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DISCLAIMER: This document is intended to be a tool for education and information. It offers a summary of 
the proposed FCC order. This document is not intended to provide legal advice, or to be a legal analysis or a 
comprehensive list of all potential outcomes of this order. We offer this information for reference purposes 
only, as a starting point for analysis by interested parties. 

The FCC recently released the text of an order in its ongoing proceeding to streamline 
the rollout of infrastructure for broadband services, including small cells for 5G wireless 
service.[i] The FCC is proposing to adopt this Order at its September 26 meeting.  While 
there could be differences between these proposed rules and those adopted at the 
meeting, that is unlikely.  If there are important changes, NCC will provide an update. 

This summary addresses the effect of the Order on the issues of most importance to 
NCC members that have or are considering enacting small cell ordinances, or have or 
will be negotiating agreements with carriers or infrastructure providers such as Mobilitie 
or Crown Castle. 

The Order has two parts: (1) an new set of regulations (the "Rules") that govern shot 
clocks and other limited aspects of the rollout of small wireless facilities (a/k/a "small 
cells") and (2) a Declaratory Ruling that does not enact any new regulations but is the 
FCC's interpretation of how the provisions of Section 253 and 332(c)(7) of the 
Communications Act that limit state or local regulations that "effectively prohibit" the 
provision of wireless services should be applied.[ii] The Declaratory Ruling portion of the 
Order adopts the position that a state or local government need only “materially inhibit” a 
particular small wireless facility deployment in order for its action to constitute an 
"effective prohibition" under Section 253 or 332(c)(7).   Based on this conclusion, the 
Declaratory Ruling provides guidance on fees local governments may charge and on 
how they may regulate ancillary rollout issues such as tower spacing, equipment design 
and other aesthetic concerns. In lay terms, this means the FCC is making it easier for 
private companies to take local governments to court if they believe municipal policies 
are effectively prohibiting network investment.  
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Key Takeaways from the Order 

  
• The Order is a blatant effort by the FCC to strengthen the hand of carriers in 

negotiations with local governments over small cell deployment and to limit the 
ability of local governments to negotiate in the public interest around small cells. 

 
• The good news is that the FCC has left local governments with some power and 

flexibility to enact reasonable regulations governing small cell deployments. With 
the right approach and partner, local governments have a higher hill to climb but 
can still negotiate win-win outcomes that benefit carriers while addressing 
citizens' concerns. 

  
• Local governments should immediately take proactive steps to maintain their 

leverage in possible negotiations with carriers. 

 
• Local governments should move expeditiously to enact zoning and other 

regulations to address issues of importance to their community.  These may 
include application processing cost recovery, antenna design, location and 
spacing, additional pole and equipment aesthetic requirements, and other factors 
of local concern. 

  
• In particular, setting out and standardizing aesthetic requirements, including pre-

approval of antenna, equipment cabinet and street furniture designs where 
appropriate, will make it easier for local governments to process applications 
reasonably expeditiously and to defend challenged siting decisions or failures to 
meet shot clock deadlines.  

  

 

Key Issues for Members 
  
What types of facilities does the Order apply to? 
  
The Order applies to all types of facilities used to provide wireless services. There are 
specific shot clock and other rules that govern certain small wireless facilities, i.e., those 
less than 50 feet tall and on which the antenna size is less than 3 cubic feet. 
  
What happens if a local government already has an agreement with a carrier or 
infrastructure provider that covers small wireless facilities? 
  

• The FCC did not address whether existing agreements are preempted by the 
Order. While existing agreements were not explicitly grandfathered, there is no 
obvious means of voiding them. The result is that local governments should be 
able to keep existing agreements.  

• In order to preempt existing agreements involving private parties, the FCC would 
have to make certain findings that doing so was in the public interest.  It did not 
do so in the Order. 

• Further evidence that the FCC did not intend to preempt existing agreements is 
its expressed intent in the Order to facilitate "mutually agreed solutions." 



 

• Any attempt to preempt an existing agreement would require the carrier to file a 
lawsuit against the municipality, which seems very unlikely.  

• Even if a carrier filed a case, we do not believe it would be able to convince a 
court to void a freely negotiated commercial agreement. 

