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Scenery as a public resource

Baseline Visual Assessment 



May 2016Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals                                          BOISE, IDAHO 

POP QUIZ…
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“The beauty of our land is a natural resource.  Its preservation 

is linked to the inner prosperity of the human spirit.”
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“The beauty of our land is a natural resource.  Its preservation 

is linked to the inner prosperity of the human spirit.”

President Johnson- address to Congress February 8, 1965 
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White House Conference on Natural Beauty May 24, 1965

• City and rural landscapes

• Pollution: Air, water, litter, 

junkyards, pesticides

• Solid waste management

• Sewage waste management

• Highway beautification

• Electrical transmission lines

• National trails system

• Rivers

• Wilderness

• Greenhouse gas emissions 
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White House Conference on Natural Beauty May 24, 1965

Highway Beautification Act (HBA), 1965 

Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, 1968 

National Trails System Act, 1968 

National Environmental Policy Act, 1969

Clean Air Act, 1970

Clean Water Act, as amended 1972

Resource Conservation and Recovery Act, 1976

 Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act, 1977

National Forest Management Act, 1976

 Federal Land Policy and Management Act, 1976 
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o Scenery is a Public Resource

 (aesthetic/ visual/ scenic)

o Landscape/ Community Character

 James K. Knight Foundation- “Place”

o Inventory, Manage, and Monitor

PRACTICES & STANDARDS:    SESSION 1

Big Picture
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No one “owns” the view of scenic resources.

The charming landscape which I saw this morning is 

indubitably made up of some twenty or thirty farms.  

Miller owns this field, Locke that, and Manning the 

woodland beyond.  

But none of them owns the landscape… 

…This is the best part of these men's farms, yet to this 

their warranty-deeds give no title.

Ralph Waldo Emerson
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March 

2008

www.scenic.org

Vanishing Resource
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Vanishing Resource
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Robert Crumb, 2003

Scenic character is at risk of becoming a vanishing resource.
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It makes a difference….
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It makes a difference….
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• (1) Engage Partners

• (2) Inventory & Map Visual Quality

• (3) Identify Scenic Issues

• (4) Develop Strategies

Four Steps for Scenic Conservation

Scenic Conservation Action Plan
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 (1)  Education

 presentations to city or town councils

 contributing articles to newsletters and newspapers

 (2)  Voluntary Measures

 non-binding landowner agreements

 Clean-up and restoration efforts

 (3) Incorporation into Mgt. Objectives

 Objectives for adjacent Land Mgt. Agencies, Jurisdictions

 Objectives within Corridor Management Plan for Byway

 (4) Incentives

 Grants for planting and landscaping

 Funds for community improvement projects

 (5) Acquisition/Purchase

 Conservation easements

 Sensitive property acquisition

 (6) Regulatory Measures

 Design review

 Historic preservation ordinances

STEP (4): Develop Strategies & Action Plan
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Scenery as a public resource

Baseline Visual Assessment 
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Presented by: 

Brad Cownover and Matt Ramich

Landscape Architects, US Forest Service

Long Distance Landscapes

CONDUCTING A BASELINE VISUAL ASSESSMENT 

FOR THE PACIFIC NORTHWEST 

NATIONAL SCENIC TRAIL 
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Objectives

Benefits

Methods & Results

Next Steps & Lessons Learned

OVERVIEW:
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PROJECT OVERVIEW 
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LANDSCAPE  ARCHITECTURE DETAIL

Byron Stringham

David Fothergill

Matt Ramich
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OBJECTIVES AND PRINCIPLES

 Compile existing scenery resource information currently available 
across multiple jurisdictions

 Obtain a baseline visual (scenic) inventory and landscape character 
assessment; 

 Evaluate existing landscape (scenic) character;

 Produce a seen – area (visibility) and viewshed analysis;

 Evaluate existing scenic integrity and stability; and

 Complete an on – site (field based) visual resource analysis and 
photographic documentation from the trail corridor. 
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BENEFITS…

Document existing conditions

Monitor change over time

Assist with Optimal Location Review 

Protect Quality of Trail Experience 

Restore / Enhance (from what, to what?)

