
How to Play - and Win - the 
Cell Tower Lottery

A practical guide to increasing your 
odds of winning… without spending a 

dime to play



“Expert guidance and 
protection at every stage of 

the cell tower lease”



About Aries

Wireless resource for property owners
● Need a tower?

→ Site Marketing
● Approached to lease space?

→ Negotiate New Lease
● Have a tower?
→Amendments, Prepayments, Rent



About Aries
● Specialized telecom consulting firm 

(2013)
● Represent property owners nationwide
● Protection across all transactions
● $33.0M in new client revenues
● Secured $24.1 M in PP (largest =

$1.7M)
●  Clients include Valley-Wide and 

Hesperia Rec



Learning Objectives
By the end of this session, attendees will be able to:

1. Understand the role of 5G and how it impacts your district.

2. Identify the key players and financial drivers in the wireless 
infrastructure industry and understand how your district fits into 
their expansion strategies.

3. Recognize the most common pitfalls in cell tower lease
negotiations and how to avoid long-term revenue loss.

4. Evaluate incoming telecom proposals using a framework of 
critical questions that impact long-term site control & financial 
outcomes.

5. Implement practical steps to prepare your district to respond 
effectively to future lease opportunities.



Industry and 5G



Big Picture: Explosive Growth

● US used over 100 trillion MBs of data in 2023 
(every household streaming prequel to Game of 
Thrones: House of the Dragon for an entire season, 
every day for 1 year!!)

● 36% increase over 2022
● 3x forecasted increase in data usage by 2029
● 5G is 42% faster than 4G
● Carrier investment to date: $705 billion, with $190 

billion since 2018 (start of 5G rollout)

https://www.ctia.org

http://www.ctia.org/


Why 5G Matters (1/2)
Bridging the Digital Divide

● Expanding internet access to underserved rural and suburban 
areas

Enabling Tomorrow’s Innovations

● IoT, smart cities, autonomous vehicles, AI in healthcare

● Keeping U.S. industries competitive in global innovation

https://www.ctia.org

http://www.ctia.org/


Why 5G Matters (2/2)
Sector-Specific Impacts

● Agriculture: precision farming, smart irrigation

● Manufacturing: robotics, AR/VR training, safety enhancements

● Public Safety: real-time response enabled by faster video/data 
sharing

● Home Broadband: alternative to cable, especially in rural regions

● Energy: real-time monitoring for efficiency and sustainability

https://www.ctia.org

http://www.ctia.org/


The Need for More Sites
● 5G requires denser network infrastructure (physical 

backbone of the US wireless network) to support higher 
frequencies and more devices
● Small cells: backpack-sized antennas on poles, buildings,

or streetlights; typically generate no revenue for property 
owners (often installed in public ROWs)

● Macro sites (focus today): Larger towers can generate
significant lease income for property owners

● Currently 432,000+ active cell sites, built over 30 years

● Expansion now pushing into suburban and rural areas

https://www.ctia.org

http://www.ctia.org/


Industry Trends -> LL Benefit

• Carriers selling off tower assets, 
focusing on core services (e.g., Verizon 6,400 
to VB)

• Tower companies competing, 
consolidating ownership, increasing 
infrastructure investments

• New tower development accelerating in 
non-urban zones



Agenda
✓Aries Advisors
✓Industry and 5G
• The Opportunity
• The 7 Pitfalls of Leasing
• Telecom 101
• Cell Tower Lottery
• How to Play and Win



The Opportunity



The Opportunity
● Tenants (Carriers & TCs) competing
● ~3,000 new sites constructed annually
● Park & Rec are prime locations
● $1 million in lifetime value (30 years)
● Potential for multiple tenants ($$)
● Small amount of space (40’ x 40’)
● Challenges with capturing revenue



7 Pitfalls of Leasing



7 Pitfalls
1. Lack of a Clear Path to Tenants: Telecom 

industry doesn’t facilitate easy connections 
between special districts and potential tenants.

2. Information Disparity: Telecom companies 
have exclusive access to market "comps" and 
leverage this to negotiate lower rents.

3. High Competition: Tenants evaluate multiple 
properties, often creating bidding wars between 
special district and neighboring properties.



7 Pitfalls (cont.)
4.  Missed Opportunities: Delays in responding, slow 

negotiations, or unrealistic rent expectations can disqualify 
special districts from securing leases.

5. Financial Pitfalls: Poorly negotiated lease terms can
result in significant financial losses over the long term.

6.  Future Income and Current Decisions: Initial 
lease terms significantly affect the value of future 
transactions (modifications, extensions, or PP).

7.  Lease Termination Risks: Leases can be terminated 
with as little as 30 days notice, which can disrupt 
anticipated income streams.





The Princess Bride, 1987

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mBaDcOBoHFk


…but there is hope!



"An investment in knowledge
pays the best interest.”

-
Benjamin Franklin



Telecom 101



Telecom 101
• Macro Cell Towers
• Key Industry Players
• The Telecom Lease
• Lease Structures
• Leasing process



Types of Macro Towers
Monopole Guyed Lattice Stealth



Can you see me now?



Ballfield light



Clock Tower

Valley-Wide Rec



Key Industry Players
• Tenants

• Carriers (Verizon, AT&T, T-Mobile, DISH?)
• Tower Companies (ATC, Crown, Vert. 