  
Going forward, can a local government negotiate new agreements with carriers or 
infrastructure providers? If so, are there issues that cannot be addressed in an 
agreement? 
  

• Yes, local governments can still negotiate with carriers and infrastructure 
providers. Nothing in the Order preempts local governments' ability to negotiate 
future agreements in order to provide a mutually acceptable process for 
deployment of small cells.[iii] However, the Rules and presumptions created by 
the Order give carriers more leverage when negotiating with local governments 
and reduce the ability of local governments to enact regulations that achieve 
desirable outcomes when carriers are unwilling to engage in good faith 
negotiations, or to negotiate at all. 

• The Declaratory Ruling provides guidance on some parameters of the 
deployment of small cells, including such factors as the cost, aesthetic 
requirements and location, but it does not prohibit local governments or carriers 
from reaching their own arrangements on these or any other factors. This means 
that if a local government wants to follow the Lincoln model of offering very rapid 
permitting in return for fees higher than the FCC sets, it may still do so.  

  
Are there limits on the amounts that local governments can charge for small cell 
application and use fees?  
  

• There is a presumed safe harbor for application and use fees, but no specific cap 
on fees.  

• The safe harbor amounts are (a) $500 for a single up-front application that 
includes up to five Small Wireless Facilities, with an additional $100 for each 
Small Wireless Facility beyond five, and (b) $270 per Small Wireless Facility per 
year for all recurring fees, including any possible ROW access fee or fee for 
attachment to municipally-owned structures in the ROW. 

• The FCC views these amounts as safe harbors because it believes they are low 
enough that no carrier would challenge them if they were imposed unilaterally in 
a local government’s regulations. 

• Nothing in the Order prevents a local government from charging higher 
fees.  However, under the FCC's framework, if a carrier files a lawsuit challenging 
the fees imposed by a local government, the burden would be on the local 
government to demonstrate that the amount is a reasonable approximation of its 
costs and that its costs are reasonable. 

• The FCC did not specify a methodology for calculating cost, or what expenses 
could be included. 

• We believe that the revenue-reducing effect of a cost-based methodology will be 
much greater for usage fees than for application fees, because usage fees are 
recurring.  

 

 



 

Can a local government require in-kind contributions or set application or use 
fees at levels to achieve social goals such as closing the digital divide?  
  

• If a court were to accept the FCC conclusion that fees must be cost-based, local 
governments would not be able to require in-kind contributions or set application 
or usage fees above cost.   

• Local governments can still negotiate agreements containing provisions for non-
cost-based fees (as San Jose and Honolulu did), but the Order attempts to 
remove most of a local government's negotiating leverage on these issues, so 
there will now be little incentive for a provider to agree to do so 

  
What are the new application shot clocks? 
  

• The Rules create four new shot clocks: 
o Collocation of small wireless facilities:  Local government has 60 days to 

act upon to an application 
o Collocation of facilities other than small wireless facilities:  90 days. 
o Construction of new small wireless facilities:  90 days. 
o Construction of new facilities other than small wireless facilities:  150 

days. 
• The Rules also provide for the pausing of the shot clock when a local 

government determines that an application is incomplete.  In order to prevent last 
minute “pausing” of the shot clock by local governments, an incompleteness 
determination must be made by the 30th day after an application is filed, and 
within 10 days after resubmission if a re-submitted application is still incomplete.  

  
What is the legal effect of the new shot clocks? 
  

• The shot clock deadlines have no direct legal effect.  
• If an application is not acted on within the deadline, nothing happens unless a 

carrier either commences a formal complaint proceeding at the FCC or files a 
case in state or federal court.  In either case, the carrier would have to 
demonstrate that the failure to act on the application amounts to an "effective 
prohibition" on wireless service under Section 253 or 332. 

• Either process will take months, perhaps years.   
• The Order recognizes that the shot clock is only a presumption, and that local 

governments have the ability to demonstrate to a court that the delay is 
reasonable under the circumstances. 

• If a court finds that a shot clock violation is an effective prohibition, it will most 
likely order the local government simply to make a decision by a specific date in 
the near future; a court is very unlikely to order a local government to grant a 
specific application. 

• We believe that carriers prefer certainty and rather than litigate over a few shot 
clock violations will be willing to negotiate a reasonable time for guaranteed local 
government action on applications. 

