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DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 
 

Planning Division 
 

m e m o r a n d u m 

 
 

 

TO:  The Urbana Plan Commission 

 

FROM: Rebecca Bird, Planner I 

 

DATE: March 4, 2011 

 

SUBJECT: Plan Case No. 2137-SU-11: A request by Urbana-Champaign Independent Media Center 

for a Special Use Permit to construct a 100-foot radio transmission tower at 202 S 

Broadway Avenue in the B-4, Central Business Zoning District. 

 

 

Introduction  
 

The Urbana-Champaign Independent Media Center (UCIMC), WRFU-LP 104.5 FM submitted an 

application (attached) on January 28, 2011 for a Special Use Permit to construct a 100-foot radio 

transmission tower at their facility at 202 S Broadway Avenue, Urbana, Illinois. Currently, the UCIMC 

has a roof-mounted radio antenna with a height above ground level of 65 feet. They are requesting 

permission to construct a permanent freestanding radio transmission tower with a height of 100 feet on 

the south side of their building, adjacent to the north-east portion of Lincoln Square Village. A copy of 

the site plan is attached. The subject property is owned by the Urbana-Champaign Independent Media 

Center Foundation and is zoned B-4, Central Business. A Special Use Permit for construction of a radio 

transmission tower is required by Section XIII-1.R of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance. 

 

According to the applicant, listeners in areas to the north and west of downtown have problems 

receiving WRFU-LP 104.5 FM. The proposed tower would allow listeners in those areas to receive the 

signal. If approved, the existing roof-mounted antenna would be removed.  

 

The proposed radio transmission tower is a self-supporting lattice style tower. It is six feet seven inches 

wide at the base and one foot six inches wide at the top. As it is self-supporting, it will not require guy 

wires. See attached application for tower plans.  

 

 

Background 
 

In May of 2005, the Urbana-Champaign Independent Media Center Foundation purchased 202 S 

Broadway Avenue to house a community media and arts center from the United States Postal Service. 

UCIMC operates a community radio station, a media training facility, a performance venue, a public 

access computer center, a computer help desk, and an art gallery and artist studios. In addition, the Post 

Office store remains in the building. 
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According to their mission statement, the Urbana-Champaign Independent Media Center is a grassroots 

organization committed to using media production and distribution as tools for promoting social and 

economic justice in the Champaign County area.  

 
Description of the Site and Surrounding Properties 

 

The subject property is located at the southeast corner of the intersection of Elm Street and Broadway 

Avenue in downtown Urbana. Surrounding the subject site are the Champaign County Courthouse, a 

parking lot, Lincoln Square Village, and the Urbana Landmark Hotel. The zoning and future land use 

designations for both the subject site and the surrounding properties are Central Business.   

 
Zoning and Land Use Table  
 

The following is a summary of surrounding zoning and land uses for the subject site: 

 

Location Zoning Existing Land Use Comprehensive 

Plan 

Future Land Use 
Subject 

Property 
B-4, Central Business 

Community Media & Arts 

Center 
Central Business 

North B-4, Central Business 

 

Champaign County 

Courthouse 

 

Central Business 

South B-4, Central Business 

 

Lincoln Square Village 

Shopping Mall 

Central Business 

East B-4, Central Business 
City-owned 

Parking Lot 
Central Business 

West B-4, Central Business Urbana Landmark Hotel Central Business 

 

 

Resolution in Support of Expanding Low Power FM Radio Service 

 

On March 16, 2009, the Urbana City Council passed Resolution No. 2009-03-014R (Exhibit F) 

supporting the expansion of low-power FM radio service. The resolution states that the availability of 

local and democratically controlled media outlets is essential to promoting citizen participation in public 

affairs, ensuring rapid responses to natural disasters, overcoming historic inequalities in access to the 

means of communication and strengthening a vibrant democracy. 
 

Comments from the Historic Preservation Commission 

 

According to the Urbana Zoning Ordinance, Section XII-3, F.11, one of the powers and duties of the 

Historic Preservation Commission is to review and comment on Special Use Permit applications for 

properties adjacent to local historic landmarks.  

 

On March 2, 2011, the Historic Preservation Commission reviewed the Special Use Permit application 

and provided the following comments: 
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 Visual impact of taller tower.   

