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Chapter 1. Introduction 
This portion of the assessment evaluates the existing and potential conditions, trends, 
contributions, and information gaps regarding scenic character. Scenic character is a 
combination of the physical, biological, and cultural images that gives an area its scenic 
identity and contributes to its sense of place. 
Scenery is a key feature of the Grand Mesa, Uncompahgre and Gunnison National Forests 
(GMUG) niche statement: 

Scenery and an abundance of opportunities for access draw you in and trails lead the 
way to the rugged canyons, big mountains, wildlife, and history of the Grand Mesa, 
Uncompahgre, and Gunnison National Forests. Over three thousand miles of trails 
and routes provide access to areas of rugged beauty and solitude…The mountains, 
plateau, and mesa that make up the forest will always provide a scenic backdrop and 
thus a component of the quality of life in the area (USDA Forest Service 2005). 

Scenery is an integral component of all forest recreation settings, contributes to the recreation 
opportunities selected and the quality of the users’ experience, and plays a vital role in the 
attraction, enjoyment and economic value of recreation use of the GMUG. “Aesthetics also is 
important for forestry management because the public often judges the ecological health of a 
forest by its appearance. Management that creates a messy, erosive, or unhealthy appearing 
forest will be considered poor (Gobster 1995, Jones 1995). In fact, one large-scale study in 
the Pacific Northwest found that the public equated forest scenes that were more visually 
pleasing with more acceptable forest management practices. As suggested by the study’s 
author, Robert Ribe (2002: 757), many people may consider that “scenic beauty is a proxy 
for acceptable management” (Ryan 2005). 
Resource management activity has and would continue to alter scenic character. The most 
obvious effects to scenic resources on the GMUG tend to be from vegetation and landform 
alterations. Resource management activities that alter scenic resources on the GMUG include 
but are not limited to timber management, oil and gas extraction, mining, roads and trail 
development, campgrounds and picnic grounds, ski area and resort development, fire 
management (suppression and prescribed burning), and livestock grazing. 

Key Issues for Scenic Character on the GMUG 
• Under the current forest plan, the scenic resources of the GMUG are managed using the 

visual management system. The current management direction is based on inventories 
completed in the 1980s and uses a system no longer considered best available scientific 
information for managing scenery in dynamic landscapes. 

• Population growth and increasing recreation use of the GMUG increases the public’s 
concern for and interest in high quality scenery in many forest recreation settings. 

• Increased recreation use in areas not designed for that level of use or activity affects the 
scenic integrity in these areas. 

• The current large scale landscape disturbances on the GMUG (i.e., spruce beetle 
epidemic) and potential for more has the potential to affect the sustainability of scenic 
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resources and public expectations for natural appearing scenery, if disturbances occur 
outside their historic range of variability. 

• Management of natural resources, such as but not limited to fuels reduction activities, has 
the potential to impact scenic resources if scenery management needs are not integrated 
with other cultural and natural resource needs.  

Summary Public Input 
The planning team received a variety of public input during the summer of 2017, including 
emails, electronic and hand-written comments, and conversations at the public open houses, 
but these comments only indirectly referenced scenery. Such comments were with respect to 
the large volume of dead trees on the GMUG, including spruce-fir and aspen in the context of 
fire, fuels, and timber. Indirectly, we might presume that commenters were also concerned 
about the scenery impact of the spruce beetle epidemic. Scenic value of healthy forests has 
also emerged as a community value in recent forest health landscape assessments. “In 
general, natural forest disturbances that result in extensive areas of dead or dying trees 
(Haider and Hunt 2002, Ribe 1990) such as the destruction of the forest by fire or flooding 
are perceived negatively (Daniel 2001; Fanariotu and Skuras 2004; Gobster 1994, 1995)” 
(Ryan 2005, 17). 
Priority issues were identified in the GMUG’s Rapid Stakeholder Assessment Report in 
Preparation for Plan Revision (2016). Many of the priority issues are tied either directly or 
indirectly to scenery management and the public’s desire for natural and naturally appearing 
settings and scenic character. 

