide sufficient information to 

enable evaluation of the relationship of proposed conduits and trenching to existing 
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improvements, utility infrastructure, and trees. They type of utility trenching (e.g., “open 

cut,” or directional boring) must be described. 

2. Plans submitted for construction permits to install the facility must clearly show and note the 

diameter and species of existing trees with trunks, visible roots, and tree canopies located 

within the work zone, including the limits of grading, drainage, and utility construction. 

3. Plans submitted for construction permits to install the facility must be accompanied by a soils 

report with recommendations for the proposed construction, unless waived by the Building 

Official, upon request by the architect and engineer of record. 

4. Plans submitted for construction permits to install the facility must demonstrate and note 

compliance with National Emission Standards for Hazardous Air Pollutants (NESHAP) 

related to Naturally Occurring Asbestos (NOA), including conformance to applicable 

Airborne Toxic Control Measures (ATCM) or exemption therefrom (as issued by the San 

Luis Obispo County Air Pollution Control District (APCD)). 

Engineering 

5. Plans submitted for construction permits to install the facility must clearly show and 

document existing property lines and property corner monuments, to the satisfaction of the 

Building Official and City Engineer. 

6. Plans submitted for construction permits to install the facility must include a Grading and 

Drainage Plan showing existing and proposed grading. The plan and associated calculations 

must evaluate the change in the amount and flow of the existing site drainage in accordance 

with SLOMC Section 15.04.020(DD). 



1 Spectrum Pointe Drive, Suite 130, Lake Forest, CA 92630 

Verizon Wireless Proposed Wireless Telecommunications Facility 
El Mercado-210 Madonna Road, San Luis Obispo, CA 93405 

Project Description 

Verizon Wireless is proposing to construct, operate and maintain a new wireless telecommunications 
facility at 210 Madonna Road.  The proposed telecommunications facility will consist of three (3) 
sectors of three (3) antennas each, totaling nine (9) panel antennas along with six (6) remote radio 
units (RRU) mounted below/adjacent to the antennas.  The proposed facility will be designed as a 
fifty foot (50’) faux pine tree (monopine) with antennas at a tip height of forty-one feet and seven 
inches (41’7”).  All brackets, antennas and RRUs will be painted green to match the faux pine tree.      

Associated equipment cabinets will be placed at the base of the pole within a new nine-foot (9’) 
concrete masonry walled enclosure occupying 700 square feet (referred to as the lease area).  All 
equipment will be screened from public view.   

The proposed location was selected based upon technical requirements by Radio Frequency 
Engineers with constructability and aesthetic criteria considered.  In addition, the process involves 
finding an interested property owner and negotiating ground space.  With all variables considered, 
the Verizon team picks a location that has the highest likelihood of meeting technical needs and 
works for the community.  The proposed wireless facility will improve service for the surrounding 
residential communities and the San Luis Obispo Promenade and Madonna Plaza retail shopping 
centers as well as for those traveling along a portion of Madonna Road, Cabrillo Highway and Prado 
Road.    

To meet capacity demands, Verizon needs to add more telecommunication facilities closer to 
subscribers and closer to existing sites to provide seamless, reliable service that its customers have 
come to expect from Verizon.  The proposed facility will provide its subscribers with an improved 
service for voice and data.  As more subscribers rely solely upon their mobile devices for business or 
entertainment, there is an increased demand for seamless, lightning-speed wireless service.  In fact, 
over 61% of adults (nearly 154 million) and 70% of kids (approximately 51 million) live in 
households that solely rely upon a wireless phone only for voice service (CDC, 2019).  Furthermore, 
it is estimated that mobile data traffic per smartphone will rise from 7 GB per month in 2018 to 39 
GB per month by 2024 (Ericsson Mobility Report, June 2019).  Additionally, Verizon Wireless 
recognizes the need for an improved and reliable network in emergency situations when landlines 
may be interrupted or unavailable.  Based upon the National Emergency Number Association, more 
than 80% of calls originate from a cell phone.    

Verizon Wireless is proposing to install the new telecommunications facility in a manner that will not 
create conditions or situations that may be objectionable, detrimental or incompatible with the 
surrounding land uses. The facility is not staffed, having no impact on current (traffic or parking) 
circulation systems.   In addition, the facility will only require periodic maintenance, which equates 
to approximately one trip per month.  Furthermore, Verizon will operate in full compliance with all 
local, state and federal regulations including the Telecommunications Act of 1996.  Verizon Wireless 
is a registered public utility, licensed and regulated by the California Public Utilities Commission 
(CPUC) and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC).  Verizon Wireless technology does not 
interfere with any other forms of private or public communications systems.  Verizon Wireless 

Attachment 1
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respectfully requests approval for the proposed wireless telecommunications facility to meet the 
growing subscriber demands of today and tomorrow.    

Attachment 1
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210 Madonna Road  San Luis Obispo  CA  93405

El Mercado

Accuracy of photo simulation based upon information provided by project applicant.

Looking north from Madonna RoadProposed

View 1

Existing

proposed monopine

©2023 Google Maps
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Accuracy of photo simulation based upon information provided by project applicant.

Looking southwest from Madonna RoadProposed

View 2

Existing

proposed monopine

210 Madonna Road  San Luis Obispo  CA  93405

El Mercado

©2023 Google Maps
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Accuracy of photo simulation based upon information provided by project applicant.

Looking southwest from adjacent access roadProposed

View 3

Existing

proposed monopine

210 Madonna Road  San Luis Obispo  CA  93405

El Mercado
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Accuracy of photo simulation based upon information provided by project applicant.

Looking northwest from Madonna RoadProposed

View 4

Existing

proposed monopine

proposed equipment enclosure

210 Madonna Road  San Luis Obispo  CA  93405

El Mercado
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