 Possible precedent of approving a tall tower downtown.   

 Necessity of 100-foot height for the tower.  

 Possible alternate sites should be investigated.  

 

For further information, please see the attached meeting minutes. 
 

Discussion 
 

Staff Analysis 

 

The petitioner states that the proposed tower is necessary because the existing tower structure is 

insufficient to carry the radio signal to listeners in areas to the north and west due to the constraints 

placed on WRFU-LP by the requirements of its Federal Communications Commission license. The 

existing tower was installed as a temporary measure until such time as the UCIMC was ready to install a 

permanent freestanding tower. Because the radio station is a low-power FM station, locating the antenna 

on another existing tower is not a viable option for the applicant. In order to transmit the signal to an off-

site antenna, the UCIMC would need to install at least one microwave link which would make the 

project financially infeasible. The applicant states that this would also make maintenance for the antenna 

more difficult and expensive and would limit their effectiveness under emergency conditions because 

each relay would require its own backup power supply. In addition, this option would require keeping 

the existing roof-mounted tower to establish a “line of sight” connection to the off-site antenna. As 

locating the antenna on another property is not a viable option for them, the UCIMC is proposing to 

install a tower on their property in a manner that impacts the surrounding properties and neighborhood 

as little as possible.     
 

The proposed tower would be located on the least visible area of the property, between the IMC building 

and the northeast portion of Lincoln Square Village. At ground level, views of the tower will be blocked 

by adjacent structures to the north, east, and south. The only view of the base of the tower from ground 

level will be from the west where the base of the tower will be visible to people using the north entrance 

to Lincoln Square Village. Consequently, the lower third of the tower will be blocked from public view, 

other than from the north entrance of Lincoln Square Village and from some windows in the Urbana 

Landmark Hotel. 

 

Although the proposed 100-foot tower would not be highly visible at ground level, it would be visible 

above the skyline. For comparison purposes, the Champaign County Courthouse clock tower is 135 feet 

in height. The Urbana Landmark Hotel and the bell tower at the First United Methodist Church at 304 S 

Race Street both reach approximately 70 feet in height. The building at 115 West Main Street and 

County Plaza at 102 E Main Street are approximately 60 feet in height. The UCIMC’s existing radio 

transmission tower, located on the roof of their building, is 65 feet in height. While the tower would be 

taller than most of the surrounding structures, its narrow width will limit its visual impact. (Photos 

attached with skyline views.) 

 

Another point to consider is that the proposed free-standing tower would replace the existing roof-

mounted tower. Although the proposed tower is taller, it is free-standing and not roof-mounted. A free-

standing tower would be preferable in historic preservation terms for the old Post Office building.  
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Towers  

 

The following zoning requirements relate directly to towers and to towers requiring a Special Use 

Permit. It is important to note that these requirements were implemented in response to the rise of 

personal wireless service, competing telephone service providers, and the resulting proliferation of 

private towers and antennae being constructed throughout Urbana. Consequently, some required 

submittals and review standards may not be applicable to this review. For instance, the applicants are not 

being required to submit an inventory of their existing towers which could provide part of a network for 

signal transmission. 

 

The Zoning Ordinance does not include a maximum allowable height or minimum required setback for 

towers in the B-4, Central Business zoning district although such restrictions are included for other 

zoning districts (Section XIII-1.E.8).  In terms of aesthetics, the Zoning Ordinance requires that the 

tower site, to the extent possible, be screened with live plantings and include evergreen vegetation with a 

minimum height of six feet. If a chain link fence is used, it must be screened with evergreen vegetation 

that will reach a height of six feet within one year of planting. According to the Zoning Ordinance, these 

requirements can be waived under certain circumstances.  Additionally, the Zoning Ordinance requires 

towers to maintain a galvanized steel finish or, if it is to be painted, a neutral color.  
 

Section XIII-1.R.4 includes a number of additional factors for the Plan Commission and the City 

Council to consider in granting special use permits for towers:  

 

a) Height of the proposed tower;  

b) Proximity of the tower to residential structures and residential district boundaries;  

c) Nature of uses on adjacent and nearby properties;  

d) Surrounding topography;  

e) Surrounding tree coverage and foliage;  

f) Proposed ingress and egress; and  

g) Availability of suitable existing towers, other structures, or alternative technologies not requiring 

the use of towers or structures, as discussed in this Article.  

