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To:  Members of the Planning Commission and Interested Parties 

From:  Bill Wycko, Acting Environmental Review Officer 

Re:  Attached Comments and Responses on Draft Environmental Impact Report 
  Case No. 2007.0206E: Sutro Tower Digital Television Project 

 
The attached Comments and Responses document,  responding  to comments made on  the 
Draft Environmental Impact Report (DEIR) for the above referenced project, is presented for 
your  information. This document along with  the DEIR will be considered by  the Planning 
Commission  in  an  advertised  public  meeting  on  October  23,  2008,  at  which  time  the 
Planning Commission will determine whether to certify the EIR as complete and adequate. 

We  are  sending  this  to  you  so  that  you  will  have  time  to  review  the  documents.  The 
Planning Commission does not conduct a hearing  to  receive comments on  the Comments 
and Responses document, and no such hearing is required by the California Environmental 
Quality Act. Interested parties may, however, write  to  the Commission members or  to  the 
President  of  the  Commission  at  1650 Mission  Street  and  express  an  opinion  about  the 
Comments  and  Responses  document,  or  the  Commission’s  decision  to  certify  the 
completion of the Final EIR for this project. Letters should be sent in time to be received at 
1650 Mission Street on the Wednesday before the Planning Commission meeting for which 
the EIR approval is calendared. 

You should note  that  if you receive a copy of  the Comments and Responses document  in 
addition to the DEIR, you will technically have a copy of the Final EIR. Thank you for your 
interest in this project. 

If you have questions about the attached Comments and Responses document, or about this 
process, please call the EIR Coordinator, Viktoriya Wise at (415) 575‐9049. 
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A. Introduction 
This document contains public comments received on the Draft Environmental Impact Report 
(Draft EIR, or DEIR) prepared for the proposed Sutro Tower Digital Television Project, and 
responses to those comments. Also included in this document are staff-initiated text changes. 

Following this introduction, Section B contains a list of all persons and organizations who 
submitted written comments on the Draft EIR and who testified at the public hearing on the Draft 
EIR held on June 26, 2008. 

Section C contains summaries of substantive comments on the Draft EIR (in some case directly 
quoted) made orally during the public hearing and received in writing during the public comment 
period, from May 17 through July 1, 2008. Comments are grouped by environmental topic and 
generally correspond to the table of contents of the Draft EIR; where no comments addressed a 
particular topic, however, that topic does not appear in this document. The name of the 
commenter is indicated following each comment summary or quotation. 

Section D contains text changes to the Draft EIR made by the EIR preparers subsequent to 
publication of the Draft EIR to correct or clarify information presented in the DEIR, including 
changes to the DEIR text made in response to comments.  

Some of the responses to comments on the Draft EIR provide clarification regarding the DEIR; 
where applicable, changes have been made to the text of the DEIR, and are shown in double 
underline for additions and strikethrough for deletions. 

The comment letters received and the transcript of the public hearing are reproduced in 
Attachments 1 and 2, respectively. 

These comments and responses will be incorporated into the Final EIR as a new chapter. Text 
changes resulting from comments and responses will also be incorporated in the Final EIR, as 
indicated in the responses. 
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B. List of Persons Commenting 
Written Comments 
Groups 

Brian McDermott, President, Midtown Terrace Homeowners’ Association, letter, June 25, 2008 
Twin Peaks Improvement Association, resolution passed June 13, 2008 
Denise LaPointe, President, West of Twin Peaks Central Council, letter, June 23, 2008 

Individuals 

Siu Ling Chen, e-mail, June 24, 2008, and letter, June 25, 2008 
Susan M. Keeney, e-mail, July 1, 2008 
Doris Linnenbach, letter, June 26, 2008 
Dr. George and Myrta Matula, e-mail, June 30, 2008 
Yulia A. Oryol, e-mail, June 25, 2008 

Persons Commenting at the Public Hearing, June 26, 2008 
Dona Crowder 
Doris Linnenbach 
Susan Keeney 
Thomas Lee 
Debra Stein (representing the project sponsor) 
Planning Commissioner Michael Antonini 
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C. Summary of Comments and Responses 

General and Procedural Comments 

Draft EIR Review Period 

Comment [G1] 
Several commenters requested that the 45-day review and comment period for the Draft EIR be 
extended. (Denise LaPointe, West of Twin Peaks Central Council; Twin Peaks Improvement 
Association resolution; Doris Linnenbach; Dr. George and Myrta Matula; Dona Crowder; 
Thomas Lee) 

Response 

 The Draft EIR was circulated for public review for 45 days, as required by CEQA 
Guidelines Section 15105(a). Following public testimony at its June 26, 2008, meeting, 
the Planning Commission declined to extend the public comment period. 

Permit History of Sutro Tower 

Comment [G2] 
“Sutro Tower is a 977 foot steel tower erected without proper permits in 1971 …. (Twin Peaks 
Improvement Association resolution) 

“Sutro Tower has added over 100 antennae without permits, even though many of them weighed 
many tons.” (Dr. George and Myrta Matula) 

Response 

 Sutro Tower was originally approved by the Planning Commission, under a conditional 
use permit, in accordance with Planning Commission Resolution No. 5967, March 10, 
1966 (DEIR pp. 33 – 34, including footnote 7) and was built in 1971 – 1972 in 
accordance with all relevant requirements of the San Francisco Building Code, and with 
benefit of all necessary building permits.1 To the extent that improvements made to the 
tower since its original construction have required compliance with the Building Code, 
the applicable Building Code provisions have been those in effect at the time the 
improvements were approved. Regarding alteration to or addition of antennas to Sutro 

                                                      
1  Planning Commission Resolution No. 5967 is available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 

1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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Tower since its construction, Sutro Tower Inc. has obtained building permits, as required, 
from the Department of Building Inspection for the changes in tower equipment.2 

Comment [G3] 
“Sutro Tower has never fulfilled its promise to build a public park on its land.” (Dr. George and 
Myrta Matula) 

Response 

 The reference to a promised park is unclear. The original conditional use permit granted 
for construction of Sutro Tower, in Planning Commission Resolution No. 5967 
distinguished between the Sutro Tower site and the nearby public greenbelt, stating, 
among other things, “The site of the proposed tower and building is and will remain 
largely undeveloped and wooded in keeping with its proximity to a public greenbelt 
area…” and “In the preparation of plans, construction of the project and its maintenance 
thereafter, there shall be maximum retention of existing trees and use of supplemental 
landscaping in order to screen the building and tower from the surrounding area and 
enable the site to serve as a visual continuation of the nearby public greenbelt” 
(Condition No. 5). Sutro Tower is in compliance with Condition No. 5, because the then-
existing trees remain around the tower and additional landscaping has been planted 
around the transmitter building, the parking lot, and the base of the tower. In addition, 
Condition No. 6 of Resolution No. 5967 states that the entrance of the public to the Sutro 
Tower site shall not be encouraged. Therefore, provision of a public park on the Sutro 
Tower site would not be in keeping with Condition No. 6. 

Notification of EIR Publication 

Comment [G4] 

Some commenters stated that they were not notified regarding publication of the Draft EIR. 
(Denise LaPointe, West of Twin Peaks Central Council; Dona Crowder; Dr. George and Myrta 
Matula) 

Response 

 Public notice regarding the publication and availability of the Draft EIR was given in 
accordance with Chapter 31 of the San Francisco Administrative Code and the state 
CEQA Guidelines. A notice of availability was mailed to adjacent residents and to 
property owners within 300 feet of the parcel occupied by Sutro Tower. (Approximately 

                                                      
2  Permit history for Sutro Tower and its antennas can be reviewed at the Department of Building Inspection (DBI), 

1660 Mission Street. Note that DBI permits review of building plans (for any building) only upon receipt of an 
affidavit from the building owner. Permit information for many recent permits is also available on the DBI website 
at: http://services.sfgov.org/dbipts/default.aspx?.  
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375 notices were mailed.) Additionally, 17 posters, each 11-by-17-inches, were placed at 
13 locations in the neighborhoods surrounding Sutro Tower, and a notice of publication 
and availability was placed in the San Francisco Examiner on Saturday, May 17, 2008, 
the date of DEIR publication. Notice was also posted at the Planning Department offices 
and on the Department’s website, where the DEIR itself was posted for review and 
download. Copies of the Draft EIR were also mailed to the Twin Peaks Improvement 
Association, the Midtown Terrace Homeowners’ Association, and the Forest Knolls 
Neighborhood Association. Additionally, copies of the DEIR were distributed to 
members of the public upon request. 

 It is noted that the Planning Code contains a separate section (Section 306.9) regarding 
building permit applications for Sutro Tower, which requires that a written notice of such 
applications be sent to all property owners within 1,000 feet of Sutro Tower and to 
neighborhood associations on file as having requested such notice. Upon the 
determination that an application is in compliance with the requirements of the Planning 
Code, the Planning Department shall cause a written notice of the proposed project to be 
sent in a manner stipulated in Section 306.9.   

 Additionally, as stated on DEIR p. 27, the Planning Commission has a standing policy, 
under Resolution No. 11399, adopted in 1998, under which the Commission reviews all 
Sutro Tower building permits under its Discretionary Review authority. Pursuant to 
Planning Code Section 311(d)(2), notice of the discretionary review hearing will be 
posted on the Sutro Tower property (Section 306.8). Notice of the hearing will also be 
mailed to all properties within 150 feet of the Sutro Tower property 
(Section 311(c)(2)(A)), to neighborhood organizations that have an interest in the specific 
property or area (Section 311(c)(2)(C)), and to all property owners within 1,000 feet of 
Sutro Tower (Section 306.9). 