  

 

 

 



 

Do different shot clock deadlines apply when multiple applications are filed at the 
same time (batched)? 
  

• No. 
• However, the FCC acknowledged that batched applications could strain local 

governments’ resources and potentially justify a failure to meet shot clock 
deadlines.[iv] 

• We believe that in any carrier lawsuit that was based on a failure to meet the shot 
clock deadlines on a large batch of applications, a court would be very 
sympathetic to a local government’s argument that the batch application had 
caused a legitimate overload on its permitting resources.    

  
What types of local government permits/authorizations do the new shot clocks 
apply to? 
 

• The Rule applies to any request for authorization to place, construct, or modify 
wireless service facilities, including a zoning permit, a building permit, an 
electrical permit, a road closure permit, and an architectural or engineering 
permit. 

• The Order does not specify whether or how the shot clocks apply to requests to 
use light poles and other government facilities, whether located in or outside the 
right of way.  

 
May a local government still take aesthetics into account in its small cell zoning 
regulations? 
 

• Yes. 
• Aesthetic requirements must be reasonable, no more burdensome than those 

applied to similar types of infrastructure deployments (e.g., equipment cabinet 
size and color requirements would need to be similar to those for telco or cable 
company cabinets), and published in advance.[v] 

  
May a local government require minimum spacing between small wireless 
facilities? 
  

• Yes. The Order considers spacing requirements to be a subset of aesthetics 
requirements, and thus subject to same standard. 

• The Order gives no guidance on what might be a reasonable spacing distance. 
  
What if a local government has an undergrounding requirement for all utilities?  
  

• Regulations requiring all utility facilities (including antennas) to be placed 
underground would effectively prohibit wireless services because antennas have 
to be placed above ground in order to function.  

• Regulations requiring all wireless equipment other than antennas to be placed 
underground would be permissible, so long as they are applied on a non-
discriminatory basis to other service providers, e.g. telco and cable companies. 

• It is not clear what sorts of poles or other above ground antenna facilities a local 
government would have to allow access to in order to avoid being considered 
“effectively prohibiting wireless service. 



 

Bottom Line 

 
• The order significantly diminishes local decision making, but does not eliminate it. 
• Local governments cannot say no to all small cell antennas within specific 

neighborhoods or other areas of their communities.  
• Local governments can charge more than the recommended permitting fees and 

annual fees, but may have to show how the fees correlate with the local 
government’s cost for managing the permitting and right of way.  

• The order decreases a community’s capacity to receive recompense for the use 
of their right of way that is in excess of the cost of managing that right of way.  

• Local governments that are prepared by proactively putting in place policies and 
procedures will be able to retain some local control. 

• If you have an existing agreement, we believe it will be hard for a vendor to justify 
a request to change that agreement and it seems unlikely that the courts would 
side with them. 

• There will very likely be court challenges to this order.  
 
 

Important Tips and Action Steps  
 

• ANTENNA PLACEMENT - you cannot say no to any antennas on poles in an 
area. However, you can say no to a specific placement as long as there is a 
reasonable alternative.  

• UNDERGROUND - you cannot require that all of this infrastructure be placed 
underground, but you may be able to require that all but the antenna be placed 
underground. However, if you are planning to do so, you must do so for ALL 
utilities and you must have an ordinance in place.  

• STREET FURNITURE - you can require that street furniture have a certain 
aesthetic and a setback from the street (for both aesthetic and public safety 
reasons, such as to prevent loss of parking due to inability to open car doors). 
You must have an ordinance in place that applies to ALL utilities in the local 
government’s right of way. 

• SHROUDING - You can require a certain aesthetic for certain neighborhoods 
and certain types of poles. If these requirements are in place in advance of a 
carrier approaching you, you are less likely to experience push back and your 
position will be more defensible if challenged in court.. 

• PERMITTING - The time to revise and organize your permitting process is now. If 
your permitting process includes a plan to adhere to the shot clocks in the order, 
you will more likely be able to meet them.  

• SHOT CLOCK DEADLINES - The deadlines may be difficult to meet, but there is 
NO DEEMED GRANTED provision in this order. Batch permitting may be 
particularly problematic for local governments as the scope of such requests can 
overwhelm a permitting department, but if you work in good faith, keep the carrier 
updated, and are still unable to meet the deadline, it is likely the carrier will work 
with you. If instead they take you to court, your due diligence and proactive 
efforts will work in your favor.  