 

Section XIII-1R.6 requires security fencing: 

 

Security Fencing.  Towers shall be enclosed by security fencing not less than six feet in height and 

shall also be equipped with an appropriate anti-climbing device; provided however, that the Plan 

Commission may recommend or the City Council may waive such requirements, as it deems 

appropriate. 

 

Section XIII-R.7 states landscaping requirements: 

 

Landscaping.  The following requirements shall govern the landscaping surrounding towers for 

which a special use permit is required; provided however, that the Plan Commission may 

recommend or the City Council may waive such requirements if the goals of this ordinance would be 

better served thereby. 

 

a) Tower facilities shall be landscaped with a buffer of plant materials that effectively screens 

the view of the tower compound from property used for residences.  The standard buffer shall 

consist of a landscaped strip at least four feet wide outside the perimeter of the compound. 
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b) In locations where the visual impact of the tower would be minimal, the Plan Commission 

may recommend and the City Council may waive the landscaping requirement. 

 

c) Existing mature tree growth and natural landforms on the site shall be preserved to the 

maximum extent possible.  In some cases, such as towers sited on large, wooded lots, natural 

growth around the property perimeter may provide a sufficient buffer. 
 

Consideration 

 

The Plan Commission will determine whether the reasons set forth in the application, and the evidence 

adduced during the public hearing, justify the granting of the special use permit, and whether the 

proposed use will be in harmony with the general purpose and intent of the Zoning Ordinance, and will 

not be unreasonably injurious or detrimental to the district in which it shall be located, or otherwise 

injurious or detrimental to the public welfare. 

 

In addition, the Plan Commission shall make a recommendation to the City Council for or against the 

proposed special use, and may also recommend such additional conditions and requirements on the 

operation of the proposed use as are appropriate or necessary for the public health, safety, and welfare, 

and to carry out the purposes of the Ordinance, including but not limited to the following: 

 

1. Regulate the location, extent, and intensity of such use; 

2. Require adherence to an approve site plan 

3. Require landscaping and the screening of such use by means of fences, walls, or vegetation; 

4. Stipulate a required minimum lot size, minimum yards, and maximum height of buildings 

and structures; 

5. Regulate vehicular access and volume, and the design and location of parking and loading 

areas and structures; 

6. Require conformance to health, safety, and sanitation requirements as necessary; 

7. Regulate signs and outdoor lighting; 

8. Any other conditions deemed necessary to effect the purposes of this Ordinance. 

 
Requirements for a Special Use Permit 

 

According to Section VII-4 of the Urbana Zoning Ordinance, an application for a Special Use Permit 

shall demonstrate the following: 

 

That the proposed use is conducive to the public convenience at that location. 

 

The proposed use would be conducive to the public convenience at this location. The existing roof-

mounted tower, installed in the Fall of 2005, was a temporary measure until such time that the UCIMC 

was ready to construct a permanent tower. The roof-mounted tower has a height of 65 feet. According to 

the applicant, the proposed tower would improve the reception of WRFU for listeners in areas to the 

north and west of downtown who currently have difficulty receiving the signal. The poor reception is 

due to the radio transmission signal being blocked by taller buildings to the north and west of the subject 

site. WRFU-LP is a low-power FM radio station regulated by the Federal Communications Commission 

(FCC). Its transmitting power is limited to 100 watts from an antenna whose center can be no more than 

100-feet high. The UCIMC is proposing a 100-foot tower, the maximum allowable by the FCC, to serve 

as much of Urbana-Champaign as possible. Listeners of WRFU would benefit from the proposed tower, 

in particular in the areas that currently do not receive the signal. 
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That the proposed use is designed, located, and proposed to be operated so that it will not be 

unreasonably injurious or detrimental to the district in which it shall be located, or otherwise 

injurious or detrimental to the public welfare. 

 

The proposed use will not be injurious to the public welfare.  The UCIMC has selected a location for the 

proposed tower that would minimize the impact on surrounding property. The proposed location is on 

the south side of the Independent Media Center building, between the building and the northeast portion 

of Lincoln Square Village which has no windows or doors near the proposed location. (See Exhibit E for 

photos of the proposed location.) The subject site is located in the B-4, Central Business zoning district 

which allows radio transmission towers with no required setback or maximum height. The lower third of 

the tower would be screened from public view other than from the north entrance to Lincoln Square 

Village.  