Liability  

Comment [G5] 
Sutro Tower Inc.’s liability insurance limit of $50 million is inadequate because there are more 
than 800 homes in the nearby Midtown Terrace neighborhood, or $62,500 per dwelling. (Susan 
M. Keeney) 

Response 

 The comment does not address the adequacy or accuracy of the EIR, but rather addresses 
potential economic impacts. Therefore, no response is required. For information, it is 
noted that the comment infers that any incident involving Sutro Tower Inc. would result 
in catastrophic damage to or destruction of all 800 homes referenced in the comment. 
This would seem to be an extremely unlikely scenario, and thus is considered speculative. 
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Project Description 

Need for the Project 

Comment [PD1] 
“The Project Description mistakenly suggests the project is necessary to comply with the Federal 
Communications Commission’s (FCC) mandate to cease analog television transmission on 
February 17, 2009, and switch to digital transmission (DEIR pp. 17 – 18). In fact, Sutro Tower 
is able to broadcast digitally and has had this capability since the first DTV project in 1998. 
The ability of Project Sponsor to meet the FCC requirement to switch to digital transmission is 
confirmed in the DEIR’s ‘No Project’ Alternative discussion found on pp. 76 though 79. Some 
alterations may be necessary to add auxiliary antennas if there were no project, but such an 
addition would be much smaller in scope than the proposed project.” Additionally, the project 
“would only marginally benefit a minority of the 10 to 15% of homes which do not have cable or 
satellite connections.” (Siu Ling Chen; Brian McDermott, Midtown Terrace Homeowners’ 
Association; Dr. George and Myrta Matula; Susan M. Keeney; Dona Crowder) 

Response 

 As the commenters correctly note, television stations with broadcasting facilities on Sutro 
Tower currently broadcast digital signals from the tower. As stated in the DEIR on p. 15, 
“The project sponsor proposes to convert the television antennas on Sutro Tower from 
the current combination of analog and digital to an all-digital system.”  

 According to the project sponsor, at present, every television station at Sutro Tower has 
both a main analog antenna and an auxiliary analog antenna to allow uninterrupted 
broadcasting during maintenance and emergency conditions. Certain stations also have 
digital main antennas: the stations that currently also broadcast digital signals do not have 
digital auxiliary antennas, as there is currently only the one set of digital (main) antennas. 

 Under the proposed project, the existing analog auxiliary antennas would be removed and 
replaced with digital auxiliary antennas to sustain the same level of coverage as exists at 
present in the case of an emergency or the need for maintenance. Without auxiliary 
digital antennas, after February17, 2009, Sutro Tower would not be able to provide 
uninterrupted television broadcasts under emergency conditions when one or more main 
digital antennas is not operating. Moreover, when maintenance must be conducted on one 
of the main television antennas (which would all be digital under the project), all main 
television antennas must be turned off and auxiliary antennas activated so that workers 
are not exposed to radio frequency radiation in excess of Federal Communications 
Commission standards. Without digital auxiliary antennas, every television station would 
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have to go off the air (and no Bay Area resident would receive over-the-air television 
information) during routine safety inspections or maintenance.3 

 The potential reuse of the existing main DTV antenna as an alternative to the project is 
evaluated on DEIR p. 76 (“ten of Sutro Tower’s 11 television stations would continue to 
operate from the existing DTV antennas”). However, the No-Project Alternative would 
not, as stated by the commenter, include the installation of digital auxiliary antennas that 
is proposed as part of the project. As stated above, without digital auxiliary antennas, no 
backup broadcast capability would be available to the Sutro Tower television stations.  

 According to the project sponsor, FCC objectives for conversion of American television 
broadcasting to digital signals include replicating existing analog coverage with new 
digital television coverage. To replicate the existing analog service, the stations will need 
both new digital main and new digital auxiliary antennas. It is not possible to reasonably 
replicate analog coverage and to comply with public radio frequency radiation exposure 
standards by reusing the existing DTV antennas and installing new digital auxiliary 
antennas elsewhere on the tower. Placing either new digital main or auxiliary antennas 
above Level 6 in conjunction with the continued operation of the existing main digital 
antenna between Levels 5 and 6 would result in excessive occupational exposure levels 
(340 to 486 percent of the occupational exposure standard). Placing either new digital 
main or auxiliary antennas on Levels 3 – 4 in conjunction with the continued operation of 
the existing main digital antenna stack at Levels 5– 6 would leave approximately 1.2 to 
1.3 million Bay Area residents without television news or information from at least one 
Sutro Tower station.4 It is also noted that there is no evidence that adding a new antenna 
stack at Levels 3 – 4 would involve less construction than the proposed project. 

 In summary, new digital main antennas must be added to the topmost level of Sutro 
Tower (replacing existing main analog antennas) to ensure replication of existing 
broadcast coverage and to minimize radiofrequency radiation exposure, digital auxiliary 
antennas must be added to the tower to ensure uninterrupted broadcasting (there are no 
digital auxiliary antennas at present), and the required separation between main and 
auxiliary antennas to protect worker health and safety precludes installation of either the 
main or auxiliary antennas on the existing vertical beam between Levels 5 and 6. 

 Concerning the potential for horizontal placement of new antennas, the project sponsor 
indicates that no manufacturer produces a suitable digital television antenna designed to 
be mounted horizontally. 

                                                      
3  Auxiliary antennas are used infrequently in cases of emergency or repair conditions. For example, according to the 

project sponsor, in 2006 and 2007, auxiliary television antennas were used on three days each year, and have been 
used on one day in 2008 (through June 30). 

4  Mark D. Neumann, Hammett & Edison, Inc., Consulting Engineers, letter to Debra Stein, GCA Strategies (project 
sponsor’s representative), July 29, 2008. This letter is available for review by appointment at the Planning 
Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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 Concerning the option of cable television and the commenter’s contention that a 
relatively small proportion of the public would benefit from the project, according to the 
project sponsor: 

 “Free, over-the-air television broadcasting continues to be the only form of television 
available for hundreds of thousands of local residents. Currently, Sutro Tower serves an 
estimated 8.4 million viewers in the Bay Area. More than 790,000 residents do not 
subscribe to cable or satellite TV and continue to depend on free, over-the-air signals for 
television news and information. Assuming a similar “pay TV” subscription rate in San 
Francisco, approximately 70,000 San Francisco residents depend on Sutro Tower stations 
for news and information. Pay TV is not free, does not serve members of the public 
unable to afford monthly subscription costs, and cannot replace free, over-the-air 
broadcasting for a substantial portion of San Francisco households. 

 “Television stations have generally been able to stay on the air or return to the air after 
serious disasters much faster than cable television systems. By their nature, cable 
television systems need a physical connection to individual homes. Cable systems also 
need amplifiers at various distributed locations within the service area to amplify the 
signal to make up losses in the cable as it gets farther from the system ‘headend.’ The 
connection to each individual household can be severed in the case of a serious 
earthquake or disaster, and emergency power may not be available for each amplifier 
should utility power be interrupted. As an example, cable systems in New Orleans were 
out of service for up to several months. Neighborhoods in New Orleans East, Lakeview, 
St. Bernard Parish and the Lower Ninth Ward continue to be without cable service.”5 

 Therefore, over-the-air broadcast television continues to provide a valuable service to the 
public. 

Comment [PD2] 
Cannot digital antennas be placed at locations other than where analog antennas are located, if 
digital signals do not rely on line-of-sight (straight line) transmission? (Susan M. Keeney) 

Response 

 Digital television signals require line-of-sight transmission between the transmitter 
antenna and the receiver, just as do analog TV signals. Therefore, the need for an 
elevated transmitter (such as a tower) will not change with the conversion of all TV 
broadcasting to digital signals. 

                                                      
5  Debra Stein, GCA Strategies, e-mail to Environmental Science Associates, September 23, 2008. This 

communication is available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, 
in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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Comment [PD3] 
“The DEIR impermissibly segments the Proposed Project from the previous DTV project in 
1998-99, which the DEIR itself describes on p. 23 ‘as part of the first phase of Sutro Tower’s 
conversion to digital television broadcasting.’ The previous EIR also impermissibly segmented 
the Proposed Project which Project Sponsor clearly anticipated. Such segmentation deprived the 
City’s decision-makers and the public of the opportunity to consider the DTV project as a whole, 
its total potential impacts, and mitigation measures which might have avoided the need for some 
aspects of the Proposed Project.” (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 As stated on DEIR p. 23, “Currently, four digital main television antennas are attached to 
a 125-foot long vertical steel truss attached to the east face of the horizontal trusses that 
make up Levels 5 and 6. This truss was installed in 1998 as part of the first phase of Sutro 
Tower’s conversion to digital television broadcasting. Although at that time it was 
envisioned that this truss would support ten digital television antennas, subsequent 
technological advances resulted in the shared use of a lesser number of antennas.” In 
1998, numerous technical and regulatory issues regarding final digital television 
assignments had yet to be resolved. Several stations were not given their final post-
transition channel assignment by the FCC until 2006. Other stations were forced to 
change plans regarding post-transition operation after 2006 in order to resolve 
interference with other stations. Thus, the project as currently proposed could not have 
been envisioned at the time of the prior EIR, and has only become necessary as a result of 
technological and regulatory changes.  

 The 1998 EIR stated that Sutro Tower did not plan at that time to install auxiliary digital 
antennas. However, that EIR acknowledged that reconfiguration of the tower’s digital 
antennas could occur in the future once analog broadcasting were discontinued, although 
in 1998 “no decisions about the future configuration [had] been made.”-6 

Comment [PD4] 
The DEIR does not contain “adequate discussion of why the new equipment cannot fit into the 
existing transmission building, especially if transmission equipment related to the analog 
antennas can be removed.” (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 According to the project sponsor, the project would not make space available within the 
transmission building capable of accommodating the new combining equipment. Analog 

                                                      
6  Sutro Tower Digital Television (DTV) Final Environmental Impact Report, February 26, 1998; p. 2-10. This EIR is 

on file and available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in 
Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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equipment within each station’s transmission room would be replaced with comparable 
digital equipment, and no surplus space is anticipated to be made available. There is no 
room within the building’s hallways or other common area for the new combining 
equipment. Also, the new combiners need to be proximate to the existing rooftop 
combiners to maintain a connection with the transmission lines on the roof of the 
building. 

Project Setting 

Comment [PD5] 
Sutro Tower “is within one eight of a mile to Clarendon Elementary School and Midtown Terrace 
Playground, Tank Hill Protected Open Space, St John’s Armenian Church, San Francisco Fire 
Station #20, Laguna Honda Hospital, UC Medical Center, the Twin Peaks Observatory, Twin 
Peaks Protected Open Space and three essential emergency water reservoirs and hundreds of 
homes within the radius of the Tower.” (Twin Peaks Improvement Association resolution) 

Response 

 The comment is largely not correct. Most of the land uses identified in the comment are 
more than one-eighth mile from Sutro Tower, including Clarendon Elementary School, 
Twin Peaks Reservoir, and Sutro Reservoir (over one-eighth mile); Fire Station No. 20 
and the Twin Peaks Observatory (about one-fourth mile), Laguna Honda Hospital (one-
third mile), and UCSF Medical Center (about one-sixth mile to UCSF’s Aldea 
San Miguel student housing on Johnstone Drive and one-half mile to the medical center 
itself). The location of these uses relative to Sutro Tower is described on DEIR pp. 26 – 
27. 

