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Q: What is small cell technology? 
A: Small cells contain limited telecommunication equipment like antennas and radios. They are primarily attached 
to existing infrastructure (public streetlights or utility poles) within the public right-of-way. Wireless service 
providers often seek small cell solutions to help complement and amplify traditional wide-area macro cell 
coverage (cell towers). Because small cells are capable of transmitting a large amount of data at high speed over 
a small area, they are a solution to provide data capacity relief for densely populated areas as demand continues 
to surge. 
 
As wireless carriers move to modernize their networks, they are turning to a new form of technology deployment 
commonly referred to as a "small cell site." They are called small cell sites to distinguish them from larger macro 
cell sites.  Macro cell sites are large structures with many cables, antennae, and supporting equipment. Macro cell 
sites are possibly disguised as a synthetic tree, or sometimes are mounted on top of buildings and hidden behind 
a parapet. 
 
Small cell sites are more compact and use less energy than macro cell sites. They can often be installed on 
existing infrastructure, such as public streetlight poles and wooden utility poles. Because they are smaller, small 
cell sites have a shorter coverage area than larger macro cell sites and may need to be installed closer to one 
another to provide a desired coverage level.  
 

    
 
 
Q: What defines a small cell (frequency, operating power, or emitted power)? 
A: Per the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), small cells are defined according to height and volume. 
A small cell (or “small wireless facility” as that term is used by the FCC) means an attachment to a structure 50 
feet in height or less, 10% taller than the height of an existing structure, or 10% taller than adjacent structures, 
whichever is greater; 28 cubic feet of accessory equipment; and any number of antennas as long as each one is 3 
cubic feet or less. Small cells are not specifically limited by frequency – 4G small cells generally operate in sub-3 
GHz frequencies and 5G small cells can operate in millimeter wave frequencies (30 GHz to 300 GHz) – but small 
cells generally operate at lower power levels with lower emitted power density. 
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Q: How does 5G differ from existing wireless technologies?  
A: A common misconception is that small cells did not exist before 5G. Although 4G small cells have not been 
deployed in all jurisdictions across the country, they have been deployed in various dense environments and high-
demand areas for at least the last five years. For 5G deployments, equipment will be added to existing macro 
facilities in addition to being deployed as small cells. Small cells consume less power and provide less range than 
macro cells. They can be deployed on existing right-of-way structures (such as streetlights or utility poles) due to 
their ubiquity and availability of power and/or data connections. 
 
Q: Who is demanding 5G? 
A: Consumers, both human and machine users, are using more data and an increasing number of connected 
devices, such as cars, tablets, robotics, manufacturing plants, and computers are using cell networks. This, 
combined with ever-increasing video consumption, requires greater spectral efficiency and capacity to reduce 
congestion on the macro networks. Small cells are one key element to meet demand by reducing the number of 
users that access the network from a particular point at the same time.  Small cell sites are being deployed by 
wireless carriers to address network coverage and capacity issues in Pasadena.  
 
Network coverage issue: A network problem in which a carrier does not have adequate signal coverage in an 
area. These are areas where cell phones receive no coverage or very little coverage. Small cell sites help add 
coverage to the network. 
 
Network capacity issue: A network problem in which a carrier has wireless coverage in an area, but the number of 
network users (e.g., people with cell phones) overwhelms the existing cell sites covering that area. Small cell sites 
help add more capacity to the network. 
 
Q: Which companies operate the small cell sites?  
A: Small cell sites are generally installed to serve the subscribers of the major wireless carriers: AT&T, T-Mobile, 
and Verizon. The carriers may contract companies to install small cell sites on their behalf. For this reason, 
different names may appear on wireless facility applications and equipment such as “Crown Castle” or “Eukon.” 
 
Q: Which agency(ies) regulates wireless communications?  
A: Federal, state and local agencies each regulate different and sometimes overlapping aspects of wireless 
communications. The FCC regulates interstate and international communications by radio, television, wire, 
satellite, and cable in all 50 states, the District of Columbia, and U.S. territories. The FCC is the primary authority 
for communications law and regulation and preempts state and local governments from regulating key aspects of 
infrastructure deployment.  
 
For instance, state and local governments cannot regulate the environmental effects of radio frequency exposure 
in wireless facilities if the carriers comply with FCC guidelines. At the state level, California grants authorized 
telephone corporations to access the public rights-of-way to provide services. The California Public Utilities 
Commission (CPUC) regulates pole attachments and safety standards for aboveground and underground 
infrastructure.  
 