 

That the proposed use conforms to the applicable regulations and standards of, and preserves the 

essential character of, the district in which it shall be located, except where such regulations and 

standards are modified by Section VII-7. 

 

Towers are permitted in the B-4 Central Business zoning district under Special Use Permit review. The 

proposed facility is designed to meet applicable regulations and standards of the Urbana Building Code 

as well as applicable Federal Communications Commission regulations.   Should the Special Use Permit 

be granted, the petitioner will be required to obtain a building permit to erect the tower and antenna. The 

building permit application will be reviewed to demonstrate compliance with the provisions of the 

Special Use Permit as well as all other applicable codes and ordinances.  

 

Additionally, Special Use Permits for towers must show that the base is securely fenced and that the 

facilities be visually screened with landscaping. The Plan Commission, however, can recommend to the 

City Council a waiver of the landscape screening or fencing requirements if the goals of the Zoning 

Ordinance would otherwise be better served (Section XIII-1.R.7). City staff recommends such a waiver 

for the landscape screening requirements because the tower would only be visible at ground level from 

the west and would be installed in an area that is currently entirely paved. Such a location would not 

provide a hospitable environment for vegetation. In addition, the narrow dimension of the tower limit its 

visual impact while adding trees or other landscaping could actually increase its visibility.  

 

 

Summary of Findings 
 

1. Towers are permitted in the B-4 Central Business zoning district under Special Use Permit 

review. 

 

2. The proposed use is conducive to the public convenience because it would improve the reception 

of WRFU-LP 104.5 FM for listeners in areas to the north and west of downtown. 

 

3. The proposed use should not pose a detriment to the district in which it is proposed to be located 

or any adjoining properties. The tower is located on the least visible side of the UCIMC building 

and will be screened from ground-level view in every direction other than directly to the west. 
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4. The proposed tower will be designed to meet applicable regulations and standards of the Urbana 

Building Safety Division as well as applicable Federal Communications Commission 

regulations. 

 

5. The proposed tower will only be visible at ground level from the west and will be installed in an 

area that is currently entirely paved. Such a location would not provide a hospitable environment 

for vegetation and adding trees or other landscaping could actually increase the tower’s visual 

impact.  

 

 

Options 
 

The Plan Commission has the following options for recommendations to the City Council regarding 

Plan Case No. 2137-SUP-11: 

  

1. Recommend approval of the Special Use Permit request, without any additional conditions. 

 

2. Recommend approval of the Special Use Permit request, with any conditions deemed 

appropriate or necessary for the public health, safety, and welfare, and to carry out the 

purposes of the Zoning Ordinance. 

 

3. Recommend denial of the request for a Special Use Permit. 

 

 

Staff Recommendation 
 

Based on the evidence presented in the discussion above, and without the benefit of considering 

additional evidence that may be presented at the public hearing, staff recommends that the Plan 

Commission recommend approval of the proposed special use permit in Plan Case No. 2137-SUP-11 to 

the City Council as presented for the reasons articulated above with the following conditions: 

 

1. The tower location shall closely conform to the submitted site plan attached as Exhibit B. Any 

significant deviation from the approved site plan will require an amendment to the Special Use 

Permit, including further review by the Urbana Plan Commission and approval by the Urbana 

City Council. 

 

2. In accordance with Section XIII-1.E.2 of the Zoning Ordinance, the applicant shall submit a site 

survey of the subject property indicating that the tower will not encroach on adjoining lots, 

easements, or utilities.  

 

3. A minimum six-foot tall security fence, as well as appropriate anti-climbing measures, as 

determined by the Zoning Administrator, be constructed and maintained as part of the tower. 

 

4. The design, installation, and operation of the radio transmission tower shall be in accordance 

with all applicable city, state, and Federal codes, ordinances, and regulations, including health 

and safety regulations required by the Federal Communications Commission. 
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5. In accordance with Federal and State laws and regulations, as well as private preservation 

covenants, the applicant shall submit the proposal to the Illinois State Historic Preservation 

Officer for review and approval. City of Urbana building permits will not be issued until the City 

receives documentation of such approval.  