Comment [PD6] 
The project description does not include ancillary equipment, diesel storage tanks, some 
200 antennas, concrete pads containing other equipment, and rooftop additions to the 
transmission building that have constituted expansion of the Sutro Tower facility since it was 
originally constructed. “Photographs of the current state of the transmission building and its 
immediate surroundings would provide the reviewing agency and public with an accurate 
representation of the additions to the origin structure.” ’(Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 DEIR p. 15 includes the following description, “The entire Sutro Tower facility includes 
the tower, a transmitter building, a garage and storage building, a guard station, 
emergency generators, ancillary antennas and equipment associated with radio 
communications, and a surface parking lot with striping to accommodate 23 cars.” On 
p. 24, the following description is given, “In addition to the television and radio broadcast 
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antennas, Sutro Tower supports a number of smaller-scale antennas and ancillary 
equipment associated with radio frequency broadcasting. These smaller-scale antennas 
and equipment are accessory to the television and FM station tenants at Sutro Tower, or 
are the primary broadcasting equipment for telecommunications and public safety tenants 
such as the California Highway Patrol (CHP), Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), and 
United States Postal Inspector. This equipment is used for voice, data, dispatch and 
paging, microwave interconnect, newsgathering, and other broadcast-related uses. 

 “The smaller-scale antennas and accessory equipment are located on the tower itself, on 
the transmitter building rooftop, and in a few cases, on the secured grounds of Sutro 
Tower. Some equipment on the roof of the building is contained within enclosures for 
weather protection.”  

 On p. 25, it is noted, “There are approximately 184 existing smaller-scale antennas (and 
ancillary equipment) at the Sutro Tower facility in addition to the television and radio 
antennas described above. These smaller-scale devices are periodically added, altered or 
replaced with new equipment of similar or enhanced function.” 

 To ensure that the description of the Sutro Tower facility is complete, the third sentence 
of the first paragraph on DEIR p. 15 is revised as follows (new text is double-underlined): 

The entire Sutro Tower facility includes the tower, a transmitter building, 
a garage and storage building, a guard station, diesel-powered emergency 
generators, two underground diesel storage tanks (in concrete vaults for 
leak containment), ancillary antennas and equipment associated with 
radio communications, and a surface parking lot with striping to 
accommodate 23 cars. 
 

 The existing transmission building is shown in both photographs in Figure 9, DEIR p. 43. 
Please see also the response to Comment V1, including Figure C&R-2, p. C&R-18, 
which also shows the transmission building. 

Comment [PD7] 
“The description of the Project Setting on pp. 26 though 27 neglects to mention and discuss the 
fact the surrounding residential neighborhood is also burdened with 5 other antenna facilities on 
Twin Peaks, Olympia Way, two on Palo Alto Ave., and at Twin Peaks Reservoir.” (Siu Ling 
Chen) 

Response 

 There are two smaller transmission towers (180 feet in height) off of Twin Peaks 
Boulevard about one-quarter mile east of Sutro Tower, as well as a smaller, 40-foot-tall 
tower. These towers serve as the City and County of San Francisco’s Central Radio 
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Station (CRS). As such, they are the City’s primary base station and repeater site for 
public safety and other City government two-way radio communications. The towers are 
used by the Police and Fire Departments, including the 911 emergency dispatch system, 
as well as other agencies such as the Sheriff, District Attorney, Office of Emergency 
Services, and others, including the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission (SFPUC). 
The antennas at the CRS operate at relatively low power—generally less than 250 watts. 
(By comparison, the existing analog television antennas at Sutro Tower operate at up to 
5 million watts (5,000 kilowatts [kW]), the existing and proposed new digital TV 
antennas would operate at up to 1,000 kW, and the proposed new digital auxiliary TV 
antennas would operate at up to 500 kW. Other, smaller broadcast antennas at Sutro 
Tower operate at relatively low power, comparable to antennas at the City’s Twin Peaks 
CRS.) In 2001, the City had an RFR study undertaken at Twin Peaks, which measured 
the maximum RFR emissions on the ground within the CRS facility. The RFR levels 
were well below the public maximum permissible exposure standard established by the 
FCC. In 2002, the City prepared calculations for the CRS that indicated that, in the 
unlikely case in which all transmitters were transmitting simultaneously, the CRS would 
generate a maximum of 26.7 percent of FCC public exposure limit.7 (As noted on DEIR 
p. 66, calculated RFR intensities are typically about twice the measured RFR emissions.) 

 The Twin Peaks CRS is about one-fourth of a mile east of Sutro Tower. At this distance, 
RFR emissions from the CRS would not substantially increase ambient RFR near Sutro 
Tower. Moreover, to the extent they would be measurable, cumulative radio frequency 
emissions from these towers are included in the measurement of ambient conditions that 
have been taken near Sutro Tower, while Sutro Tower emissions are included in the 
measurement of ambient conditions that have been taken near the CRS, described above. 
None of these readings has exceeded the FCC maximum permissible exposure. 

 The other antennas referenced by the commenter are small, relatively low-power 
communications systems used by the Fire Department and the SFPUC in connection with 
the reservoirs in the project vicinity. Twin Peaks Reservoir is operated by the Fire 
Department as part of its high-pressure Auxiliary Water Supply System, which is a water 
supply solely dedicated to firefighting. The other two reservoirs in the vicinity of Sutro 
Tower—Summit Reservoir and Sutro Reservoir—are operated by the SFPUC and are 
part of the City’s domestic water supply system. Each of the three reservoirs is 
controllable from off-site locations through the City’s Supervisory Control and Data 
Acquisition (SCADA) communications system, which allows for remote control and 
monitoring of pumps, valves, water levels, water pressure, and the like. The Fire 
Department SCADA system operates on the existing 800-megahertz (MHz) radio system 

                                                      
7  L. W. Garde, Chief Radio Engineer, City & County of San Francisco, e-mail communication with Environmental 

Science Associates, September 18, 2008. This communication is available for review by appointment at the 
Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 



Comments and Responses 

Case No. 2007.0206E C&R-13 Sutro Tower Digital Television Project 
 206334 

in use city-wide by the Department of Public Works.8 The SFPUC SCADA system 
operates on a conventional 900-MHz radio system, using 5-watt transmitters. (These 
systems are comparable to a police or fire dispatch radio system.) The antennas used to 
link the reservoirs to the City’s communications system are far to small to combine with 
Sutro Tower to result in any meaningful cumulative impacts. 

 To ensure that the description of the Project Setting is complete, the following text is 
added as a new paragraph prior to the first full paragraph on DEIR p. 27: 

In addition to the antennas on Sutro Tower, City and County of 
San Francisco’s Central Radio Station (CRS) is located on Twin Peaks, 
about one-fourth mile east of Sutro Tower. This facility contains two 
180-foot transmission towers with antennas for the Police and Fire 
Departments, including the 911 emergency dispatch system, as well as 
other agencies such as the Sheriff, District Attorney, Office of 
Emergency Services, and others, including the San Francisco Public 
Utilities Commission (SFPUC), as well as radio station KALW, operated 
by the San Francisco Unified School District. The CRS also has a 
smaller, 40-foot tower that supports several microwave antennas. 
Additionally, the SFPUC and the Fire Department operate several low-
power communications systems in connection with reservoirs in the 
vicinity of Sutro Tower. 
 

 In addition, to incorporate information on the Central Radio Station into the analysis of 
radio frequency radiation, the following as a new paragraph prior to the first full 
paragraph on DEIR p. 68: 

The City’s Central Radio Station (CRS) is located on Twin Peaks, about 
one-fourth mile east of Sutro Tower. At this distance, RFR emissions 
from the CRS would not substantially increase ambient RFR near Sutro 
Tower. Moreover, to the extent they would be measurable, cumulative 
radio frequency emissions from these towers, as well as emissions from 
the nearby low-power antennas operated by the San Francisco Public 
Utilities Commission and Fire Department, are included in the 
measurement of ambient conditions that have been taken near Sutro 
Tower, while Sutro Tower emissions (and other antenna emissions) are 
included in the measurement of ambient conditions that have been taken 
near the CRS, described above. None of these readings has exceeded the 
FCC maximum permissible exposure. 
 

                                                      
8  Van Dyke, Steve, Superintendent, Bureau of Engineering and Water Supply, San Francisco Fire Department, 

“San Francisco Fire Department Water Supply System.” Undated. Available on the website of the Museum of the 
City of San Francisco, at http://www.sfmuseum.org/quake/awss2.html. Reviewed September 18, 2008. This 
document is also available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, 
in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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Comment [PD8] 
“The description of the smaller-scale antennas and ancillary equipment on Sutro Tower that may 
need alteration or replacement in the future misleadingly attributes ownership of these antennas 
primarily to television and radio stations or public safety tenants. The description fails to provide 
information about the fact private telecommunications tenants own approximately 92, or almost 
half, of the antenna on Sutro Tower (DEIR pp. 24-25).” (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 The DEIR attributes ownership of the smaller-scale equipment and antennas to television 
and radio broadcasters, to telecommunications tenants, and to public safety tenants. As 
stated on DEIR p. 24, “these smaller scale antennas and equipment are accessory to the 
television and FM station tenants at Sutro Tower, or are the primarily broadcasting 
equipment for telecommunications and public safety tenants such as the California 
Highway Patrol (CHP), Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), and United States Postal 
Inspector.” As the telecommunications industry has changed, tenancy of Sutro Tower has 
changed, too, and this condition is likely to remain in the future. 

 Ownership of antennas on Sutro Tower is not material to the physical effects of the 
project or to the continued operation of the facility as a “communications utility” under 
Planning Code Section 209.6(b). 

