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Cell Site Rent Reduction Requests: What Property
Owners Should Consider Before Agreeing

A lease amendment is rarely just a change in monthly rent. It can redefine the length of the lease, the
renewal options, escalation, equipment rights, assignment, restoration and holdover obligations, the leased
footprint, and future control of the site.

How the Request Arrives

In July 2026, Tower Alliance, an authorized vendor for tower owner Vertical Bridge, proposed a
restructuring of Vertical Bridge's ground lease with the City of Reading, Pennsylvania. The initial offer cut
rent on the Hampden Park cell site from $2,815 per month to $2,100, a 25.4% reduction, paired with the
promise of $150 per month for each additional national tenant later added to the tower. The stated rationale
will be familiar to anyone who runs a lease administration or transactions desk: consolidation across tower
portfolios, fewer national carriers, and the possibility that a carrier could leave and build elsewhere. The
City was invited to counter, and the solicitor referred the matter to executive session as a contract and real
estate negotiation (Kostival).

The monthly number is the part everyone sees. The rest of it sits between the lines of the offer.

A cell site rent reduction request is usually a proposed restructuring of the lease. Monthly rent is just one
line in it. The discussion can snowball into renewal options on less favorable terms, escalation that lowers
average annual rent over the life of the lease, equipment rights, who pays for what, early termination rights,
assignment language that allows one entity to pass counterparty obligations to another, colocation
participation, maintenance obligations, and the physical area encumbered by the lease, including access
and utility easements.

For an owner or asset manager reading this ninety days before the next notice deadline, the right question
is not simply, “How much rent am | giving up?” It is, “What am | giving up, what am | receiving in exchange,
and which pieces are actually guaranteed?”

Why the Request Makes Economic Sense

The tower companies' own filings make the incentive clear without requiring speculation about motive.
Crown Castle reports that ground lease expense represents approximately 75% of its site rental cost of
operations, excluding depreciation, amortization, and accretion (Crown Castle). SBA Communications goes
further and identifies control of its underlying land positions as an ongoing part of its business strategy. It
states that acquiring perpetual easements, long term leases, and other property interests can increase
margins, improve cash flow, and minimize exposure to future increases in property interest rents (SBA
Communications).

Ground rent is not an incidental expense. It is a material line item, and improving the economics of those
leases is a disclosed business objective. That does not mean every reduction request is justified, and it
does not tell an owner whether a particular site is genuinely at risk. It does mean the counterparty has a
business incentive to improve the economics and control of the site. Understanding that incentive is most of
what an owner needs before responding.

The Reading example fits that logic. Vertical Bridge owns the tower and pays the ground rent, so the
proposed reduction would directly improve a site level cost line if accepted.
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Crown Castle reported approximately $200 million of portfolio tower nonrenewals in 2025 related to the T
Mobile and Sprint consolidation and expects additional nonrenewals each year through 2034, within its
historical range of 1% to 2% of annual tower site rental revenues. SBA expects approximately $75 million of
related churn over several years, with timing that depends on termination rights as well as carrier needs.
Separately, all three major tower REITs disclosed a DISH or EchoStar default between September 2025
and January 2026. Crown Castle delivered a notice of default and termination on January 12, 2026,
asserting more than $3.5 billion in remaining payments owed (American Tower; Crown Castle; SBA
Communications).

These are portfolio level facts. They do not establish that any particular ground lease is threatened. They
do show why cost, term, termination rights, and optionality remain active asset management issues.

The Structural Asymmetry in the Filings

One of the clearest disclosures comes from SBA Communications. Its FY2025 Form 10 K states that U.S.
tenant leases generally run five to ten years with multiple renewal periods at the tenant's option. In the
same discussion, SBA describes its U.S. ground leases as having multiple renewal periods at SBA's option
(SBA Communications).

Crown Castle describes the same basic structure. Tenant contracts generally include renewal periods
exercisable at the tenant's option, while its land contracts have an average total remaining life of roughly 35
years when renewal terms exercisable at Crown Castle's option are included. Excluding renewals
exercisable at tenants' option, Crown Castle reported a weighted average remaining tenant contract life of
approximately six years (Crown Castle).

A property owner can be asked to commit the land for decades while the party paying rent stays more
flexible, with less commitment to its obligations no matter what the broader economy does. The lease may
show thirty years on paper, but thirty years of possible rent is not the same thing as thirty years of
contractual rent received.