Use of Best Available Science 
The Forest Service has been managing scenery as a resource since the 1970s. The visual 
management system (USDA Forest Service 1974), provided the framework to inventory the 
visual resource and provide measurable standards (i.e., visual quality objectives) for 
managing it. 
When the GMUG National Forests Land Management Plan (LMP) was adopted in 1991, 
scenic resources were inventoried and analyzed using the visual management system with 
visual resource inventories completed in the 1980s. 
In 1995, the Forest Service replaced the visual management system with the scenery 
management system. The scenery management system is the tool used to inventory, assess, 
and manage scenic character and aesthetic values of National Forest System lands (USDA 
Forest Service 1995). The scenery management system is today’s best science to achieve 
high-quality scenery through ecosystem management practices and integrates increased 
understanding of ecosystem processes and cultural landscapes in identifying the effects of 
various management practices on scenic resources. 
Scenery management system inventories provide the existing condition of scenic resources 
on a national forest. The GMUG completed scenery management system inventories in 2005. 
The interdisciplinary team recognized that conditions may change over 10 years. Updates to 
key scenery management system inventories were completed in 2016 and 2017 and 
incorporated into this draft assessment. 
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The scenery management system analysis is a valuable resource for the public in considering 
a need for change to the 1991 LMP relative to scenic resources. Scenery management system 
inventories provide forest-wide data layers for managing scenic resources in the future. 
Through the scenery management system process, desired conditions and other plan 
components for scenic character will be developed along with other resource and social 
demands or expectations, and scenic integrity objectives will be established in the revised 
forest plan. 

Information Evaluated for Scenic Character 
• Visual quality objectives and visual resource management direction from the 1991 LMP, 

as amended 
• Scenery Management System inventories completed in 2005 and updated in 2016-2017: 

concern levels, scenic attractiveness, existing scenic integrity, visibility, scenic classes 
and scenic character descriptions. 

• Constituent information – National Visitor Use Monitoring (NVUM) user surveys and 
stakeholder participation in Assessment Meetings 

• Recreation Facilities – point locations for developed and dispersed use areas 
• Trail Access and Use – concern level identification 
• Roads Access and Use – concern level identification 
• Mapping of National Trails, Wild and Scenic Rivers, Wilderness, Colorado Roadless 

Areas, Research Natural Areas, and other special interest areas 
• Recreation Opportunity Spectrum (ROS) maps of opportunity settings 
• Fire history and insect and disease surveys 

Information Gaps 
No visual quality objective or visual management guideline classes geospatial data currently 
exists for the GMUG. Locations of these classes are only available on hard copy maps, 
however, the map set is incomplete as of this time. Specialists writing this assessment did not 
have access to these maps so exact locations of the objectives and classes are unknown. 
Without up-to-date geospatial data, it is difficult to integrate and manage scenic resources 
with other resources when planning projects. 
Information is needed and public input appreciated regarding other pertinent plans for 
scenery management for the communities and region surrounding the GMUG. 
Public input throughout the planning process will continue to provide necessary constituent 
information to determine desired conditions and other plan components for scenery during 
plan revision. 