Approvals 

Comment [PD9] 
The 10.5-foot-tall enclosure proposed to be placed on the roof of the transmitter building would 
cause the building to exceed the 40-foot height limit in the Planning Code. “There is no 
discussion as to why the expansion of the rooftop enclosure by 50%, which represents a 10.5 foot 
extension in height of the original transmission building, would not constitute an expansion of the 
transmission building.” (Siu Ling Chen; Dona Crowder) 

Response 

 As stated on DEIR p. 24, the transmitter building currently has a number of smaller-scale 
antennas and accessory equipment on its roof. Some of this equipment is currently 
contained within rooftop enclosures to protect it from inclement weather. These 
enclosures are up to approximately 10.5 feet in height. The rooftop equipment and nine 
existing rooftop enclosures are exempt from the Planning Code height limit under Code 
Section 260(b)(2)(B). Mechanical equipment and penthouses (including air conditioning, 
fans and cooling units) up to ten feet in height are exempt under Planning Code Sections 
260(b)(1)(A) and (260)(b)(1)(B). Antennas and towers for antennas are exempt under 
Planning Code Section 260(b)(2)(I). Section 260(b)(2)(M) exempts from the height limit 
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“structures and equipment necessary for the operation of industrial plants, transportation 
facilities, public utilities and government installations, where otherwise permitted by this 
Code and where such structures and equipment do not contain separate floors, not 
including towers and antennae for transmission, reception, or relay of radio, television, or 
other electronic signals where permitted as principal or conditional uses by this Code.” 
Therefore the antennas, the unenclosed rooftop equipment, and the enclosures on the roof 
of the transmitter building may exceed 40 feet in height. 

 Concerning the rooftop enclosure, according to the project sponsor, the Department of 
Building Inspection has never required the rooftop weather protection enclosures on top 
of the transmission building to conform to requirements for structural elements of the 
building. These enclosures, therefore, do not constitute expansion to or alteration of the 
originally-approved building and no amendment of the conditional use permit has been or 
is required for equipment enclosures. 

Comment [PD10] 
Section 209.6 of the Planning Code conditionally permits communication facilities within a 
residential district “if ‘operating requirements necessitate placement’ in the district,” but the 
EIR does not discuss whether the project would meet this condition. (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 The determination that operating requirements necessitated placement of the 
communications facility in the district was made at the time the original conditional use 
permit for Sutro Tower was approved in 1966. There is no requirement in the Planning 
Code that this finding be made for each subsequent building or electrical permit issued 
pursuant to the approved conditional use permit.  

Aesthetics and Visual Quality 
Comment [V1] 
“Figure 8, a photosimulation of a closer view of the proposed additions shows a side view of the 
existing and proposed DTV antenna masts, depriving the public and decision-makers of an 
accurate, frontal view of the visible impact of the addition of a second antenna mast.” The EIR’s 
conclusion regarding no significant visual effects is inadequate because the DEIR does not 
consider views from the surrounding residential neighborhoods and does not provide a visual 
simulation from a close-up viewpoint from one of these areas. Additionally, the DEIR fails to 
consider the cumulative effect of the increase in antennas from the time Sutro Tower was first 
constructed, as well as potential future new antennas. (Siu Ling Chen) 



Comments and Responses 

Case No. 2007.0206E C&R-16 Sutro Tower Digital Television Project 
 206334 

Response 

 As is the case with all EIRs, the visual simulations are intended to assist in the 
identification of potential effects on visual quality and views from a sampling of 
viewpoints that surround the project. As shown in the visual simulations presented in the 
DEIR the proposed project would have minimal effects on the appearance of Sutro 
Tower. Moreover, Figure 7, DEIR p. 40, shows the proposed new mast and digital 
auxiliary antennas. The new mast and antennas are also visible in both Figure 6, p. 39 
(almost in line with the “center” leg of the tower), and Figure 8, p. 41 (affixed to the 
“left” side of the tower) although less distinctively. 

 Regarding the lack of a close-up visual simulation, the intention in the EIR was to show 
the entire tower so as to present simulations of the entirety of the project. However, it is 
also apparent in Figure 9, close-up photos of the tower under existing conditions (DEIR 
p. 43), that the smaller auxiliary antennas installed on the tower are visually relatively 
insignificant in the context of the overall massing of the tower itself. 

 The same conclusion can be drawn with regard to changes in views of Sutro Tower over 
time, and the commenter offers no evidence to the contrary. In photos taken from nearby 
viewpoints (see DEIR Figure 9 and Figures C&R-1 and C&R-2, pp. C&R-17 and 
C&R-18), it is apparent that, other than the large television antenna stacks atop Level 6 of 
the tower—which have existed in similar form since the tower was built—the antennas 
and other equipment attached to the tower are dominated by the scale and massing of the 
tower superstructure itself. Therefore, while the tower’s original construction would 
certainly have resulted in a dramatic visible change in the setting at that time, it is 
unlikely that any changes in the placement or number of antennas and other equipment 
since the tower’s initial construction could have resulted in a significant adverse effect on 
aesthetics or visual quality. 

 The transmission building, shown in Figure C&R-2, is only partially visible from public 
viewpoints surrounding Sutro Tower. This is because the tower site is secured and public 
access is not permitted. The closest viewpoint of the transmission building is from the 
asphalt roadway that surrounds Summit Reservoir (and which is immediately adjacent to 
the access road to Sutro Tower and the tower guard station). This close-in viewpoint, 
however, is below the grade of the transmission building, and therefore the roof is not 
visible, although some of the antennas and other equipment atop the roof can be seen. No 
public viewpoints offer views of the transmission building rooftop. Because of this, 
visual changes to the rooftop and equipment thereon would not be considered significant, 
to the extent that changes could be seen at all. 



View from 445 Dellbrook Avenue View from Base of Tower (Summit Reservoir) View from 40 Farview Court 

Figure C&R-1
Neighborhood Views of Sutro Tower

SOURCE:  ESA, February 10, 2008
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View of Tower Base and Transmitter Building from between 48 and 50 Farview Court 

View of Tower Base and Transmitter Building from Summit Reservoir Entrance Road 
(near Palo Alto Avenue and Marview Way) 

2007.0206E: Sutro Tower Digital Television - 206334

Figure C&R-2
Neighborhood Views of Base of Sutro Tower

SOURCE:  ESA, February 10, 2008

C&R-18
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Geology, Soils, and Seismicity 
Comment [GEO1] 
“What I want out of this process is a guarantee from the owners of Sutro Tower, the tenants of 
Sutro Tower, their attorneys and consultants as well as the Planning Department that there is 
absolutely no set of circumstances that will result in a structural failure of the tower of sufficient 
magnitude to cause personal injury or property damage to the residents of San Francisco.” (Susan 
M. Keeney) 

Response 

 No project or entity can offer a guarantee against structural failure of any building or 
structure and, indeed, CEQA does not set forth such a condition for a finding of less-
than-significant impact. As stated on DEIR p. 57, the relevant criterion under CEQA is 
whether a project would “expose people or structures to potential substantial adverse 
effects, including risk of loss, injury or death involving strong seismic ground shaking or 
landslides, or if the project would be located on a geologic unit or soil that is unstable, or 
that would become unstable as a result of the project, and potentially result in on or off-
site landslide, lateral spreading, subsidence, liquefaction or collapse.” On pp. 57 – 61, the 
DEIR found that the proposed project would result in a less-than-significant impact with 
regard to strong seismic ground shaking; would not result in substantial adverse effects 
related to catastrophic failure from ground shaking; would not alter slope stability and 
thus would have a less-than-significant impact thereon; would not result in significant 
effects with regard to seismically induced ground shaking or landslides; would not be 
located on a geologic unit or soil that is unstable or would become unstable as a result of 
the project; and would not result in landslides, lateral spreading, subsidence, liquefaction 
or collapse. Therefore, the DEIR appropriately concluded that the proposed project would 
have less-than-significant impacts with regard to geology, soils, and seismicity. 

Comment [GEO2] 
“The tower bears the full brunt of storms, wind and fog. Is the tower inspected and maintained 
with the same rigor as the Golden Gate Bridge? I have reviewed the annual inspection reports and 
even to a lay person they are a farce. Parts of the tower are not accessible. Who is inspecting 
those parts? The annual inspections are cursory visual inspections of only one of three legs of the 
tower. Who established the protocols for the inspections and are they good enough?” (Susan M. 
Keeney) 
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Response 

 Structural inspection protocols for Sutro Tower were adopted by the Department of 
Building Inspection in 1999.9 DEIR p. 28 includes the following details of the mandatory 
structural inspection protocols: 

• Annual Inspection: Each year, an independent testing laboratory approved by 
the Department of Building Inspection conducts annual inspections of 
approximately one-third of the tower, such that the entire structure is 
evaluated over a three-year interval. 

• In-Depth Inspection: Every five years, an independent testing laboratory 
conducts a tension check on the guy wires and cross brace cables and re-
tensions them as necessary. As part of the in-depth inspection, Sutro Tower 
may have non-destructive field testing, load tests, and/or materials tests 
performed by an independent testing laboratory if so recommended by a 
licensed engineer. 

• Event Inspections: In the case of a severe storm, earthquake, mudslide or 
other triggering event that exceeds the design load of the tower, Sutro Tower 
must have an independent testing laboratory conduct an event inspection and, 
if required, an additional in-depth inspection in areas of local damage to the 
tower.  

• Special Inspections: An independent testing laboratory conducts special 
inspections as part of an annual inspection to monitor remedial action 
resulting from any inspection, and conducts any inspection recommended by 
the licensed engineer for any reason.  

Comment [GEO3] 
The DEIR does not analyze whether the removal and replacement of antennas during construction 
of the proposed project would result in increased instability at the upper portion of the tower 
(above Level 6). (Susan M. Keeney) 

Response 

 The proposed structural upgrades described on DEIR pp. 21 – 23 are designed, in part, to 
accommodate placement of the new and reconfigured broadcast antennas on Sutro 
Tower. As with any construction project, to the extent that such improvements would be 
required to support new equipment, the structural improvements would be made prior to 
installation of the new equipment. Moreover, the contractor that would perform the 
construction work would prepare detailed drawings, a project phasing construction 
schedule, and loading diagrams. These materials would be reviewed by licensed 
structural engineers to confirm the project’s compliance with construction safety 
standards. These materials would also be available for review by the Department of 

                                                      
9  Standard Antenna Conditions for Sutro Tower, imposed by the Planning Commission on every Sutro Tower 

building permit since 2000. These conditions are available for review, by appointment, at the Planning Department, 
1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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Building Inspection. Accordingly, no significant effects with regard to structural stability 
of the tower are anticipated to result from construction, including removal of existing 
antennas. 