The practical translation is simple. The owner is on the ground lease side. When a tower company
proposes an extension, it is generally asking for additional renewal terms that it will control. North Baltimore
shows exactly that structure in a single municipal document.

Guaranteed Value and Optional Value Are Not the Same

The 2025 Second Amendment between the Village of North Baltimore, Ohio, and Sprint Spectrum provides
a clean example. Exhibit B publishes a rent schedule running through April 2060 with a stated total of
$1,552,445.78, or roughly $1.55 million. At first glance that reads as a large long term number. Very little of
it is contractually committed under the new amendment terms.

$1,375,445.80 of the schedule, approximately 88.6%, falls inside five renewal terms granted to the tenant.
Only $177,000 falls in the 2030 to 2035 block, outside the new renewal terms the amendment creates
(Village of North Baltimore). The headline schedule total and the actual committed rent under the new
renewal structure describe two very different things.

Measure Amount Share Interpretation

Published schedule total $1,552,445.78 100.0% Full schedule through 2060
Subject to the underlying

Outside new renewal terms $177,000.00 11.4% lease, not the new renewal
terms

Inside tenant renewal terms $1,375,445.80 88.6% Dependent on tenant renewal

The reason to model it this way is simple. A tenant option is a right, not a promise. Compare a proposal's
full optional schedule against only the committed remainder of the existing lease and almost any proposal
will look like an improvement.
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The Quiet Pivot Points

Escalator language can look generous without being beneficial. North Baltimore's amended
schedule incorporates 15% increases every five years. That works out to roughly 2.83%
compounded annually, but the two structures are equivalent only in the year a step lands. In
the four years between steps the rent is flat, so the step structure pays less along the way and
the compound figure is a ceiling rather than a match. Real rent declines through each five
year renewal term whenever inflation is positive.

For context, American Tower reports fixed annual escalators averaging approximately 3% in its U.S. tenant
leases. Other public leases in this research package show 3.5% annual increases in a New Jersey State
House Commission lease and 4% annual increases in an Edmonds School District lease (American Tower;
State of New Jersey; Edmonds School District). These are not market rent benchmarks. They are auditable
examples showing that escalation structures differ materially.

Escalator structure Compound annual equivalent

10% every 5 years 1.92%
12% every 5 years 2.29%
15% every 5 years 2.83%
20% every 5 years 3.71%
3% annually 3.00%
3.5% annually 3.50%
4% annually 4.00%

What Is Not in the Rent Line

A rent only comparison can miss concessions that matter as much as the stated reduction. The North
Baltimore amendment allows upgrades and additions of equipment inside the premises without additional
consideration, subject to limited approval rights. It also shifts specified property maintenance
responsibilities to the landlord and permits tenant assignment on notice while requiring tenant consent for a
landlord assignment (Village of North Baltimore).

Colocation economics can also be structured very differently. In 2024, the New Jersey State House
Commission approved a lease with a colocation fee equal to 50% of fees, rent, or other income the tenant
receives from a colocater. Compare that with the Reading proposal's flat $150 per month for each
additional national tenant. A proportional revenue share and a flat fee will produce very different economics
as colocation revenue changes (State of New Jersey; Kostival).

Assignment deserves particular attention because a strong looking clause can be narrower than it reads.
The Edmonds lease requires landlord consent in the landlord's sole and absolute discretion, then carves
out affiliates, merger successors, buyers of substantially all assets, and entities under common control, as
to which the landlord has no right to delay or impede the transfer (Edmonds School District). In an industry
shaped by portfolio transactions, that carveout can cover many of the transfers an owner would care about.
You can diligence the entity that signs and still end up with a different one.

The practical solution is to list the nonrent transfers separately. Equipment rights, site footprint, assignment,
colocation, maintenance, taxes, utilities, relocation, redevelopment, termination, holdover, and
condemnation language should not disappear inside a single lease value number.
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The Leased Area Can Have Regulatory Significance

The physical footprint deserves its own review. Section 6409(a) of the Spectrum Act of 2012, and the FCC
rule implementing it, govern how state and local governments review certain wireless facility modifications.
Under that rule, the regulatory “site” for a tower outside a public right of way is defined by the current
boundaries of the leased or owned property surrounding the tower, together with current access and utility
easements. Deployment more than 30 feet beyond that boundary counts as a substantial change, which
takes the modification off the expedited approval path a qualifying request would otherwise receive (47
C.F.R. § 1.6100).

