Developing a Wireless Tower Collocation Business Using Utility Infrastructure 
By Ron Bilodeau

The number of wireless users is increasing exponentially. As the number of users increases, so does the need for additional locations for wireless antennas and radio equipment to provide geographical coverage and to ensure the quality of the services received by wireless users.

A wireless service provider has various options for antenna and equipment locations. Antennas and equipment can be located on rooftops of commercial buildings, or the wireless provider can attach their equipment to an existing tower constructed for the purpose of attaching wireless equipment. Other options include attaching to existing municipal light pole in parks, schools or the public right of ways, using existing utility electric infrastructure or lastly they can construct their own pole or tower to support their equipment.
All of the solutions to antenna collocation are viable solutions however each option above has its own challenges and degree of difficulty. A rooftop installation may not have the proper height above ground for signal propagation, may have limited or restricted access to the site and may subject the owner of the facilities to certain liabilities if untrained individuals are inadvertently exposed to the radiating elements of the antennas. Attaching to a municipal light pole or an electric pole in the public right of way may not provide the required height above ground for signal propagation, may result in having to pay a franchise fee plus an attachment fee from the owner of the street light and because municipal workers may not be trained in working in proximity to radiating antennas the wireless provider may have to agree to policies which could result in service disruptions. Even constructing a monopole or tower has constraints including the investment capital needed to construct the towers, operating costs and procedures,  community concern over installing towers in residential areas and environmental concern over migratory birds and the preservation of historical sites.
One common theme advanced by local regulatory agency’s and community advocates to deny the construction of towers used for antenna and wireless communications infrastructure is aesthetics. Many communities have developed ordinances that restrict the height of wireless collocation towers, restrict the number of towers in any given area, or impose costly requirements on tower owners such as stealthily designed structures disguised as pine tree, palm trees or flag poles.
One possible solution is to restrict the construction of wireless poles to areas where similar structures already exist such as a utility corridor or utility substation. Some communities have gone as far as including a utility substation as a preferred location under the community wireless ordinance. These preferred locations may require minimal zoning approval procedure such as only an administrative review of the application. This favorable zoning exemption bodes well for the utility wanting to enter into the wireless collocation business. Collocating wireless facilities on previously unused electrical property such as the corner of a substation benefits the community by speeding the deployment of broadband services and keeping the proliferation of towers in a community to a compatible use area. The utility wireless collocation partnership is beneficial to the wireless provider because the zoning process may be more favorable providing for speed to market. Substation properties are constructed by the utility for constructability and maintainability and the public does not have access to the substation compound, Substation are typically located close to residential properties where getting authorization to construct a tower is most challenging and the permanent nature of a substation property makes the $100,000 - $200,000 capital investment costs of constructing a wireless tower more acceptable to the wireless provider.

There are different business models used by utilities that determine how they will be compensated for the use of the utility owned or controlled property made available to the wireless industry. The key point is to be sure that the utilities regulated business, core customers and utility business are not negatively impacted by use of the property for wireless collocation. The public goodwill the utility gains from contributing to the community’s needs is extremely valuable. There are other potential benefits for the utility which chooses to construct and own wireless monopoles. The ability to use the commercial monopoles for internal utility purposes such as providing vertical attachment space for internal communications and smart grid deployment is a substantial benefit. The ability to enter into agreements with the wireless providers using the utility owned monopoles to receive wireless capacity in return for attachment rights or using utility fiber-optic cable as backhaul for the wireless industry is one option that exists for a utility that develops a collocation. There are other potential benefits for the utility which chooses to construct and own wireless monopoles. The ability to use the commercial monopoles for internal utility purposes such as providing vertical attachment space for internal communications and smart grid deployment is a substantial benefit. The ability to enter into agreements with the wireless providers using the utility owned monopoles to receive wireless capacity in return for attachment rights or using utility fiber-optic cable as backhaul for the wireless industry is one option that exists for a utility that develops a collocation business.

Once a utility decides that it wants to develop a wireless tower business the first thing to do is determine the regulatory policies which affect your ability to enter into this type of business. Do local wireless ordinances support collocation on utility property? If not you may want to consider working with the local City Council or Town Board to have your properties classified as a preferred location. Regulatory policy differs depending upon your status, are you an investor owned utility? If so you may want to limit your business proposal to being solely a provider of vertical attachment space, and not engage in what may be deemed risky business ventures by the state utility commission. If you work for a cooperative or municipal utility there may be other opportunities to provide telecom backhaul, telecomm circuits or even internet services to the public.

Once you decide what type of business you can engage in then you must decide how to structure that business. Will the business be run as a utility business or as an affiliate business known amongst industry professionals as a U-Telco? If you decide you want to operate the business as a U-Telco then the business may be subject to distinctly separate regulatory policy than the electric company which may require that the new company is separated from the electric utility structurally or functionally. If the decision is made to keep the tower business as an internal department operating within the utility organization, it must be decided how the business will be funded. Some utilities only offer the use of their existing electric infrastructure such as transmission and distribution poles or water towers for attachment purposes. Other utilities develop a tower business and even then there are numerous structural decisions to make. Should the company turn control of the tower procurement and construction over to its wireless partners or should the utility use its own capital and labor resources to design, procure and construct the towers and other necessary equipment? The decision on which party constructs the towers may impact other important business decisions such as which party owns the tower and subsequently controls all future attachment requests to the tower. The utility that owns the towers will incur new obligations such as the maintenance of the towers, possible environmental obligations and adherence to regulatory policies and industry specifications that maybe substantially different from the utilities typical requirements. The coordination of the installation of new wireless attachment requests and the modification of existing multiple wireless attachments requires additional skill sets that may require the utility to recruit outside of its typical personnel channels. The introduction of a new non typical utility asset may have additional tax or rate base implications that should be thoroughly explored before entering into this type of business model. A simpler model for some utility’s may be the landlord model wherein the utility solely leases ground space to the wireless carriers and allows that carrier to own the tower and sublease that ground space and tower attachment to other carriers. Some utilities profit from the construction and project management of the collocation sites. Obviously this would require dedicated resources which is something some utilities may not be able to provide. 
There are various combinations of revenue disbursement once you start collecting your monthly or annual fees. While some companies apply the fees collected for collocation directly to a leased electric property account others separate the fees into incremental costs which are those costs for application processing, plan review and inspections from the recurring fees for the land use and vertical attachment. Other utilities further separate the vertical attachment piece of the recurring revenue from the ground or land use piece and apply the revenues to their shareholder and rate payer accounts accordingly.
Once you have developed the collocation business, have constructed numerous wireless collocation sites and begin to collect revenues for the sites you must consider that you have created a new plant asset which must be accounted for and maintained. The utility, now a tower owner requires new knowledge skills and abilities may face new and unfamiliar regulatory governance to and additional costs and responsibilities to the utility.

Even with the additional new skill set, regulatory and back office support requirements, the utility that decides to enter into the collocation business can realize an increased revenue stream, a good public relations boost and a revenue generating asset that can either be a source of recurring revenue or with a proper exit strategy the utility can sell the asset for a one time infusion of money that can be used as capital for other utility projects such as smart grid technology deployments. 
This document provides a brief summary of the opportunities and challenges that exist for a utility that enters into the wireless collocation business. For additional detailed information consider joining the utilities that make up the UtiliSite Council. For information regarding the UtiliSite Council Please contact Ron Bilodeau at (702) 402-2322 or Karnel Thomas at 9202) 833-6816             
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