Bridge)

• Site Acquisition Firms
• Wireless Investment Firms
• “Lease Optimization” Firms (e.g., Md7)
• Landlords, a.k.a. “The Wildcard”



The Telecom Lease
• 30-year lease, critical to “get it right”
• Avg. national rent

● ~$1,800/mth (Carrier)
● ~$1,200 / mth (TC)

• Escalates 3% annually / 15% every 5 years
● 2% common = $151,358 loss 

(assume $1,800 for 30)
• ROFR
• Co-location revenue
• Termination clause (-->lease prepayments)



Lease Structures

#1: 100% rent #1: 100% rent
+

#2: $$ co-lo
rent

#1: 100% rent
+

#2: 100% grd.
lease rent

Lease Area

Equip Shelter



Question

A 2nd tenant has to pay a 
premium to co-lo. Why would 

this be preferable than 
building their own tower?



To understand how to best position 
yourself to win the lottery, helpful to 

understand how sites are chosen



The Leasing Process
• Tenants issue Search rings
• SAQs needs 3-5 candidates
• Primary candidate selected & submitted
• Lease negotiation begins
• In parallel

– SAQs work with Tenant on CDs, site visits, etc
– SAQs prep site with local jurisdiction 

(permitting, EDD)
• Tenant bears development costs
• Rent commences at construction (18+ mths)



Question

Name two types of Macro cell 
towers





Cell Tower Lottery

“Process whose outcome is 
governed by chance”



Cell Tower Lottery
● Telecom Similarities

● Have to play to win
● Most don’t win
● If you win, you are rewarded (“found money”)
● Only one “winner” (in given area)
● Option to take winnings monthly or lump-sum

● Telecom Differences
● Your entry ticket costs nothing
● You can do things to “lose the game”
● There are things you can do to potentially

increase your chances



DQ vs Improving
Now that you understand industry 
players, key lease concepts, and the 
leasing process…

• How do you improve your chances?
•  What can you do to disqualify (DQ) 

yourself?





The next 3 slides…



How do you DQ yourself?
• Not being responsive!
• Unrealistic rent expectations

(“ask for the moon!”)
• Slow / bureaucratic approval

– “If we miss them today, they’ll be back”
– “They need us more than we need them”

•  Not viewing relationship as a 
partnership, i.e., being generally 
adversarial

• Not being responsive (hint, hint)



Increasing Your Chances
• Educate yourself
• Waiting vs. “Site marketing” (both valid)
• If approached, be responsive!!

● Engage the SAQ, express interest
● Don’t commit to terms! DO NOT SIGN!

• Goal is to position yourself as Primary site
• Have an approval process in place
•  Line up appropriate resources, e.g., consider “2nd 

opinion”, telecom attorney



Key Questions to Ask!
• Who is the tenant (Carrier vs TC)?
•  How much space are they proposing to 

lease?
• Where do they want to lease?
• What type of site are they proposing?
• How tall is structure?
• How much rent? Escalator?
• Lease term?



Overcoming Pitfalls
✓ Lack of a Clear Path to Tenants: Site marketing
✓ Information Disparity: Knowledge levels the playing

field; get answers to the key questions!

✓  High Competition: Decrease/ remove competition via 
responsiveness, site marketing

✓ Missed Opportunities: BE RESPONSIVE!

✓ Financial Pitfalls: Consider expert guidance

✓  Future Income and Current Decisions: What you 
negotiate today matters (for future transactions)

✓  Lease Termination Risks: Potential lump-sum 
prepayment to pass risk



Key Points
✓  5G data demand is driving additional network 

development (macro + small cell sites)
✓ Macro cell tower leases can be lucrative (~ $1M)
✓  Telecom is niche industry - stacked against property 

owners and full of pitfalls
✓ Understand these before “going it alone” or line up

experienced resources to ensure best results
✓ Ways to improve chances to win the cell tower lottery
✓ Ways to DQ yourself from the game
✓ Have to “Play to Win”…and there’s only one “winner”



Key Points
✓ Winning is NOT simply getting approached
✓  Winning IS negotiating the best possible 

terms and capturing revenues!
✓ What you negotiate today matters

● Amendments
● Lease prepayments
● Rent reduction mitigation



In the end…
If you don’t have a tower but want new
revenues, need to play (the lottery) to win

If you’ve been approached, don’t go it alone,
at least get a 2nd opinion

If you have a tower, don’t leave money on the
table



Question

What is the #1 way you can 
improve your success in 

“winning”?



Question

Name two ways to DQ yourself 
from being selected



Learning Objectives
By the end of this session, attendees will be able to:

1. Understand the role of 5G and how it impacts your district.

2. Identify the key players and financial drivers in the wireless 
infrastructure industry and understand how your district fits into 
their expansion strategies.

3. Recognize the most common pitfalls in cell tower lease
negotiations and how to avoid long-term revenue loss.

4. Evaluate incoming telecom proposals using a framework of 
critical questions that impact long-term site control and financial 
outcomes.

5. Implement practical steps to prepare your district to respond 
effectively to future lease opportunities.



Question

What is one of the greatest 
movies ever made?



Nigel Paxton
nigel@ariesadvisors.net 

760.213.8511

Presentation

mailto:nigel@ariesadvisors.net


Appendix



Prepayment Mechanics

Rent

PP $$

Landlord

Carrier

Investor

Landlord

Carrier Risk

Rent

Risk

Rent

Risk

12

3

“Current” “Lease PP”
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