As to wireless facility sites in the public right-of-way in Pasadena, detailed information which includes the required 
documents on application submittal as well as the appeal process to any decisions made by the City is available 
on the City website at: https://www.cityofpasadena.net/public-works/engineering-and-construction/public-works-
permitting/ 

 
 
Q: What is the City’s obligation to allow small cell sites? 
A: Oversight of wireless siting is largely established from three federal laws: (1) The Communications Act of 1934, 
(2) the Telecommunications Act of 1996 (Telecommunications Act), and (3) a provision of the Middle-Class Tax 
Relief and Job Creation Act of 2012 (Spectrum Act). Together, these laws aim to facilitate and stimulate wireless 
infrastructure development and restrict certain aspects of local authority in reviewing and permitting of cell sites 
such as time limits, location/colocation, and fees. In 2018, the Federal Communications Commission passed 
FCC-18-133 which further removes barriers to wireless infrastructure deployment and provides for “shot clocks” 
for processing small wireless facility applications at the local level. 
 

https://www.cityofpasadena.net/public-works/engineering-and-construction/public-works-permitting/
https://www.cityofpasadena.net/public-works/engineering-and-construction/public-works-permitting/
https://docs.fcc.gov/public/attachments/FCC-18-133A1.pdf
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Q: Can these devices be installed within the public right-of-way in residential areas, commercial areas, 
and near schools? Why are these devices being allowed in residential areas?  
A: Yes. State and local governments cannot effectively prohibit the provision of wireless services. The FCC 
requires local aesthetic regulations to be (1) reasonable, (2) no more burdensome than those imposed on other 
infrastructure deployments, (3) objective; and (4) published in advance. California law gives the carriers the right 
to access the public right-of-way in all of these areas to the extent necessary to provide services and in such a 
manner that would not incommode the public use of the right-of-way. Taken together, California local 
governments may be able to regulate some of the location and appearance of cell sites, but cannot prohibit 
deployment in residential, commercial and school areas in all cases. 
 
While Pasadena Municipal Code Chapter 12.22 - Telecommunications Facilities [in the public right-of-way] 
requires wireless carriers to justify the need for a cell site, the City cannot impose an outright ban on wireless 
facilities in all residential areas, and is further limited by the FCC’s 2018 small cell ruling, mentioned above.   
 
Q. Is small cell technology safe? 
A: FCC requires telecommunication facilities to comply with radio frequency exposure guidelines. Compliance 
with these guidelines ensures exposure levels remain well below those generally believed to cause adverse 
health effects. For more information, please visit the FCC’s web page on Radio Frequency Safety.  Furthermore, 
Pasadena Municipal Code Section 12.22.070 requires wireless carriers to confirm that their wireless facilities do 
not exceed FCC radio frequency emissions standards.  Once the wireless carrier confirms compliance with FCC 
standards, the Federal Telecommunications Act, passed by Congress, prevents cities from further regulating a 
wireless facility’s radio frequency emissions. 
 
Q: What level of environmental document review/exemption is involved? 
A: The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) lists many different projects or project types that are 

Categorically Exempt from CEQA review. Among this list is Class 3: New Construction or Conversion of Small 

Structures (CA Code of Regulations, Title 14, Chapter 3, Section 15303), which might be used for small cell 

wireless facilities.  “Class 3 consists of construction and location of limited numbers of new, small facilities or 

structures; installation of small new equipment and facilities in small structures; and the conversion of existing 

small structures from one use to another where only minor modifications are made in the exterior of the structure. 

The number of structures described is the maximum allowable on any legal parcel or to be associated with a 

project within a two-year period” including “Water mains, sewage, electrical, gas, and other utility extensions.” 

Additional references: https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/Published/G000/M379/K514/379514391.PDF 
 

https://library.municode.com/ca/pasadena/codes/code_of_ordinances?nodeId=TIT12STSI_CH12.22TEFA
https://www.fcc.gov/general/radio-frequency-safety-0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdocs.cpuc.ca.gov%2FPublishedDocs%2FPublished%2FG000%2FM379%2FK514%2F379514391.PDF&data=05%7C01%7CYWu-Bowman%40cityofpasadena.net%7Cd4ed8bd1a4b2446757e408dba430e4e1%7C82d9fc002c664402a28fc6bcdc32e491%7C1%7C0%7C638284302503988358%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=XVTP9KaxPz15jgZg%2FTUMKbQhXIX2RCITpDHC%2FnEIfag%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fdocs.cpuc.ca.gov%2FPublishedDocs%2FPublished%2FG000%2FM379%2FK514%2F379514391.PDF&data=05%7C01%7CYWu-Bowman%40cityofpasadena.net%7Cd4ed8bd1a4b2446757e408dba430e4e1%7C82d9fc002c664402a28fc6bcdc32e491%7C1%7C0%7C638284302503988358%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=XVTP9KaxPz15jgZg%2FTUMKbQhXIX2RCITpDHC%2FnEIfag%3D&reserved=0