Comment [GEO4] 
Why is further structural upgrade of Sutro Tower required now when it was not required at the 
time of the 1998 EIR? (Susan M. Keeney) 

Response 

 In 1996, Sutro Tower was upgraded to meet Building Code requirements for wind 
loading in effect at that time for ordinary structures.10 A determination that Sutro Tower 
was an essential facility was issued by the Department of Building Inspection on 
December 18, 1997, and became final on January 21, 1998, after an appeal of the 
determination was rejected by the Building Inspection Commission. The Building 
Inspection Commission’s motion established that “Permit No. 9708664 [the tower 
upgrade permit] was issued, construction [was] 80% complete, and this permit [was] 
vested.”11 The Department of Building Inspection did not retroactively apply the essential 
facilities determination or new Building Code standards to the vested tower upgrade 
permit. 

 Installation of the existing DTV antennas in 1998 did not trigger another wind upgrade of 
the tower because the Department of Building Inspection determined that the DTV stack 
did not meet any of the specific Building Code sections requiring additional upgrades to 
the existing structure. Sutro Tower is therefore currently compliant with the Building 
Code with regards to wind resistance. 

 As part of the currently proposed project, Sutro Tower would be upgraded to meet or 
exceed wind loading standards for construction of new essential facilities. Building 
Code-mandated wind improvements could be required on some elements of the tower 
that would experience additional force. Other Building Code requirements could also 
trigger wind upgrades. As part of the project, the sponsor would upgrade every tower 
element that does not currently meet wind criteria for new essential facilities, even where 
those upgrades are not mandated by the Building Code. 

                                                      
10  Simpson Gumpertz & Heger, Inc., “Digital Television Conversion of Sutro Tower, Phase II Structural Analysis 

Report,” March 10, 2008; p. 4. This report is on file and available for review by appointment at the Planning 
Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 

11  San Francisco Building Inspection Commission, public notice regarding “Motion Adopted January 21, 1998, 
Declining Jurisdiction on the Appeal of Twin Peaks Improvement Association.” Notice mailed January 30, 1998. 
This document is available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, 
in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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Comment [GEO5] 
“A STRUCTURAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE must be convened during this approval period 
when there is still time to integrate all recommendations and to address all concerns that might be 
raised into the planning process.” (Susan M. Keeney) 

Response 

 As stated on DEIR p. 57 (DEIR footnotes are presented with the quoted text, rather than 
as footnotes to this Comments and Responses document), the structural analysis prepared 
for the proposed project “was subject to independent peer review by Helmut Krawinkler, 
Ph.D, and Andrew Whittaker, Ph.D, experts identified by the San Francisco Department 
of Building Inspection (DBI) as qualified to review Sutro Tower data. The review 
concluded that ‘the design process is sound in concept and the results in the Phase II 
Analysis Report appear to be reasonable based on the presented wind and seismic loading 
criteria.’[DEIR footnote 43] The analysis was also reviewed by DBI, which concurred with the 
reviewers’ conclusions that the structural analysis report is adequate.[DEIR footnote 44]” 

 [DEIR footnote 43] Helmut Krawinkler, Ph.D., P.E., Structural Engineering Consultant, and Andrew 
Whittaker, letter to Eugene Zastrow, General Manager, Sutro Tower, March 11, 2008. This document is on 
file and available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in 
Case File No. 2007.0206E. Dr. Krawinkler is professor of engineering at Stanford University. Dr. Whittaker 
is professor of engineering at the University of Buffalo. 

 [DEIR footnote 44] Hanson Tom, Principal Engineer, Department of Building Inspection, e-mail 
correspondence, March 18, 2008. This document is on file and available for review by appointment at the 
Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 

Comment [GEO6] 
Why is the 1906 San Francisco earthquake used as the earthquake magnitude for analysis when 
the U.S. Geological Survey website indicates that larger earthquakes are possible? (Susan M. 
Keeney) 

Response 

 The 1906 San Francisco earthquake was not the basis for the structural analysis 
conducted for Sutro Tower. (No ground-motion recording of that earthquake exists.) As 
stated on DEIR p. 58, the structural analysis was based on seismic analysis conducted in 
1999, which estimated “the probable intensity of earthquakes having an average 
recurrence interval of 1,000 years and developed ground motion acceleration histories 
representative of 1,000-year earthquake ground motions.” The report concludes that an 
earthquake with a maximum moment magnitude of 7.9 is the largest quake expected to 
occur within a 1,000-year return period in the Bay Area, as required by the Building Code 
for evaluation of essential facilities. 
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 The 1906 San Francisco earthquake is discussed in the setting of Section III.B, Geology, 
Soils, and Seismicity, including Table 2 on p. 50, which presents the estimated Richter 
magnitude of the 1906 earthquake (8.25) and also the 1906 earthquake’s maximum 
moment magnitude of 7.9. While other faults in other parts of the world are capable of 
earthquakes of greater magnitude, the 7.9 moment magnitude is the greatest earthquake 
that scientists anticipate may occur in the Bay Area in the 1,000-year return period. 

Comment [GEO7] 
“The DEIR refers repeatedly in its Geology, Soils, and Seismicity section to a 1969 study done of 
Dames & Moore, but does not discuss whether the results of that almost 40 year old study are still 
valid with what is currently known about seismic safety.” (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 The DEIR refers to a two geotechnical studies by Dames & Moore (1966 and 1969) to 
describe subsurface conditions at the project site (p. 46), which would not have changed 
since Sutro Tower was constructed, and to describe the foundation recommendations for 
the original tower construction (p. 59). The DEIR notes that the Dames & Moore studies 
were reviewed as part of the current structural analysis: “As part of the current structural 
analysis for the tower, Simpson Gumpertz & Heger reviewed the loads imposed by the 
tower to confirm it was within the parameters set by Dames & Moore” (p. 46); and, “The 
modeling conducted for the 2008 analysis included review of the adequacy of the existing 
foundations and verified that they are adequate for the modeled parameters” (p. 59). 
Accordingly, the DEIR appropriately includes information from the Dames & Moore 
reports. 

Radio Frequency Radiation and Hazards 
Comment [HAZ1] 
“As someone who has small children who reside in close proximity to Sutro Tower, I want to 
know about the overall impact of Sutro Tower on the health of the residents of the surrounding 
neighborhoods. As far as I am aware, no studies have ever been conducted to analyze the 
potential long term health hazards associated with Sutro Tower. As such, I request that as part of 
the Environmental Impact Review process, the owners of Sutro Tower be required to also prepare 
a health study prior to obtaining any approvals for additional work on Sutro Tower.” (Yulia A. 
Oryol) 

Response 

 Numerous studies concerning potential health effects related to Sutro Tower have been 
conducted. The 1998 EIR for installation of the existing DTV antennas included a 
104-page report entitled Biological Effects of Radiofrequency Radiation (RFR): Possible 
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Health Effects of RFR on Nearby Humans from Sutro Tower. The report, which was 
prepared under the direction of the San Francisco Department of Public Health, included 
a meta-analysis of 313 different epidemiological studies, occupational studies, and 
studies of potential health effects of animal cells and humans. The 1998 EIR also 
evaluated three studies conducted in San Francisco to identify whether there were 
unusual cancer risks near Sutro Tower. That EIR concluded that the cumulative operation 
of Sutro Tower complies with all public safety standards, that there was no “cancer 
cluster” around Sutro Tower, and that operation of the facility does not create significant 
health impacts.12 

 The San Francisco Department of Public Health (DPH) has further reviewed 
epidemiological studies related to RFR and affirmed that radiofrequency emissions do 
not pose health hazards when within the maximum permissible exposure (MPE) 
standards, stating: 

• “This review has not found substantial epidemiological evidence to support an 
association of radiofrequency radiation with cancer”;13 and  

• “DPH believes that if the general public is exposed to RFR levels below the 
established FCC MPE limits, no health hazard will occur.”14 

 As stated on DEIR pp. 63 – 64, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has 
established limits for human exposure from radio frequency radiation (RFR) such as that 
emitted from communications equipment at Sutro Tower, and the San Francisco 
Department of Public Health “has determined that the FCC MPE standard is ‘health 
protective’ and that ‘if the general public is exposed to RFR levels below the established 
FCC MPE limits, no health hazard will occur.’[DEIR footnote 53]” Accordingly, the DEIR 
evaluates potential effects of human RFR exposure based on the FCC standard. The 
DEIR (p. 69) concludes (DEIR footnote presented with the quoted text, rather than as a 
footnote to this Comments and Responses document) that “because radio frequency 
radiation emitted from Sutro Tower under the proposed project would decline 
incrementally under long-term permanent conditions, compared to existing conditions, 
and because RFR levels would be well within the FCC maximum permissible exposure 
level for the public, the project would result in a less-than-significant impact with regard 
to RFR emissions.” 

                                                      
12  Sutro Tower Digital Television (DTV) Final Environmental Impact Report, February 26, 1998. This EIR is on file 

and available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File 
No. 2007.0206E. 

13  Radiofrequency Radiation from Broadcast Transmission Towers and Cancer: A Review of Epidemiology Studies, 
San Francisco Department of Public Health, March 2001. This report is on file and available for review by 
appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 

14  Richard J. Lee, Community Toxics Program Manager, San Francisco Department of Public Health, letter to Jeremy 
Battis, San Francisco Planning Department, July 2, 2007. (This letter was prepared in response to an appeal of a 
CEQA Categorical Exemption for a proposed citywide “wi-fi” proposal.) This letter was cited in the DEIR on p. 64. 
This letter is on file and available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, 
Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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 [DEIR footnote 53] Richard J. Lee, Community Toxics Program Manager, San Francisco Department of Public 
Health, letter to Jeremy Battis, San Francisco Planning Department, July 2. 2007. (This letter was prepared in 
response to an appeal of a CEQA Categorical Exemption for a proposed citywide “wi-fi” proposal.) This 
letter is on file and available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, 
Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 

Comment [HAZ2] 
“The DEIR’s section of RFR does not include the fact that on 3 separate occasions, DPH has 
taken measurements in the neighborhood that exceeded FCC safety standards for public exposure: 

“1. An official of DPH stated in a declaration, dated October 29, 1997, that he found a ‘hot 
spot’ at ground level on a residential street in Midtown Terrace (see attached Exhibit C). 
This declaration was made in support of the City Attorney’s Brief against FCC 
Preemption of State and Local Regulation of Broadcast Facilities. 