 

And with the variations and waivers from standard Special Use Permit requirements for 

telecommunication towers: 

 

1. A waiver from the landscape screening requirements for telecommunication towers, as 

authorized by Zoning Ordinance Section XIII-1.R.7, and based on the tower only being visible at 

ground level from the west and the fact that the tower will be installed in an area that is currently 

entirely paved. 

 
 

 

Exhibits: 

A. Location & Land Use Map  

B. Zoning Map 

C. Future Land Use Map 

D. Application with proposed site plan and tower plans 

E. Site Photos 

F. Resolution No. 2009-03-014R 

 

 

 

cc: Mike Lehman, rebelmike@earthlink.net 

Ricardo Diaz, xpenn.diaz@gmail.com  

Tatyana Safronova, tsafro@gmail.com  

Jim Webster, jim@websterappraisals.com 

Wade Franklin, lincolnsquare@areaww.com  
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BKG77 

Medium Power 
 

Broadband 
FM Circular 
Polarization 

Antenna 
Antena de 

FM Banda Ancha 
Polarizacion Circular 

 
This antenna, constructed completely of stainless steel, offers circular polarization for better coverage especially in urban areas. 
In order to facilitate and decrease shipping costs, this model is simple to break down and reassemble when ready to be installed. 
It is insulated with Teflon, and with the appropriate connector has a maximum input of 2 kw. 
Esta antena, fabricada completamente de acero inoxidable, le ofrece polarización circular para mejor alcance, especialmente en 
zonas urbanas. Para facilitar y desminuir los costos de transportación, este modelo es fácil de desarmar y volver a montar tan 
pronto que la quiera instalar. Está aislada con Teflon, y con el conector apropiado tiene una entrada máxima de 2 kw. 
 

      
 
TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS 
 

Antenna type circular polarization dipole Front-to-back ratio 3 dB 
Frequency range 87.5 - 108 MHz Lightening protection all parts grounded 
Bandwidth 16 MHz Max wind velocity 119 mph (190 km/h) 
Impedance 50 ohms Wind load 53 Lbs (24 kg) 
Connectors N type (1 kw) - 7/8 type (2 kw) Wind surface 1.1 ft

2
 (0.10 m

2
) 

Power rating 2000 Watts max Materials (external) stainless steel 
VSWR < 1.3 Mounting from 2" to 4" 
Polarization vertical and horizontal Weight 23.1 Lbs (10.5 kg) 
Gain - 3 dBd (referred to half-wave dipole) Dimensions 58"×32"×32" (1450×800×800mm) 
H plane omnidirectional ±1.5 dB (with a 4" mast) Packing 72"×6"×6" (1500×152×152mm) 
V plane omnidirectional ±3 dB (with a 4" mast)  
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Exhibit E. Site Photos 

1. Urbana-Champaign Independent Media Center, 202 N Broadway Ave 

Existing radio transmission antenna 

 

Front (west) façade, with existing roof-mounted radio transmission antenna visible 

2. South elevation, proposed location of radio transmission tower 

Proposed location 

 



 

Proposed location 

View from north entrance of Lincoln Square 

3. Northwest Portion of Urbana-Lincoln Hotel 

 

North entrance to Lincoln Square Village, only ground-level views of proposed tower 



4. Skyline Views 

 

View from Main Street would be mainly obscured by other structures 

 

View from Cunningham and University Avenues, could be visible but only just 

 

View from Elm and Vine Streets, will be visible 
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MINUTES OF A REGULAR MEETING 

  

HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMISSION        

          DRAFT 
DATE: March 2, 2011 

 

TIME:  7:00 p.m. 

 

PLACE: Council Chambers, 400 South Vine Street, Urbana, Illinois 61801 

              

 

MEMBERS PRESENT: Alice Novak, David Seyler, Kim Smith, Joan Stolz, Mary Stuart 

 

MEMBERS ABSENT: Scott Dossett, Trent Shepard 

 

STAFF PRESENT: Robert Myers, Planning Division Manager; Rebecca Bird, 

Planner I; Sukiya J. Robinson, Recording Secretary 

 

OTHERS PRESENT: Marie Bohl, Ricardo Diaz, Mike Lehman, Tatyana Safronova 

 

 

1. CALL TO ORDER, ROLL CALL AND DECLARATION OF QUORUM 
  

Urbana Historic Preservation Commission Chair, Alice Novak, called the meeting to order at 7:03 

p.m.  The roll call was taken, and a quorum was declared present.   
 

