
 
 

 

CITY COUNCIL AGENDA REPORT 

MEETING DATE:  MARCH 4, 2008 ITEM NUMBER:  

SUBJECT: AT&T ABOVE GROUND UTILITY CABINETS 
 
DATE: FEBRUARY 21, 2008 
 
FROM:  PUBLIC SERVICES DEPARTMENT – ENGINEERING DIVISION 
 
PRESENTATION 
BY: 

PETER NAGHAVI, ACTING DIRECTOR, PUBLIC SERVICES  

 
FOR FURTHER INFORMATION CONTACT: PETER NAGHAVI, ACTING DIRECTOR, PUBLIC 

SERVICES, (714) 754-5182 
 

 
RECOMMENDATION:
 
Provide direction to staff as to future improvements and release of pending permits for 
AT&T above ground utility cabinets in Costa Mesa.   
 

BACKGROUND: 
 
In accordance with California State legislation, AB 2987, AT&T is permitted to install 
equipment necessary to provide video service to residents/customers in their service area.  
At City Council meetings of November 14, 2006 and February 20, 2007, the Council 
reviewed “Conditions of Approval” (Attachment 1) for the installation of large, above ground 
utility cabinets and limited the number of AT&T video cabinets that may be installed 
citywide to a maximum of 100 locations.  AT&T is required to request Council approval to 
install additional cabinets in excess of 100.   
 
At the January 8, 2008 City Council Study Session, staff presented a status report 
regarding the installation of AT&T “Project Lightspeed” utility cabinets designed to provide 
video service to Costa Mesa residents (Attachment 2).  At the meeting, several Council 
Members expressed concern for the aesthetic appearance of the AT&T utility cabinets, and 
directed staff to work with Planning Division staff and AT&T representatives to resolve 
these issues.   
 

ANALYSIS:
AT&T has applied for permits to install utility cabinets at a total of 95 locations.  As of 
February 21, 2008, installation of cabinets has been completed at 37 locations and work is 
underway at 11 additional locations at the present time.  Permits have not yet been issued 
for the remainder of 47 locations pending resolution of aesthetic concerns and Council 
direction.   
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Since the January 8, 2008 study session, staff has met with AT&T representatives 
numerous times and has discussed methods to eliminate or minimize aesthetic concerns.  
Staff has also conducted over 10 field trips with AT&T representatives to closely review 
each individual location to verify optimum placement of the utility cabinet and look for ways 
to improve the aesthetics of the overall setting.  Issues discussed with AT&T 
representatives are outlined in a letter from AT&T dated January 17, 2008 (Attachment 3) 
and include the following discussion items.   
 

1. Undergrounding the proposed cabinets – If the utility cabinet were placed 
underground in a functioning vault, it would be necessary to ventilate and condition 
the air to eliminate moisture and control the temperature in order to cool and protect 
sensitive equipment.  This condition would require the placement of similar size 
ventilation cabinet above ground at the vault location.  This ventilation cabinet would 
present the same aesthetic issues as the originally proposed above ground 
“Lightspeed” utility cabinet.  In addition an access hatch would also be needed.   
The vault would also need to be large enough to be occupied by service personnel.  
Undergrounding involves extensive excavation and reconstruction of the sidewalk 
and street sections and is prohibitively costly for the overall size of the equipment 
involved.  As each proposed cabinet serves approximately 400 residential homes, 
many vaults would be needed at many locations.  Due to these reasons, 
undergrounding of these utility cabinets in a vault is not a viable option.   

 
2. Screening the cabinets – Screening the cabinets by fencing or other hardscape 

features requires anchoring and securing such items to the ground while allowing 
AT&T technicians to be able to perform their work at each cabinet.  In most 
locations anchoring of such screening is not possible due to many location 
elements.  In addition, such features are ultimately larger than the utility cabinet, 
thereby taking up more space in the public right-of-way.  AT&T has agreed to work 
with City staff to screen cabinets with landscaping where possible as part of the 
construction process.  Further, AT&T agrees to replace any plantings that do not 
survive a 6 month time period.  The landscape type and location, based on 
availability of irrigation system within public right-of-way, will be determined by City 
staff.  AT&T agrees that screening issues are best addressed on a case-by-case 
basis and will work with staff to develop the most practical and cost effective 
strategy for each location.   

 
3. Cabinet material or color – The “Project Lightspeed” video cabinets are not available 

in stainless steel.  To maintain a correct temperature and minimize noise to 
surrounding area, the cabinets are painted either a light tan or light pale green color.  
They are also finished with a special graffiti resistant coating to allow easy cleanup 
and maintenance.  No other coatings or paint may be placed on the cabinet as they 
can negatively affect the reflective nature of the cabinet as well as the technical 
operation of the sensitive equipment.  In most cases, the new video cabinets are 
paired with existing AT&T utility cabinets.  When placed near existing cabinets, 
AT&T will repaint the existing (old) cabinets to match the newly installed cabinets.   

 
4. Combine cabinets – Cabinets are generally sized to accommodate only the 

necessary equipment.  However, where possible, AT&T will consolidate equipment 
to reduce the overall number of new cabinets.  This option may however, require the 
installation of one larger cabinet to house equipment from two cabinets.   
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5. Cabinet orientation –AT&T prefers the cabinet doors open toward the street; 
however, where it is appropriate and does not affect pedestrian accessibility 
requirements, City staff will reorient cabinet doors away from the street.  Also, 
positioning the doors away from the street, may offer increased opportunities for 
landscape screening in front of the cabinet on the street side.  AT&T will work with 
City staff to position each cabinet to the best advantage of the surroundings.   

 
6. Identification labels – Identification labels are necessary to locate and identify each 

type of utility cabinet.  Typically, AT&T installs large reflective orange labels on their 
cabinets.  However, they have agreed to remove all orange labels and replace 
these with smaller size numbers.  This work has already started and will include all 
new AT&T installations.   