Define distinctiveness, Zones of experience

Assess Public Sensitivity

Reflect Intrinsic Values/ Benefits to Communities

Etc…

Inform Comprehensive Plan
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MERGING TWO SYSTEMS

Forest Service Scenery Management System

Referenced Terminology from USFS Landscape 

Management and Landscape Aesthetics, 

Agriculture Handbook 701 for scenery analysis.

Bureau of Land Management Visual 

Resource Inventory 

Referenced Terminology from BLM Manual H-

8410-1
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The ‘SCENIC’ Resource Principles

Condition

Sensitivity to Change

Visibility 
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FLOW CHART WALKTHROUGH
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED
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Landscape (Scenic) Character

“A combination of the physical, biological 

and cultural images that gives an area 

its positive scenic identity and 

contributes to its sense of place.”

Scenic Character 

the essential scenery resource

to be protected and restored

Seen Experience of the PNT Traveler
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED



May 2016Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals                                          BOISE, IDAHO 



May 2016Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals                                          BOISE, IDAHO 



May 2016Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals                                          BOISE, IDAHO 

REGIONS… ZONES
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REGIONS
Rocky Mountains – A Units
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Columbian Rockies - B Units

REGIONS
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North Cascades – C Units

REGIONS
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Puget Sound – D Units

REGIONS
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Olympic Peninsula – E Units

REGIONS
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED
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• Variety

• Unity

• Vividness

• Mystery

• Intactness

• Coherence

• Harmony

• Uniqueness

• Pattern

• Balance

Visual (Scenic) Quality/

Scenic Attractiveness

• Class A = Distinctive

• Class B =  Typical

• Class C = Indistinctive 

Measures the scenic importance of a 

landscape based upon perceptions of the

intrinsic beauty of landform, rock form, 

vegetative patterns, water characteristics, 

cultural land use 
Physiographic Province
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Seven scenic quality factorsScenic Quality

UNIT 3

Landform Vegetation

Color

Water

Adjacent Scenery Scarcity

Cultural 

Modifications
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Landform  Vegetation Water   Color Adjacent Scenery  Scarcity Cultural Modifications

PRACTICE?
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED
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Constituent 

Information 

 how people use area

 preferences and thresholds 

for scenery condition

 PNT- Local Field Office as 

surrogates for formal survey 

of trail hikers

 Crowd-source potential-

geophotos

 Comp. Planning can augment
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED
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Concern Levels
A measure of public concern for scenery as viewed from 

travelways, use areas, special places. 

Based on numbers of viewers & social importance of the scenery

high  1         moderate 2           low  3           
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED
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background = 4 mi to horizon

foreground = 300’ to ½ mile

Landscape Visibility 

middleground = 1/2 to 4 miles 

immediate foreground = 0-300 feet

seldom seen areas



Viewsheds
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Gaps

Grizzly Country

Pasayten Wilderness

Relied on Photographs from Local Units

PHOTO INVENTORY POINTS

Hiked/ Biked and Photographed ¼ of Total Trail Miles

Sampled 85-95% of all Landscape Inventory Units
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED
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KEY INDICATOR

Scenic Integrity
measures scenery disturbance of the 

scenic character, in 6 levels:

SIO VQO 
very high no disturbance           P

high unnoticed disturbance            R

moderate minor disturbance                   PR

----------------------------------------------------

low co-dominant disturbance       M

very low strong disturbance                 MM

no integrity excessive disturbance           UM

Scenic Integrity is emphasized within view of 

travelways, use areas and special places –

measures existing/future disturbance & can 

define thresholds for future disturbance

very high integrity (Preservation VQO)

moderate integrity (Partial Retention) vqo

no integrity (Unacceptable Modification) 
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED

SUSTAINABILITY-

STABILITY…

-ecological

-social 
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KEY INDICATOR

Scenic Stability
measures ecological sustainability of the 

valued scenic character attributes, in 6 

levels:

very high all attributes sustainable

high dominant attributes sustainable

moderate most dom attributes sustainable

---------------------------------------------------------------

low  some dom attributes sustainable

very low few dom attributes sustainable

no stability    no dom attributes sustainable

moderate scenic stability

very low scenic stability

Scenic Stability recognizes the often subtle, incremental changes that can severely 

diminish or eliminate valued scenic character – it uses historic range of variation as a 

reference baseline for sustainability

tahoe scenery change, last 100 years
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The role of scenic stability:

HIGH Scenic Integrity   Scenery appears intact, disturbances remain unnoticed.

