
 

 
 

Senate Panel Weighs Wireless, Broadband Permit Fee 
Bills 
Telecommunications industry representatives told lawmakers Thursday legislation to cap 
permit fees for right-of-way access to utility poles for placement of infrastructure or for work 
on projects along county roads would reduce barriers to installing technology upgrades and 
expanding service to new customers. 

Sen. Joe Hune (R-Whitmore Lake) told fellow members of the Senate Energy and 
Technology Committee his bill, SB 637, would set statewide standards for companies 
looking to install new small wireless technology efficiently in existing right-of-ways. 
SB 637 would create a Small Wireless Communications Facilities Deployment Act allowing 
providers to collocate small cell wireless facilities and work on utility poles inside a right-of-
way. The bill would also streamline the infrastructure installation process. 

The small devices are meant to be installed on existing cell towers to improve cellphone 
and computer service as demand grows. Mr. Hune said the state needs to "keep up with the 
future of technology." 

Fees for installing small cell wireless facilities would be capped at $100 per device for up to 
five devices in an application and $50 for each additional one. Mr. Hune said having a price 
that does not provide a barrier to their installation is important. He cited a proposed $2,000 
annual permit cost floated in Buffalo, New York, in recent months as an example of 
excessive rates for companies that may need to install upgrades on tens of thousands of 
poles. 

Industry officials in support of SB 637 told the committee the permitting process can be slow 
and cumbersome, saying streamlining would help, as would having a fair fee cap in place. 

The committee also heard testimony on SB 636, a bill relating to permit fees for broadband 
projects. 
Bill sponsor Sen. Dale Zorn (R-Ida) said it would cap county road commission fees at the 
current $300 per permit and $1,000 total for all permits per project for projects in the right-
of-way of a county road. It would also ban road commissions from requiring permits for 
performing routine maintenance or repairs more than once per year, with such permit fees 
being capped at $300. 
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Road commissions would also be banned from requiring bonds of more than $20,000 as 
well as from requiring more than one security bond or right-of-way bond per project, among 
other changes. 

"Government must get out of the way," Mr. Zorn said of requiring excessive or duplicative 
fees. 

Scott Stevenson with the Telecommunications Association of Michigan cited multiple 
projects that association members have delayed or axed for providing broadband service to 
residents in areas just outside of city limits in multiple counties. He said excessive fees and 
bonding requirements were to blame. 

"These fees matter," Mr. Stevenson said. 

County Road Association of Michigan Deputy Director Ed Noyola said efforts are already 
underway at standardizing fees within the association. He said incidents like those cited by 
Mr. Stevenson should be reported to the association for investigation. Mr. Noyola said the 
organization is willing to work with utility groups on the issue. 

"We're not here to make money," Mr. Noyola said, but to cover the costs for project impacts 
on public right-of-ways. 

 

 
 
'Small Cells' Debate Pits Cell Phone Companies Against Locals 

Bills clearing a regulatory path for "small cell" technology debuted today with lines drawn between 
telecommunications and local government interests -- for now. 
 
Sen. Mike NOFS (R-Battle Creek), chair of the Senate Energy and Technology Committee, is 
pushing bills to create a statewide regulation for installing outdoor smart cells in metro areas, 
something that would improve cell phone and internet reception in predominately urban areas.  
 
The small cells are portable miniature base stations -- an example in committee had them around 
the size of a router you may use for wireless Internet -- that require minimal power to operate and 
can be placed close together.  
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The idea is that placing small cells on already-existing infrastructure, like power poles, allow for 
creating a better wireless network in a more efficient way by not having to construct more power 
poles (See "Nofs Thinking 'Small' With Coming Legislation," 9/28/17).  
 
The goal is to create better wireless service to fulfill demand, particularly as the industry says it's 
heading toward 5G connectivity.  
 
The big mobile and wireless providers want this done. Verizon had one of its officials testify in favor 
today, while AT&T, T-Mobile, Sprint and T-Mobile all made their support known via submitted cards.  
 
With that comes  SB 0637, sponsored by Sen. Joe HUNE (R-Fowlerville), which gives these smart 
cells a regulatory home and allows providers to co-locate small cells on utility poles.  
 
Its companion bill,  SB 0636, sponsored by Sen. Dale ZORN (R-Ida), pares back some permit fees 
and other costs that come with installing these devices in right-of-way areas.  
 
It's that last part where the local opposition comes from.  
 
The Michigan Municipal League (MML), the Michigan Association of Counties, and the Michigan 
Townships Association are all opposed  SB 0636 at this point in time, although Nofs noted that the 
MML stands ready to work with the committee on the bills.  
 
The bill caps some fees and prohibits others that county road commissions can charge providers for 
doing work in right-of-way areas. It caps the fee at $300 per permit or $1,000 total for all permits per 
project.  
 
It also prohibits road commissions from requiring providers to pay for things like surveying or 
studying the right-of-way as a condition for a permit, or for having the provider acquire a permit just 
to do routine maintenance.  
 
Zorn said the state is full of patchwork of regulations that companies have to deal with to install 
wireless and broadband technology.  
 
One official representing Frontier Communications spoke of his experience in installing wireless 
infrastructure in Michigan and provided the committee a laundry list of horror stories he's run into 
when it's come to fees in various counties. In some cases, he said, some fees have caused him to 
cease projects that could've otherwise meant broadband access for a certain area.  
 
It was much the same in terms of anecdotal examples from Scott STEVENSON, president of the 
Telecommunications Association of Michigan, who flat out said that county road commissions were 
making it unaffordable to invest in broadband.  
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Ed NOYOLA, deputy director of the County Road Association of Michigan (CRAM), told the 
committee that CRAM members are working to develop unified permit processes and fees. He also 
said he'd like to bring in road commissioners to address some of the issues that were brought up in 
committee on a case-by-case basis.  
 
Noyola said the fees aren't there for the counties to generate revenue. They're there to cover the 
costs of the work it takes to keep everything about the right-of-way safe, from motorists to utility 
workers to the infrastructure in that space.  
 
The push-and-pull on right-of-way access and the fees associated with them was similar to bills that 
just started in the House (See "Right Of Way Debate Of 2017 Starts Off Tense," 10/24/17).  
 
Other supporters of  SB 0636 -- the bill paring back fees and costs for right-of-way work -- include 
the Michigan Chamber of Commerce and the Michigan Cable Telecommunications Association.  
 
Another opponent of  SB 0637, the bill providing regulations for smart cells, included a woman 
from Nofs' district who opposed the bill because of the threat of radiation.  
 
The committee took testimony on the bills but didn't move them today.  
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