Chapter 2. Condition and Trends 
General Description of Scenic Character of the GMUG 
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People are drawn to the GMUG for its variety of recreation opportunities and a national and 
international reputation for outstanding scenery. Covering about 3.1 million acres on the 
western slope of the Colorado Rockies, the GMUG National Forests are endowed with a 
wealth of landscapes, vegetation, and water features that range from steep river canyons to 
prominent flat topped plateaus and mesas to majestic alpine mountain summits towering 
above 14,000 feet. The forests boast one of the most photographed mountain scenes, the view 
of Mount Sneffels (Mount Sneffels Wilderness) from Dallas Divide (Hwy 62) in Colorado. 
GMUG National Forests also sustain large continuous aspen stands that bestow the forest 
with awe-inspiring beauty during the autumn color show. 
Of Colorado’s 54 mountain peaks over 14,000 feet in elevation, five of these peaks are on the 
GMUG including Mount Sneffels, San Luis Peak, Wilson Peak, Uncompahgre Peak, and 
Wetterhorn Peak.. These peaks and the more than 70 peaks that are greater than 13,000 feet 
in elevation are important scenic attractions and define the scenic characteristics for much of 
the GMUG. There are ten designated wilderness areas and other roadless areas with 
landscapes that provide sweeping panoramic vistas and the more pristine scenery and scenic 
resources. 
The Grand Mesa National Forest is one of the world’s largest flat-topped mountains with an 
average elevation of 10,000 feet and over 300 alpine lakes and reservoirs (USDA Forest 
Service 2016, Homepage). Dark spruce-fir forests intermixed with alpine lakes provide for 
striking scenery. A mixture of meadows and spruce-fir forest on the mesa provide for 
breathtaking views from Land’s End Observatory. 
The Uncompahgre National Forest includes the Uncompahgre Plateau and part of the San 
Juan Mountains. The Uncompahgre Plateau rises to 10,000 feet and draining water has cut 
unique gorges and canyons along its sides. A steep escarpment provides a dramatic change 
from the plateau to the gently sloping lands to the west. The San Juan Mountains include 
dramatic and breathtaking snow covered alpine peaks and unique water features including 
355 foot high Bridal Veil Falls and Trout Lake (USDA Forest Service 2016, Homepage). 
The Gunnison National Forest landscape varies from high alpine peaks and wildflower filled 
meadows to rolling hills, deep V-shaped valleys and the forests’ largest reservoir. Taylor 
River Canyon, leading up to Taylor Park Reservoir, provides river fishing, rafting, and 
camping in a canyon with walls up to 1,000 feet high. Five wilderness areas provide sought 
after backcountry experiences to spectacular, pristine areas with rushing rivers and high 
alpine lakes. Kebler Pass Road, part of the West Elk Scenic Byway, winds between West Elk 
and Raggeds Wilderness Areas offering extraordinary scenic views, especially during the 
beautiful display of fall colors. Other unique scenery viewing and cultural opportunities 
include the Continental Divide National Scenic Trail and Alpine Tunnel, the highest elevation 
railroad tunnel in North America (USDA Forest Service 2016, Homepage). 
A detailed scenic character description is currently being written for each ecological 
subsection located within the GMUG. The valued scenic attributes, landscape dynamics, and 
disturbance regimes of each ecological subsection will be discussed within the context of 
scenic character in those descriptions. Once drafted, it will be publicly posted to the GMUG 
Planning website. It is a living reference for the GMUG throughout the Forest planning 
process and beyond. 
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Existing Conditions of Scenic Character 
The natural and naturally appearing scenic character of the GMUG stands out, making it a 
major local, regional, and national recreation destination. A natural scenic character has only 
minute human influences, and a naturally appearing scenic character has some human 
influence present but that influence is not evident to most people. 

Concern Levels and Landscape Visibility 
The mountain landscapes, mesa, and plateau are a focal point and the backdrop to multiple 
travelways and communities in the area. When managing for scenic resources, concern levels 
are used to measure the public importance placed on landscapes viewed from travelways and 
use areas. Users of roads, those off-forest as well as major National Forest System roads, 
scenic byways, nationally designated trails, regionally important trails, and recreation sites 
have high concern for viewing scenery. A high concern for viewing scenery means that users 
expect to see a naturally appearing landscape. Secondary travelways and use areas typically 
have a moderate concern for viewing scenery. A moderate concern for viewing scenery 
means that uses still expect to see naturally appearing landscape, but may also see more 
human influences that blend with the landscape features. Views from concern level areas are 
classified based on the distance from the observer (see Appendix for maps): 

• Foreground is up to 1/2 mile from observer 
• Middleground is 1/2 to 4 miles from the observer 
• Background is 4 miles from the observer to the horizon. 