LOW  Scenic Stability   The attractive aspen and large tree scenery attributes are 

being eliminated due to white fir encroachment and wildfire suppression -ecosystem 

conditions & stressors are outside of their historic range.

Scenic Stability addresses ecosystem influences on scenery with a quantifiable method 

to help direct ecosystems towards a socially desired, sustainable future.
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Prioritization Matrix

Scenic Class

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Highly Sustainable
Enhance 

or 

Maintain

Enhance or 

Maintain
Maintain Maintain Maintain Maintain Maintain

Sustainable
Enhance 

or 

Maintain

Enhance or 

Maintain
Maintain Maintain Maintain Maintain Maintain

Moderately 

Sustainable
Restore Restore

Maintain or 

Restore

Maintain or 

Restore
Maintain Maintain Maintain

Low Sustainability Restore Restore
Recommend 

Restoration

Recommend 

Restoration

Consider

Restoration

Consider

Restoration
Maintain

Unsustainable Restore Restore
Recommend 

Restoration

Recommend 

Restoration

Consider

Restoration

Consider

Restoration

Consider

Restoration

Scenic Character Goals Development
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED
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WALKTHROUGH CONTINUED



May 2016Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals                                          BOISE, IDAHO 

REGIONS       SUB-REGIONS         LANDSCAPE ROOMS
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REGIONS         VISUAL INVENTORY FORMS
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NEXT STEPS
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WHAT’S NEXT?

Comprehensive Plan
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Relative Scenery Importance,1 to 7 scaleScenic Class 

Based on

• Attractiveness 

• Public Concern Level

• Viewing Distance/Visibility

Scenic Class Map

SMS ELEMENT



May 2016Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals                                          BOISE, IDAHO 

Quantification, Synthesis,  Analysis 

 Scenic Quality (% A/B/C)

 Sensitivity (% H/M/L)

 Existing Scenic Integrity (% VH, H, M, L, VL)

 SCENIC CLASSES~ relative scenic importance (DESIRED FC)

 Land Jurisdiction (% federal/ state/ private/ other)

 Federal:  NPS/FS/BLM/FWS etc.

 Private:   Small/Large/ Corporate

 Level of Protection

 Designation- (Wilderness, WSR, or not …)

 Conservation Easements (agr/scenic…)

 Other projection (hillside, historic overlay… )



May 2016Society of Outdoor Recreation Professionals                                          BOISE, IDAHO 

Ownership

Percent 

Area

None listed (private) 61.3

Department of Defense (DOD) 13.0

Forest Service (USFS) 4.6

Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 4.3

Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 4.3

Unknown 2.5

State Department of Natural 

Resources 2.0

State Fish and Wildlife 1.4

Native American Land 1.3

Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) 1.2

How much of the Trail occurs on federally protected land? 

<1% occurs in wilderness

<2% occurs in roadless
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COMP. PLAN (ACTION PLAN)

Prioritization of Lands for Protection

 Forest Planning 

 Geographic Areas & Overlay Mgt. Area & Corridor

 Land Acquisition, Conservation Easements, Voluntary Measures

 MANY APPROACHES..

 ILARIS (Puget Sound TPL Greenprint)

 Visual Prioritization Process (AZ Trail using)

Compensatory Mitigation:  

 Information can help with identifying areas that might be targeted for 

scenic restoration, enhancement as offset for unavoidable impacts from 

nearby projects as part of a compensatory mitigation.
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LESSONS LEARNED

 Benefits of Hybrid System

 Importance of Actual FIELD BASED Inventory

 Information for Future Route Alternatives

 Tap into Experience of Nomadic ‘PERPETUAL HIKERS’
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in memoriam