“2. On another occasion in approximately 1998, this same DPH official took a reading on the 
ground floor of the undersigned’s home on Greenview Court that exceeded the FCC 
safety standard. 

“3. It is the undersigned’s understanding that the same official took yet another reading on 
the Summit Reservoir in approximately 1998 that exceeded the FCC safety standard. 

“Sutro Tower’s General Manager witnessed both incidents in items 2 and 3 above, and possibly 
witnessed the incident in item 1.” (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 In February 1990, two “hot spots” (locations where RFR is measured at a higher level 
than in the surrounding area) were identified using then-applicable measurement 
protocols. The two sites in question were also measured using the more sophisticated 
FCC protocol that became effective April 1990. One site (a sign pole on Farview Court) 
was found to exceed the public exposure standards when the older methodology was used 
but did not exceed exposure limits when the FCC’s more sophisticated measurement 
protocol was utilized. (This incident on Farview Court appears to be the first “hot spot” 
referenced by the commenter.) A second hot spot (a handrail at Summit Reservoir) 
exceeded the ambient RF levels but did not exceed the maximum public exposure limits 
using either the older or revised methodology. Although neither site was ultimately found 
to be in excess of public exposure standards, the Farview “hot spot” was remediated by 
replacing the sign pole with a non-metallic sign pole. The handrail at Summit Reservoir 
was ultimately removed.15 

                                                      
15  Frederick Spaulding, Hammett & Edison Consulting Engineers, letter to Donald Lincoln, Sutro Tower Inc., 

February, 8, 1990. This letter is on file and available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 
1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 
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 Concerning the commenter’s residence on Greenview Court, the Department of Public 
Health (DPH) took RFR measurements at several homes on May 1, 1998, including the 
commenter’s residence. Measurements made that day in a children’s bedroom at the 
commenter’s residence were 4 –8 microwatts per square centimeter (sq. cm.), or less than 
the applicable FCC public exposure standard of 200 microwatts/sq. cm. (0.2 milliwatts/ 
sq. cm.), for frequencies between 30 and 300 megahertz, a range that encompasses FM 
radio and all television broadcasting. (The exposure standard is higher for AM radio 
signals, which use lower frequencies.) DPH took additional measurements on June 1, 
1998, when auxiliary antennas were operating at Sutro Tower. Those measurements 
revealed RFR intensities of between 2 and 10 microwatts/sq. cm.  

 According to DPH staff, there was “spiking” of the meter during the June 1 
measurements, and “at sporadic times [it] measured greater than 240 microwatts/sq. cm., 
which is 120 percent of the FCC public exposure standard.” However, DPH also noted 
that “there was a problem with our meter” and it is likely that “the lower measurements 
would have been the true measurement level.” DPH staff also recalls at least one higher-
than-normal RFR reading near a metal bed frame in the commenter’s residence, although 
the date of that reading is uncertain.16 

 Upon completion of the proposed project, new RFR measurements would be made to 
confirm that Sutro Tower complies with the FCC exposure standards. As noted on DEIR 
p. 68, “The mandatory RFR measurement program (found within the Standard Sutro 
Tower Conditions adopted in 2000) stipulates that ‘Sutro Tower Inc. shall measure RFR 
public exposure levels at 200 publicly accessible sites within 1,000 feet of the tower. 
Measurements shall be made within six months of the activation of any “DTV” 
broadcasting antenna, or within six months of any increase in power from any main DTV 
antenna, whichever is earliest.’ Therefore, in connection with the currently proposed 
project, Sutro Tower Inc. will measure RFR public exposure levels at 200 publicly 
accessible sites within 1,000 feet of the tower after installation of the new shared DTV 
auxiliary antennas and again after installation of the new DTV main antennas.”17 
Consistent with FCC Rule 47 CFR 1.1307(b) and OET Bulletin 65, if any hot spot 
exceeds the FCC exposure limit and it is determined to be due to broadcast operations at 
Sutro Tower, the site would be remediated with the cooperation and approval of the 
public or private property owner. 

                                                      
16  Richard J. Lee, Community Toxics Program Manager, San Francisco Department of Public Health, e-mail to 

Viktoriya Wise, Major Environmental Analysis Division, San Francisco Planning Department, September 22, 2008. 
This communication is available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, 
Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 

17  “Shared” antennas refers to antenna facilities used by more than one TV station. 
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Comment [HAZ3] 
“The DEIR’s discussion of the potential for RFR readings to exceed the FCC public exposure 
limit on pp. 64 – 67 does not provide information about where this unsafe exposure would occur 
in the neighborhood: around Summit Reservoir, near a home, near Clarendon School? It also does 
not state what the maximum exposure will be under the Table of Contributions and how long the 
antennas would stay at that maximum.” (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 While the RFR emissions from Sutro Tower could potentially exceed the public exposure 
limit “from the unlikely, theoretical operation of all FM and/or TV auxiliary antennas at 
the same time,” as stated on DEIR p. 68, operation under the Table of Contributions 
would ensure that RFR exposure would remain within the Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) public exposure limit. Thus, there would not be expected to be any 
“unsafe exposure” to RFR emissions. 

Comment [HAZ4] 
“The DEIR’s discussion of the use of a Table of Contributions is inadequate because it does not 
provide information about how the limits imposed would be implemented and enforced. 

“On p. 65, the DEIR refers to the fact auxiliary antennas will be utilized for periods of time 
during construction, but does not provide information regarding how long such use would occur. 

“On p. 67, the DEIR states access to the rooftop of the transmission building is restricted but does 
not state the reason that particular area poses a health risk. Again, since there are no photos of that 
rooftop, the public and decision-makers are deprived of valuable information with which to 
evaluate the environmental impacts of the Proposed Project.” (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 As stated on pp. 64 – 65, “Operation of auxiliary antennas pursuant to the Table of 
Contributions is administered by Sutro Tower’s general manager and compliance with 
those directives is mandated as part of every tenant lease at Sutro Tower in order that 
Sutro Tower does not violate the FCC’s public exposure limits for RFR. This established 
operational procedure requires that certain broadcasters operate at reduced power from 
auxiliary antennas, depending on the operating status of other broadcasters to ensure 
compliance with FCC RFR exposure standards.” Thus, the RFR limits are enforced 
directly by Sutro Tower through its lease agreement with each tenant. The general 
manager of Sutro Tower is responsible for ensuring compliance with FCC exposure 
limits through use of the Table of Contributions. The Congress has pre-empted the field 
of communication by radio and television, and the FCC has been designated as the expert 
agency of the United States in the area of radio frequency communications. Therefore, 
ultimate enforcement of the RFR limits is by the FCC. Nevertheless, as explained on 
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DEIR pp. 28 – 29, Sutro Tower has, since 2000, been subject to a series of “Standard 
Sutro Tower Conditions” imposed by the Planning Commission. As noted in the DEIR, 
these conditions state, among other things, that “Sutro Tower is required to operate in a 
manner that does not contribute to ambient levels in excess of the FCC standards for RFR 
emissions.” Moreover: 

Sutro Tower is required to measure radio frequency levels at 
200 publicly-accessible sites within 1,000 feet of the tower each three 
years, or within six months of activation of any DTV [digital television] 
antenna. The Department of Public Health must be notified by Sutro 
Tower at least three days before measurements are taken. Sutro Tower 
must remedy any ambient or localized measurements that exceed FCC 
standards for radio frequency exposure. A report of these RFR exposure 
measurements must be submitted to the Planning Department and 
Department of Public Health within 45 days of measurement and those 
reports shall be made available to the public. 

 Accordingly, exceedance of “FCC standards for RFR emissions” could be deemed by the 
City to be a violation of Sutro Tower’s permit conditions. In this way, the City maintains 
a degree of enforcement authority with respect to public health concerns related to RFR. 

 As stated on DEIR p. 64, “Ground-level RFR levels during operation of auxiliary 
antennas are greater than for the main antennas, because auxiliary antennas are installed 
at lower levels on the tower and are typically physically shorter than main antennas, often 
for spacing, weight, or power considerations. This results in broad elevation plane 
patterns and greater contributions at ground level.” The discussion about restrictions on 
access to the roof of the transmission building is presented on DEIR p. 67 in the context 
of restrictions in general to both the tower and the transmission building roof “to protect 
worker health and safety” during periods “when any auxiliary antenna is energized.”  

 Concerning photos of the rooftop, please see the response to Comment V1, p. C&R-16. 

 According to the project sponsor, the new auxiliary antennas to be installed as part of the 
project would operate during working hours when employees are removing the existing 
main and installing new digital main antennas atop the tower. (The existing digital 
antennas between Levels 5 and 6 would be used during the construction period at night 
and on days when no work is going on at the main antenna level. These existing digital 
antennas would be removed once the new main digital antennas are in place above Level 
6.) After completion of construction, the auxiliary antennas would be used, as at present, 
on infrequent occasions of emergency or repair conditions. For example, in 2006 and 
2007, auxiliary television antennas were used on three days each year, and have been 
used on one day in 2008 (through June 30). 
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Comment [HAZ5] 
“The primary concern I have is with the lowering of certain antennas temporarily from a height of 
I believe it is about four hundred feet to about one hundred feet which is really close to the 
ground level. 

“Now, there are a lot of residences within several hundred feet of the Tower. There is a school 
within an eighth of a mile which is six or seven hundred feet. So, lowering antennas from four 
hundred to one hundred feet significantly increases the distance from the source of the radiation 
to the people who might experience it. 

“Now, again, there are a lot of safety factors built in but given this change which will be 
temporary but we don’t really know how long it will be in effect for, that’s going to significantly 
increase the radiation exposure to people in this area.” (Thomas Lee) 

Response 

 The comment appears to refer to the fact that new auxiliary digital television antennas 
would be installed between Levels 3 and 4 of Sutro Tower (between 382 feet and 542 feet 
above ground level), and that these antennas would operate in the daytime (working 
hours) during removal of the existing main digital antennas (between Levels 5 and 6) and 
removal of the existing analog main antennas above Level 6 (762 feet above ground 
level) and installation of new main digital antennas, also above Level 6. As shown in 
Figures 3 and 4, DEIR pp. 19 and 20, the new auxiliary antennas would be higher on the 
tower than the existing analog auxiliary antennas, which are at Level 2. Therefore, the net 
result of the project would be that more antennas would be farther from the ground than 
under existing conditions. As noted in the response to Comment HAZ4, the new auxiliary 
antennas would operate during work hours only, for a portion of the 12- to 16-month 
construction period. As shown in Table 3, DEIR p. 67, the new auxiliary TV antennas 
would generate far less radio frequency radiation (14.3 percent of the Federal 
Communications Commission [FCC] public exposure limit) than do the existing auxiliary 
TV antennas (99 percent of the FCC limit). 