Scenic Attractiveness 
Alpine mountain peaks, flowing streams, unique waterfalls, diverse vegetation, high 
elevation tree-covered mountains, aspen fall colors, and steep, vibrantly colored cliffs and 
canyons combine to provide for distinctive landscapes across the GMUG. Water, landform, 
and vegetation attributes either combined or by themselves can provide for unique and 
outstanding scenic quality adding variety (diverse mixtures of meadows, water features, 
conifer forests, rock outcrops, and mountain ridges and peaks to name a few), uniqueness 
(landscape features rare in the region, state, or the nation), color (hues found in rock 
outcrops, vegetation and other landscape features). 
Alpine landscapes provide a unique opportunity for scenic viewing particularly during the 
early summer when wildflowers are in bloom. Aspen is an important feature of the scenic 
character in the southern Rocky Mountains. Scenic attractiveness classes A (distinctive) and 
B (typical or common) have the highest attractiveness on the GMUG. Aspen color and 
texture contribute to the character in many ways, including edge contrast between aspen and 
conifer stands, aspen islands in large meadows, the lower edge of aspens adjoining large 
meadows and parks, and massive textural blocks all occurring in the middleground (½ to 4 
miles) and background (beyond 4 miles). In the foreground distance zone (up to ½ mile) 
aspen form and texture are important features. Color is a dominant element in all distance 
zones, especially during autumn color changes. Color contrasts with surrounding coniferous 
vegetation, non-forest areas, bare rock, water and sky. The color change between seasons 
attracts many forest visits year round (USDA Forest Service 1991, page II-4). Most aspen is 
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classified as Class B (typical to the landscapes in the area) for most of the year with seasonal 
distinctive scenic attractiveness in the fall. 
About 14 percent of the GMUG has distinctive scenic attractiveness, 76 percent has common 
attractiveness typical to the other landscapes in the area, and about 10 percent has 
indistinctive scenic attractiveness. See Appendix for maps. 

Scenic Classes 
All National Forest landscapes have value as scenery. Scenic classes are a measure of the 
value of scenery in a National Forest and used during forest planning to compare the 
importance of scenery along with the importance of other resources, such as timber, wildlife, 
old growth, or minerals (USDA Forest Service 1995, page 4-15). 
Scenic classes are the result of the combination of the three categories of scenic 
attractiveness with the landscape visibility (sensitivity and importance) as outlined in the 
Scenic Class Matrix found in the Landscape Aesthetics Handbook (USDA Forest Service 
1995, page 4-16, revised October 2000). The combination of these elements results in a 
numerical range of Scenic Classes based on the diversity of landscape elements and the 
sensitivity and importance of the landscape. 
There are up to seven values for Scenic Classes. The ratings indicate the scenic value of 
landscape areas, irrespective of existing scenic integrity. Generally scenic classes 1 and 2 
have high public value for scenery (58 percent of the GMUG), classes 3 through 5 have 
moderate public value for scenery (39 percent of the GMUG), and classes 6 and 7 have low 
public value scenery (3 percent of the GMUG) (USDA Forest Service 1995, page 4-15, 
revised October 2000). See Appendix for maps. 

Existing Scenic Integrity 
An existing scenic integrity analysis, a scenery management system inventory, was 
completed in 2005 and updated in 2017. The findings are discussed below. See Appendix for 
maps. 
Large areas of the GMUG contain naturally evolving landscapes where processes occur with 
very little human intervention. The scenic character is intact with only minute if any 
deviations, such as non-motorized trails. These areas include designated wilderness areas and 
Roubideau and Tabeguache areas on the Uncompahgre Plateau, and make up about 20 
percent of the GMUG. 
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Figure 1. West Elk Wilderness viewed from Kebler Pass Road 

Most of the GMUG area, about 51 percent, has a naturally appearing scenic character and 
appears unaltered, although some human activities are present. This describes high existing 
scenic integrity, or landscapes that appear unaltered. Deviations in the scenic character 
borrow from elements in the landscape, such as form, line, color, texture and pattern. Roads 
and trails may be part of the naturally appearing landscape. Although roads and trails are 
evident, they serve as the viewer platform, offering opportunities and access to view scenery. 
The somewhat modified setting of a viewer platform, (i.e., a road or trail), is accepted as a 
necessary component allowing travelers to experience the greater landscape (USDA Forest 
Service 1995, D-1). Prescribed burning, livestock grazing, and older vegetation management 
may occur in high existing scenic integrity areas as these activities have a natural appearance 
or are not evident on the landscape in foreground and middleground distance zones. Historic 
and pre-historic structures may be noticeable throughout the GMUG, but borrow from 
landscape elements and are positive cultural elements in the landscape adding to the valued 
scenic character. 
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Figure 2. View from East Dallas Road of Mt Sneffels Wilderness. This area exhibits 
high scenic integrity in the foreground and middleground and very high existing 
scenic integrity in the background distances 