 
The location of proposed new cabinets is determined by the location of existing AT&T 
facilities.  In order to provide the necessary video signal strength, the new AT&T cabinets 
must be located adjacent to or near existing telephone cabinets.  AT&T has indicated that 
in no case can the new equipment be located further than 150 feet.  The new AT&T 
cabinets also need to be located where electrical service can be provided to operate the 
equipment needed to convert the signal from the fiber optic cable into a signal that can be 
transmitted over the existing telephone wires.   
 
In order to resolve aesthetic concerns as much as possible, City staff and AT&T 
representatives have personally visited each and every location, both where cabinets have 
already been installed and each future location where a permit has not yet been issued.  It 
is clear that there is no one solution to resolve all of the aesthetic issues at hand.  As a 
demonstration project, and to continue to include all cabinets possible, a few locations 
have been selected for installation of landscaping.  These locations either have existing 
irrigation, are well maintained by adjacent property owners, or have other beneficial 
features.  The demonstration locations include:   
 

• 740 Paularino Avenue – Attachments 4 & 5 – This cabinet is placed between the 
sidewalk and the curb.  Attachment 4 depicts the cabinet as originally installed in the 
grass parkway.   Sufficient right-of-way exists to permit modification to the existing 
landscaping around the cabinets, helping to minimize the impacts of the cabinet and 
adding to the aesthetics of the area.  Attachment 5 depicts the new landscaping and 
also includes a rendering of how the area would look as the landscaping matures.   

 
• 185 E. Bay Street (on Orange Avenue side of property) – Attachment 6 – With the 

sidewalk located adjacent to the street, this cabinet placement takes advantage of 
the landscape parkway as it blends in with the adjacent property.  This attachment 
also depicts the current landscaping and a rendering depicting how the area would 
look as the landscaping matures.  This location however, may receive further 
landscaping treatment.   

 
• 900 Victoria Street – Attachment 7 – This photo depicts a simulation by staff used to 

evaluate the location of a proposed cabinet.  The “box” is sized to match a typical 
cabinet and is used to evaluate visual impacts as well as sight obstructions that may 
impact traffic safety if the cabinet were located too near an intersection or driveway.  
The proposed cabinet is located behind Victoria Street sound wall and across from 
the two homes to avoid having the cabinet directly in front of the neighboring 
homes, thereby, taking advantage of the existing landscape area to make possible 
additional plantings to screen the cabinet.   
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• 1116 Victoria Street – Attachment 8 – This location depicts a cabinet installation 

placed within a public easement area behind an existing fence and landscaped 
area.  The fence provides a natural screen to block view of the cabinet from the 
street.  Where possible this provides an effective screening of the cabinet.   

 
As demonstrated with the above examples, each site needs to be reviewed on a case-by-
case basis to determine the best use of the available features.  While there are some 
locations where public right-of-way is limited and options to screen cabinets are few, there 
are clearly solutions available at many locations to address and minimize aesthetic issues.   
 
The continued review of each location by staff and AT&T representatives will ensure that 
every opportunity is taken to not only minimize aesthetic impacts of the new video cabinets, 
but to also enhance the area wherever possible.   
 
At this time staff has stopped issuing permits for another 47 locations contingent upon 
further Council direction.  As staff from the City and AT&T have committed a significant 
amount of effort to minimize issues of concern, and as it is expected that an overall 
improvement will result due to these steps, it is recommended that the City Council 
authorize staff to release these permits and continue to work with AT&T.   
 
The City, per the State Government Code, is entitled to receive a 5% Franchisee Fee.  It 
may be possible to arrive at a certain agreement with AT&T to initiate a trust fund and 
request AT&T to deposit an advance amount of funds to be used for further improvements 
at these locations, above and beyond those items currently agreed upon by AT&T.  In this 
manner, the City, with approval by AT&T, may select a variety of improvements to 
eliminate or further minimize visual impacts of the new utility cabinets.   
 

ALTERNATIVES CONSIDERED: 
 
The City Council may reconsider their previously approved “Conditions of Approval” to 
reduce the number of allowed cabinets, provide more restriction on the proposed location 
of the cabinets, and/or require other steps. 
 

FISCAL REVIEW:
There is no fiscal impact to the City directly related to this item.  Permit fees are paid by 
AT&T for each permit.  AT&T also reimburses the City for any overtime charges relating 
to field investigation of proposed cabinet locations.  The City will also receive a 
franchise fee from AT&T.   
 

LEGAL REVIEW:
No legal review is required on this item at this time.   
 

 

CONCLUSION:
Staff has met with representatives of AT&T to resolve aesthetic issues resulting from 
placement of new video cabinets in the public right-of-way.  Most locations have been 
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carefully reviewed and AT&T has agreed to work with City staff to improve landscape 
features and take other related measures to minimize the City’s concerns.  Staff will 
continue to employ these techniques when issuing the remainder of the outstanding 
permits to AT&T.   
 
 
 
 
PETER NAGHAVI  
  

Acting Director of Public Services  
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http://www.costamesaca.gov/ftp/council/agenda/2008/2008-03-04/3-4-08at&tattach1.pdf
http://www.ci.costa-mesa.ca.us/council/study-session/2008-01-08/AT&T%20Cabinet%20Installation%20Status%20Report.pdf
http://www.costamesaca.gov/ftp/council/agenda/2008/2008-03-04/3-4-08at&tattach2.pdf
http://www.costamesaca.gov/ftp/council/agenda/2008/2008-03-04/304-08at&tattach3&4.pdf
http://www.costamesaca.gov/ftp/council/agenda/2008/2008-03-04/3-4-08at&tattach5.pdf
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