Comment [HAZ6] 
The DEIR does not discuss the risk of objects falling from Sutro Tower during construction and 
maintenance, as has occurred in the past. (Siu Ling Chen) 

Response 

 The construction safety plan that is referenced on DEIR p. 71 in regard to fire safety also 
contains a section devoted to “Protection from Falling Objects,” which states, in part, 
“Tools and equipment will be tied off with retaining lanyards.” The plan also states that 
the site superintendent would “monitor wind and weather conditions or predictions and 
suspend work when deemed unsafe,” and that hoisting operations would stop if winds 
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exceed 25 miles per hour, while work in enclosed portions of the tower would cease if 
winds exceed 45 miles per hour.18 

Comment [HAZ7] 
The project “will not fix the electrical disruptions of home appliances now endured by close 
neighbors.” Will the project increase interference with electronics? (Dr. George and Myrta 
Matula; Susan M. Keeney) 

Response 

 As stated on DEIR p. 69, interference by broadcast equipment with consumer electronic 
devices is not a hazards-related issue. Moreover, such interference is exclusively a matter 
of federal law. Further, CEQA does not require mitigation of existing conditions, but only 
requires identification of project impacts and implementation of feasible mitigation 
measures for those impacts. 

 Nevertheless, as stated on p. 69, “Because the RFR exposure levels after the transition are 
calculated to be less than those existing, interference to consumer devices from Sutro 
Tower operations is likely to be reduced by the project.” The level of interference with 
consumer devices is also likely to be reduced after conversion to digital antennas as the 
total number of frequencies in use at the tower will be reduced, with the higher-
interference VHF antennas being reduced from five antennas to one antenna.19,20 

Risk of Fire 
Comment [FIRE1] 
The DEIR does not describe the “fire danger” that would cause work to stop and additional 
precautions be taken (as stated on DEIR p. 71); does not discuss fire risk associated with on-site 
storage of diesel fuel; and does not discuss a report on fire hazards at Sutro Tower, prepared by 
the San Francisco Fire Department in 2000. The DEIR does not discuss whether a fire in the 
eucalyptus trees adjacent to the tower could result in structural failure of the tower and/or ignition 
of diesel fuel stored on site. “Doomsday scenarios have been played out and are no longer the 
stuff of fiction.” (Siu Ling Chen; Susan M. Keeney) 

                                                      
18  Sutro Tower DTV Conversion Project, Worker and Public Safety Plan, Draft September 20, 2007. This document is 

available for review by appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 
2007.0206E. 

19  Mark D. Neumann, Hammett & Edison, Inc., Consulting Engineers, letter to Debra Stein, GCA Strategies (project 
sponsor’s representative), July 29, 2008. This letter is available for review by appointment at the Planning 
Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 

20  VHF refers to “very high frequency” radio (and television) signals, covering the range from 30 to 300 megahertz. 
This includes FM radio and analog television channels 2 through 13. Channels above 13 broadcast in UHF, or 
“ultra high frequency,” which refers to radio signals in the range between 300 and 3,000 megahertz (3 gigahertz). 
With conversion of all television broadcasting to digital signals, four of the five traditional VHF stations that 
broadcast at Sutro Tower (Channels 2, 4, 5, and 9) will broadcast UHF digital signals instead, which is why the text 
quoted from the DEIR refers to VHF antennas “being reduced from five antennas to one antenna." 
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Response 

 As stated on DEIR p. 71, with the exception of construction activity, including welding, 
the proposed project would not result in any increase in risk of fire, including that related 
to the on-site storage of diesel fuel, nor would the project result in any change in fire risk 
related to the surrounding eucalyptus. The project would not add new combustible 
materials or increase the likelihood of fire at the site. It would also not eliminate existing 
measures the sponsor takes to monitor and minimize fire risks from trees on its own 
property, including, as described on DEIR p. 71, maintaining several fire access trails 
across the property, regularly trimming shrubs and brush to keep access trails clear, and 
removing dead wood from trees. Inasmuch as CEQA requires an EIR “to identify the 
significant effects on the environment of a project,”21 and that a “significant effect on the 
environment” is defined as “a substantial, or potentially substantial, adverse change in the 
environment”22 (emphasis added), the DEIR properly concluded that no significant effect 
would result from the project in regard to fire risk, because the project would result in no 
increase, and no other change in risk of fire, relative to existing conditions.  

 Concerning potential effects on the structural integrity of the tower if a fire were to ignite 
in the adjacent eucalyptus trees, one commenter refers to the collapse of the World Trade 
Center towers in New York City. That situation was substantially different from what 
could occur if a fire were to ignite in the eucalyptus trees adjacent to Sutro Tower. At the 
World Trade Center buildings, the combination of jet fuel and flammable furnishings 
burning within a confined space resulted in structural steel being exposed to more 
concentrated and rapid heating than could occur in an unconfined space such as the area 
around Sutro Tower. Moreover, the architectural cladding on the tower’s main structural 
framing provides protection from fire to the main structural elements, although there is no 
such protection afforded the steel cables that help brace the tower. Therefore, the risk of 
structural failure of Sutro Tower in the event if a wildfire is not considered substantial. 
Concerning diesel fuel stored on site, the fuel is stored in underground storage tanks and 
therefore would be unlikely to be affected by fire in the eucalyptus trees. 

 The commenter cites a draft report prepared by the San Francisco Fire Department in 
2000 as part of the work of the Sutro Tower Health and Safety Task Force, which was 
created by Board of Supervisors resolution in 1999. The draft report included a 
recommendation, “To reduce the fire hazard in the forest, the forest should be thinned 
and fire trails should be cut.” The sponsor regularly thins trees and brush on its own 

                                                      
21  California Environmental Quality Act (CA Public Resources Code) Section 21002.1(a). 
22  California Environmental Quality Act (CA Public Resources Code) Section 21068. 
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property and maintain fire access trails, and the project will not affect these measures. 
The Task Force was dissolved in 2003 by Board of Supervisors Resolution 185-03.23 

 While the project would not change or increase the likelihood or severity of a major fire 
near Sutro Tower, the San Francisco Fire Department nonetheless recently evaluated the 
Sutro Tower site with respect to the existing potential for wildfire to affect the structural 
integrity of the tower.24 The Fire Department recommended that existing eucalyptus trees 
be trimmed to create the legally required 30-foot separation between trees and the tower 
and its supporting cables. According to the Fire Department, “Most of the trees 
surrounding the tower are located more than 30 feet from the tower and only a few trees 
and branches are located within 30 feet of the tower's structure.”25 The project sponsor 
has indicated that Sutro Tower will comply with the Fire Department recommendations, 
and will maintain a 30-foot separation between trees and shrubs and all elements of the 
tower. As noted above, Sutro Tower will also continue its existing practice of regularly 
thinning brush and maintaining fire trails to provide firefighter access. 

 As stated on DEIR p. 71, a stoppage of welding activity on the tower could result if 
determined necessary by “a trained crewmember assigned to continuously monitor the 
surrounding area for fire.” It is assumed that such a stoppage would be triggered by 
evidence of sparks reaching the trees or the ground, or by a similar risk. Therefore, 
construction activities would not have the potential to result in increased fire hazard in 
the vicinity. 

Cumulative Effects 
Comment [CUM1] 
“While any single modification to the tower may not appear to be impactful to the surrounding 
area on its own, the cumulative effect of years of modifications must be taken into account when 
requests for new modifications are submitted to The City.” (Brian McDermott, Midtown Terrace 
Homeowners’ Association) 

Response 

 CEQA requires that an EIR determine whether a project would result in a significant 
adverse change in the environment. In general, these changes are to be evaluated against 
existing conditions, which are “normally” the “physical environmental conditions in the 

                                                      
23  Resolution 185-03 repealed the original Resolution creating the Task Force; in Resolution 185-03, the Board found 

that the Task Force “was to file … a comprehensive report within six months of formal establishment,” and that, as 
of 2003, “The Task Force is no longer operational.” Resolution 185-03 is available for review by appointment at 
the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 

24  Zari, Lt. Gerald, Division of Fire Prevention and Investigation, San Francisco Fire Department, letter to Debra 
Stein, GCA Strategies (project sponsor’s representative), September 11, 2008. This letter is available for review by 
appointment at the Planning Department, 1650 Mission Street, Suite 400, in Case File No. 2007.0206E. 

25  Ibid. 
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vicinity of the project, as they exist at the time the notice of preparation is published.”26 
The notice of preparation for the proposed Sutro Tower Digital Television Project was 
published on January 5, 2008. In general, a lead agency responsible for preparing an EIR 
may adopt a different “baseline” for its analysis if the choice of that baseline is supported 
by substantial evidence. Here, no reasonable argument for selection of a different 
baseline other than the date of preparation of the notice of preparation has been made. 

 Moreover, the EIR’s description of the existing setting (environmental baseline) 
effectively captures all cumulative effects.  