The rule governs the public approval process, not the private lease. Even so, the leased boundary is doing
work inside a federal framework, so enlarging the premises today can widen the zone in which future
modifications receive that treatment. A request for more ground is not a simple square footage change.

Confirm exactly what land, access, utility, and equipment rights are being added, and whether the lease
caps the premises at its current size. The Edmonds lease does that, barring the tenant from performing
maintenance in a way that materially increases the size of the premises (Edmonds School District).

Relocation and Redevelopment

Redevelopment rights are worth reading closely. The Edmonds lease lets the landlord relocate the tower
once during the term if it wants to redevelop, on twelve months' notice, at the landlord's cost, with the work
performed by the tenant. The right falls away if the tenant reasonably concludes that no suitable alternative
location exists on the property (Edmonds School District).

A hundred square feet under lease can constrain what an owner does with the rest of the parcel. That
constraint usually shows up in the conditions attached to relocation, recapture, access, and restoration
rights rather than in the rent line.

Term Is Only as Valuable as the Counterparty Behind It

The Edmonds School District lease also illustrates why a long schedule cannot be evaluated without the
signing entity. The 2024 lease provides $40,000 per year, a 4% annual escalator, and up to 25 years of
tenant controlled renewal structure. The tenant is DISH Wireless L.L.C. Within roughly twenty months, SBA
reported an EchoStar payment default; American Tower reported DISH in default; and Crown Castle
delivered a notice of default and termination and asserted more than $3.5 billion in remaining payments
owed (Edmonds School District; American Tower; Crown Castle; SBA Communications).

That does not invalidate the lease or predict a site level outcome. It demonstrates a basic underwriting
point: a long tenant option term is not the same thing as guaranteed long duration income. The signing
entity, guarantees, termination rights, and credit profile belong in the same review as rent and escalation.

A Practical Comparison Framework

For each proposal, build two views of the existing lease and two views of the proposed amendment. One
view should contain only cash flows the tenant is contractually obligated to pay. The second can extend
through renewal options, but every option period assumption should be labeled as an assumption or carry
an explicit renewal probability rather than being run at 100%.

The comparison should then show the present value of committed cash flow, the present value including
option periods, the crossover year, meaning the year a proposal first pulls ahead of the current lease on
cumulative cash flow, incremental years of encumbrance, the annual equivalent escalator, the real rent
trajectory at a stated inflation assumption, and nonrent value transfers. If the crossover year occurs inside a
tenant option period, say so. If the economics depend on a future colocation, say so. If the amendment
gives away an equipment fee right or expands the premises, show it outside the rent table.
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A first pass review can be organized into five areas:

Review area What to isolate

Current rent, committed term, one time consideration, payment
timing, and present value.

Renewal terms, who controls them, notice periods, termination
rights, and renewal probability.

Annual or step increases, treatment in renewals, colocation
participation, and other recurring economics.

Footprint, access and utility easements, equipment rights,
Property control assignment, relocation, redevelopment, restoration, and
holdover.

Signing entity, guarantees, credit, taxes, utilities, maintenance,
insurance, and indemnity.

Cash flow

Options and termination

Escalation and participation

Counterparty and expenses

What the Public Record Cannot Tell an Owner

The major tower registrants do not disclose site level ground rent or host that information in a database
open to the public. Public filings also do not disclose how frequently rent reduction requests are made, how
often owners accept them, or the criteria used to select individual sites for outreach.

Most importantly, public information generally cannot verify a site specific statement that a tower is at risk of
decommissioning. The registrants disclose portfolio level tower churn, consolidation, defaults, and
termination risk, but not the information needed to validate that claim for a particular site. That limitation
should be treated as part of the analysis rather than filled with an unsupported market statistic.

A property owner does not need a universal answer to every cell site amendment. The job is narrower:
identify what the current lease guarantees, identify what the proposal changes, separate optional value
from contractual value, and price every concession that affects the property beyond the monthly rent.

Mirror Point Research View

A rent reduction request should be analyzed, not reacted to. The monthly number is the most visible term
and often not the most consequential one. Renewal control, escalation, footprint, equipment rights,
assignment, colocation participation, expenses, relocation, redevelopment, and counterparty credit can
change the economics long after the first rent check.

The strongest review is therefore not simply “accept versus reject.” It is a side by side reconstruction of the
existing lease and the proposed amendment using the same assumptions. Once the contractual and
optional pieces are separated, the owner can see what is actually being exchanged and negotiate from the
document rather than the headline.
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