3. NEW BUSINESS 

 

Review and comment on the effects of a special use permit application on a local landmark, 

the Urbana-Lincoln Hotel, 209 S. Broadway Avenue 

 

Ms. Novak introduced this agenda item and asked for the City Staff report.  

 

Ms. Bird presented the staff report to the Commission. The Independent Media Center (IMC) has 

submitted an application for a Special Use Permit to construct a 100-foot radio transmission tower 

for their radio station (WRFU) located at 202 S. Broadway. Under Section XII-3.F of the Zoning 

Ordinance, the Historic Preservation Commission has the power to review and comment upon 

Special Use Permits for properties contiguous to local historic landmarks and districts. In this case 

the tower would be located contiguous to the Urbana-Lincoln Hotel, a local historic landmark. 

 

Ms. Bird reported that the process for the application includes three public meetings:  the Historic 

Preservation Commission (March 2, 2011), the Plan Commission (March 10, 2011), and the City 

Council (March 21, 2011).   
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The HPC should discuss what effects if any the application would have on the landmark and make 

any suggestions for reducing those impacts.  The HPC’s comments will be provided to the Plan 

Commission and City Council as part of reviewing the application.      

 

Ms. Novak asked IMC representatives address the Commission.   

 

Tatyana Safronova , IMC volunteer; Mike Lehman, IMC President; and Ricardo Diaz, WRFU 

Project Manager addressed the Commission.  Mr. Lehman and Mr. Diaz presented information 

regarding the application. WRFU is a low power (100 watt) radio station. Their Federal 

Communications Commission license limits their tower to 100 feet in height. Their current radio 

tower is mounted on their rooftop and extends to about 60 feet above the ground. The additional 40 

feet will allow better coverage of their intended Champaign-Urbana audience, especially in 

Champaign and in the larger trailer parks on the outskirts of both cities. Placing the tower at another 

site than their radio station has some distinct drawbacks in reliability. A microwave antenna would 

have to be installed along with relay stations with a clear line of sight to the tower. Each relay 

station and the tower would have to have its own back up power source in case of power failure. 

The station needs reliability, especially in times of emergency. The tower would have no lights, 

blinking or otherwise.   

 

Ms. Safronova provided each Commissioner and City staff with a photo simulation showing the 

existing tower and the proposed tower. The existing roof-mounted tower would be removed once 

the new tower is installed. 

 

Commission questions to the members of UCIMC were addressed.   

 

The Commission then discussed the case.  Following discussion, the Commission stated the 

following comments and concerns: 

 

1.  Concern over visual impact of a taller tower. Commissioners Smith, Stuart, and Novak felt 

that the new tower would have an adverse visual impact on the historic hotel.  The chief 

concern is the substantial height increase above the existing antenna on the roof of the IMC 

building. Commissioners Stoltz and Seyler felt that the effects of the taller tower would be 

minimal and not a substantial concern. 

 

2. Possible precedent. A concern was discussed that approval of a tall tower downtown might 

set a precedent for other downtown towers. Chair Novak noted that it would be impossible 

to predict what might come about in the next decade so this is impossible to predict. 

 

3. Necessity of tower height. Commissioner Stuart believes there is insufficient data to support 

the need to increase the tower height to 100 feet as opposed to a lower height such as 90 or 

80 feet to better cover the listening area. Four members of the Commission expressed this 

concern. Commissioner Seyler felt that it was reasonable to extend the tower to their limit of 

100 feet in order to provide better coverage for the community.  
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4. Possible alternate sites should be investigated.  Commissioners Smith and Stuart asked that 

alternative sites outside the downtown should be fully investigated before proposing to 

construct in the historic downtown.  

 

Ms. Novak asked IMC representatives to become familiar with and comply with the historic 

covenants placed on the property when the IMC purchased it. The historic covenants require prior 

approval by the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency before any changes to the interior or exterior 

of the building. 

 

Ms. Bird said she would forward these comments to the Plan Commission and City Council as part 

of the application process.  

 

With no further discussion, Ms. Novak closed the case.     

 

 