 Analysis of cumulative impacts is a two-step process: first, it must be established whether 
a cumulative adverse effect is present, and second, it must be determined whether the 
proposed project would make a cumulatively considerable contribution to the effect. 
“Cumulatively considerable” is defined in the state CEQA Guidelines as meaning that 
“the incremental effects of an individual project are significant when viewed in 
connection with the effects of past projects, the effects of other current projects, and the 
effects of probable future projects.”27 To the extent that all activity dating to the original 
construction of Sutro Tower in 1972 can be considered to have resulted in a cumulative 
impact, all such impacts are presented as part of the EIR’s existing setting. For example, 
the photographs and visual simulations in Section III.A, Aesthetics and Visual Quality, 
depict Sutro Tower under existing conditions, as it exists as the result of its initial 
construction and all subsequent modifications. The visual simulations depict the further 
changes proposed as part of the project, which the EIR finds would not generally be 
noticeable, and would be less than significant. Likewise, Section III.B., Geology, Soils, 
and Seismicity, describes the structural evaluation of Sutro Tower, which accounts for all 
changes to the tower over time. As stated on DEIR p. 58, “The model used for the 2008 
seismic and structural analysis accounted for the existing structure, including the 
modifications made as part of a wind upgrade undertaken in connection with the earlier 
installation of DTV antennas, the modifications included as part of the seismic upgrade 
completed in 2005, and the weight of the currently proposed DTV equipment.”28 The 
analysis concludes that the project as proposed, with structural upgrades of the tower, 
would not result in any significant adverse effects. And in Section III.C, Radio Frequency 
Radiation, the existing radio frequency radiation (RFR) emissions are those that include 
all antennas on Sutro Tower, including those added over time. The analysis also shows 
the proposed project’s incremental change, which, in the case of RFR, would result in a 
slight decrease from existing conditions, and therefore would be less than significant. 

                                                      
26  CEQA Guidelines Section 15125(a). 
27  CEQA Guidelines Section 15065(a)(3). 
28  The 2008 analysis also assumed an additional 20,000 pounds of future equipment could be installed on the tower. 
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 Finally, as was stated in response to a comment on visual quality, the changes currently 
proposed at Sutro Tower are relatively minimal in the context of the tower’s existing 
scale and massing, which has remained essentially the same since the tower was 
constructed in the early 1970s. Accordingly, it is unlikely that any combination of 
changes in the placement or number of antennas and other equipment since the tower’s 
initial construction could have resulted in a significant impact. 

 In light of the findings in the DEIR, the project would not result in a cumulatively 
considerable contribution to any cumulative impacts. 

Alternatives 
Comment [ALT1] 
The DEIR’s analysis of alternatives is inadequate because it does not evaluate alternative 
locations for the proposed non-television antennas and considers only alternative locations for the 
entire array of proposed digital television antennas, nor is an alternative considered that would re-
use the existing digital antennas. (Siu Ling Chen; Susan M. Keeney) 

Response 

 Concerning non-television antennas, as stated on DEIR pp. 29 – 30, the project objectives 
primarily center on compliance with the federal mandate to convert all television 
broadcasting to digital signals by February 2009. The project would remove existing 
television antennas (including existing digital antennas) and install new digital main and 
auxiliary antennas so that Sutro Tower broadcasters could replicate the existing signal 
coverage provided by analog TV broadcasting. Consistent with an additional project 
objective, to “maintain flexibility to accommodate future technical improvements in 
broadcast communications technology and avoid technical constraints that would limit 
compliance with or implementation of future regulatory and technological 
developments,” the proposed project also includes “alteration, replacement, or addition of 
small ancillary and accessory antennas and equipment” (DEIR p. 24). 

 As stated on DEIR p. 25, “At present, the project sponsor anticipates, as part of the 
proposed project, that a new 2-foot microwave dish and 14 new 36-inch by 30-inch by 
2-inch panel antennas would be installed at Level 3 (385 feet AGL) for two new high-
speed wireless data service tenants.” While other such smaller-scale antennas may be 
altered, replaced, or added in the future, the currently proposed project does not involve 
any changes to the vast majority of the 184 existing smaller-scale antennas and other 
equipment on the tower.  

 CEQA Guidelines Section 15126.6(a) requires that an EIR “describe a range of 
reasonable alternatives to the project, or the location of the project” that would reduce or 
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avoid impacts of the project. The analysis of alternatives is governed by the “rule of 
reason,” which “requires the EIR to set forth only those alternatives necessary to permit a 
reasoned choice” by decision-makers, and the alternatives “shall be limited to ones that 
would avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of the project” 
(Guidelines Section 15126.6(f)). Specifically with regard to alternative sites, “The key 
question and first step in analysis is whether any of the significant effects of the project 
would be avoided or substantially lessened by putting the project in another location. 
Only locations that would avoid or substantially lessen any of the significant effects of 
the project need be considered for inclusion in the EIR” (Guidelines 
Section 15126.6(f)(2)(A)). Installation of the proposed new microwave dish and 14 new 
panel antennas at another location would not result in any meaningful change in project 
impacts and would not avoid or substantially lessen any significant effect of the proposed 
project, and therefore would not meet the CEQA Guidelines definition of an alternative to 
be considered in the EIR. It is further noted, in regard to the avoidance of significant 
impact, that the DEIR does not identify any significant impacts that could not be 
mitigated to a less-than-significant level (DEIR p. 74). 

 The DEIR is required to analyze a reasonable range of alternatives. The alternatives 
analysis must contain sufficient information from which to extrapolate the impacts of 
hypothetical alternatives falling between the identified alternatives. As stated on DEIR p. 
75 – 76, the DEIR includes “a range of alternatives to the proposed project, and extend 
from doing nothing (Alternative A, “No Project”) to moving all 11 television stations to 
an alternative location (Alternative B, “San Bruno Mountain”). Alternative C evaluates 
the relocation of some stations to Mt. Diablo and the retention of some antennas at Sutro 
Tower. These alternatives represent a range of alternatives to allow informed decision-
making and provide sufficient information from which to extrapolate the impacts of 
hypothetical alternatives with antenna distribution falling somewhere between those 
described in the identified alternatives.” 

 Regarding the potential for continuing use of the existing digital television antennas, this 
possibility is included as part of the No-Project Alternative, under which “ten of Sutro 
Tower’s 11 television stations would continue to operate from the existing DTV antennas 
that are installed below Level 6 on the tower,” while one station “would use its existing 
analog antenna above Level 6 for DTV operation after the DTV transition” (DEIR p. 76). 
However, as discussed previously, the No-Project Alternative would not allow the Sutro 
Tower television stations to provide uninterrupted broadcast service because there would 
be no auxiliary antennas for use in the event of maintenance or an emergency. 
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Issues Discussed in the Initial Study 

Noise [IS1] 

Comment 
The DEIR does not analyze noise impacts and how they might change with installation of “a new 
configuration of guy wires and cables.” (Siu Ling Chen; Susan M. Keeney) 

Response 

 Noise impacts are analyzed in the Initial Study (DEIR Appendix A), where it is noted 
(p. 27): 

The guy-wires installed to secure Sutro Tower’s antenna stacks were 
originally composed of a stiff fiberglass material. In the early years of 
Sutro Tower’s operation, several neighbors complained of vibration noise 
from these guy-wires in high wind conditions. In the late 1970s, all 
original guy-wires were replaced with new strands composed of a more 
flexible material, and vibration dampers were attached to each new guy-
wire. The general manager for Sutro Tower, Inc. reports that he has 
received no complaints from neighbors about noise from the guy-wires in 
his 15 years of tenure. 

None of the proposed modifications to the tower would be expected to 
change existing noise conditions. Therefore, effects of wind-generated 
noise would be less than significant because the proposed project would 
not substantially alter existing noise levels resulting from wind passing 
through the tower structure and the new antennas would be more than 200 
feet above ground level. 

 Therefore, noise impacts would be less than significant. 

Shadow [IS2] 

Comment 
“Have the shadow impacts of the proposed reconfiguration been analyzed?” (Susan M. Keeney) 

Response 

 Shadow impacts were analyzed in the Initial Study (Appendix A of the DEIR). The Initial 
Study noted (p. 29) that “because the various antennas would be at least 200 feet above 
ground level and no more than about eight feet in width, [they] thus would cast minimal 
shadow on the ground.” Footnote 9 on p. 29 of the Initial Study further explained, 
“Because the sun is a sphere, not a point, sunlight strikes a given object from multiple, 
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slightly differing angles. This means that the edge of a shadow cast by a distant object is 
not a bright line, but is slightly diffuse, and therefore distant narrow objects (such as an 
antenna high up on the tower) do not generally cast clearly defined shadows.” 
Accordingly, shadow impacts of the proposed project would be less than significant. 
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D. Staff-Initiated Text Changes 
The following changes to the text of the Draft EIR are made in response to comments on the 
DEIR or are included to clarify the DEIR text. In each change, new language is double 
underlined, while deleted text is shown in strikethrough, except where the text is indicated as 
entirely new, in which case no underlining is used for easier reading. 

On page 15, the third sentence of the first paragraph on DEIR p. 15 is revised as follows to ensure 
that the description of the Sutro Tower facility is complete: 

 The entire Sutro Tower facility includes the tower, a transmitter building, a garage 
and storage building, a guard station, diesel-powered emergency generators, two 
underground diesel storage tanks (in concrete vaults for leak containment), ancillary 
antennas and equipment associated with radio communications, and a surface parking 
lot with striping to accommodate 23 cars. 

 
On page 27, the following text is added as a new paragraph prior to the first full paragraph to 
ensure that the description of the Project Setting is complete: 

 In addition to the antennas on Sutro Tower, City and County of San Francisco’s 
Central Radio Station (CRS) is located on Twin Peaks, about one-fourth mile east of 
Sutro Tower. This facility contains two 180-foot transmission towers with antennas 
for the Police and Fire Departments, including the 911 emergency dispatch system, 
as well as other agencies such as the Sheriff, District Attorney, Office of Emergency 
Services, and others, including the San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 
(SFPUC), as well as radio station KALW, operated by the San Francisco Unified 
School District. The CRS also has a smaller, 40-foot tower that supports several 
microwave antennas. Additionally, the SFPUC and the Fire Department operate 
several low-power communications systems in connection with reservoirs in the 
vicinity of Sutro Tower. 

 
On page 68, the following as a new paragraph prior to the first full paragraph In addition, to 
incorporate information on the Central Radio Station into the analysis of radio frequency 
radiation: 

 The City’s Central Radio Station (CRS) is located on Twin Peaks, about one-fourth 
mile east of Sutro Tower. At this distance, RFR emissions from the CRS would not 
substantially increase ambient RFR near Sutro Tower. Moreover, to the extent they 
would be measurable, cumulative radio frequency emissions from these towers, as 
well as emissions from the nearby low-power antennas operated by the San Francisco 
Public Utilities Commission and Fire Department, are included in the measurement 
of ambient conditions that have been taken near Sutro Tower, while Sutro Tower 
emissions (and other antenna emissions) are included in the measurement of ambient 
conditions that have been taken near the CRS, described above. None of these 
readings has exceeded the FCC maximum permissible exposure. 
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