• APPLICATION COSTS - The costs listed in the order are for guidance. If you 
stay at or below them, your fees very likely will not be challenged in court. 
However, you can charge more if you have evidence that your costs are higher. 
Including your engineering costs, permitting staff costs, and post-installation 



 

inspection costs may justify a higher application fee. If those costs are 
reasonable, the fee is unlikely to be challenged and if challenged, will likely be 
upheld even under the FCC’s test. 

• ANNUAL ROW FEE - If at or below the cost specified by the order ($270/year), 
this fee will very likely be unchallenged by carriers. If higher, a court may require 
the local government to justify the fee as being directly related to cost. 

• NEGOTIATING - Remember that one of the single most valuable characteristics 
of your permitting from the carrier perspective is predictability. If you can give a 
high degree of certainty that permits will be finished in a predictable manner, 
carriers will be much more willing to negotiate for higher fees or more public 
interest requirements than those set by the FCC.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
Endnotes 

 
[i] Accelerating Wireline Broadband Deployment by Removing Barriers to Infrastructure 
Investment, Declaratory Ruling and Third Report and Order, WT Docket No. 17-79; WC Docket 
No. 17-84 (the "Order"). 
  

[ii] Section 253(a) provides that “[n]o State or local statute or regulation, or other State or local 
legal requirement, may prohibit or have the effect of prohibiting the ability of any entity to provide 
any interstate or intrastate telecommunications service.” Section 332(c)(7) provides that “[t]he 
regulation of the placement, construction, and modification of personal wireless service facilities 
by any State or local government or instrumentality thereof—(I) shall not unreasonably 
discriminate among providers of functionally equivalent services; and (II) shall not prohibit or have 
the effect of prohibiting the provision of personal wireless services.” 
  

[iii] However, parts of the Declaratory Ruling and even the proposed Rules acknowledge the 
ability of local governments and carriers to negotiate outcomes different from those envisioned in 
the Declaratory Ruling.  For example, with regard to proposals to allow local governments to 
implement best practices or an informal dispute resolution process, the FCC stated "Although we 
do not at this time adopt these proposals, we note that the steps taken in this order are intended 
to facilitate cooperation between parties to reach mutually agreed upon solutions. For example, 
as explained below, mutual agreement between the parties will toll the running of the shot clock 
period, thereby allowing parties to resolve disagreements in a collaborative, instead of an 
adversarial, setting." Order, ¶ 127.  That reference is to proposed 47 C.F.R. § 1.6003(d), which 
allows local governments and carriers to agree to toll (i.e., lengthen) the shot clock period for any 
type of wireless facility.  Similarly, nothing in the Declaratory Ruling prohibits local governments 
from reaching agreements with carriers and infrastructure providers that contain provisions 
fleshing out (or even departing from) the broad FCC guidelines on cost, aesthetic requirements, 
antenna location and other factors. 
 

[iv] The FCC noted that under its “approach, in extraordinary cases, a siting authority, as 
discussed below, can rebut the presumption of reasonableness of the applicable shot clock 
period where a batch application causes legitimate overload on the siting authority’s resources. 
Thus, contrary to some localities’ arguments, our approach provides for a certain degree of 
flexibility to account for exceptional circumstances.   

* * * 
The siting authority then will have an opportunity to rebut the presumption of effective prohibition 
by demonstrating that the failure to act was reasonable under the circumstances and, therefore, 
did not materially limit or inhibit the applicant from introducing new services or improving existing 
services.  Order, ¶¶ 110-112. 
 

[v] The Order's discussion of the first two factors is brief and provides little guidance: 
[A]esthetic requirements that are reasonable in that they are reasonably directed to avoiding or 
remedying the intangible public harm of unsightly or out-of-character deployments are also 
permissible.  In assessing whether this standard has been met, aesthetic requirements that are 
more burdensome than those the state or locality applies to similar infrastructure deployments are 
not permissible, because such discriminatory application evidences that the requirements are not, 
in fact, reasonable and directed at remedying the impact of the wireless infrastructure 
deployment.  Order, ¶ 84. 
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