 
Figure 3. Island Lake. The lake and views beyond have high existing scenic integrity 

Moderate scenic integrity, or landscapes that appear slightly altered, is characterized by 
evidence of management activities along roads and trails that is noticeable, but remains 
subordinate to the scenic character being viewed. The landscape has a slightly altered scenic 
character due to these activities. Administrative facilities and recreation developments such 
as campgrounds, visitor centers, trailheads, and picnic areas are in this category. Vegetation 
management with intermediate harvest methods or past management that has regrown, 
typically causes some noticeable changes in the forest canopy, but leaves most of the forest 
canopy intact. These types of activities result in a forest landscape which appears slightly 
altered; the landscape features dominate the view, not the activity. Some other activities 
which have slightly altered the landscape include fuels reduction activities and wildlife 
habitat improvements. About 23 percent of the GMUG falls into this category. 
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Figure 4. Past vegetation management in the West Beaver Creek area meets moderate 
existing scenic integrity 

 
Figure 5. Island Lakes Campground meets moderate existing scenic integrity 

Low existing scenic integrity, or landscapes that appear moderately altered, is characterized 
by management activities that begin to dominate landscape features by adding forms, lines, 
and color changes to the landscape. Activities with low existing scenic integrity result in a 
moderately altered scenic character, where the activities dominate the scenic character but 
borrow from valued attributes such as color, shape, edge-effect, and pattern of natural 
openings, vegetative type changes, or architectural styles outside the landscape being viewed. 
More intensive vegetation management, concentrations of oil and gas wells, and some 
mining activities are in this category. About four percent of the GMUG is in this category. 
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Figure 6. Past regeneration harvests with noticeable unit edges, seen from Middle 
Quartz Road 7767, meet low existing scenic integrity 

In about two percent of the GMUG, regeneration type (clear cut) vegetation management 
activities, electronic sites, major utility corridors, ski area or resort developments, and most 
mining activity, when present, begin to dominate landscape features by adding 
uncharacteristic forms, lines, and colors to the landscape. These very low existing scenic 
integrity areas have a heavily altered scenic character, where the activities strongly dominate 
the valued scenic character and borrow little from valued attributes, such as size, shape, edge 
effect and pattern of natural openings and vegetative type changes within or outside the 
landscape being viewed. 

 
Figure 7. Utility corridors with right-of-way clearing typically meet very low existing 
scenic integrity 
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Potential Scenic Character 
In scenery management, aesthetics is a term used to describe landscapes that give visual and 
sensory pleasure, connecting people to landscapes based on what they see and experience. 
People expect to see natural or natural appearing scenery when viewing the landscape, and 
scenery related to natural appearing forests and landscapes enhances people’s lives and 
benefits society (USDA Forest Service 1995, 2-3 and 17). 
Scenic character, in the scenery management system, recognizes that landscapes are dynamic 
and a constantly changing community of plants and animals. Scenery management and 
understanding of a landscape’s scenic character provides opportunities to foster the 
connection of people and nature through stewardship. Incorporating scenery management 
system concepts into revised forest plan components, allows for management of scenic 
character or aesthetics while also managing for other resource objectives, adaptive ecosystem 
management and connecting to cultural importance of landscapes. 
The GMUG National Forests are the beautiful backyard of communities and homes, 
providing the backdrop views from these areas. The population growth of regions 
surrounding the GMUG, as discussed in the socio-economic chapter of the assessment, has 
affected concern for scenery. The concern and desire for naturally appearing scenery has 
increased for users participating in recreation activities, traveling through the forest, and 
viewing the landscape from communities since the visual management system inventories 
were completed in the 1980s. Areas previously managed for modification and maximum 
modification visual quality objective now may have a higher concern for viewing scenery 
than identified in the previous visual management system inventories. Areas with higher 
concern for scenery may be managed for more naturally appearing scenery than they have 
been previously managed (e.g. the proposed scenic integrity level may be higher than past 
visual quality objectives). This will be determined through the plan revision process with the 
completion of the scenery management system inventories, through an interdisciplinary 
process with the plan revision team, and incorporating data gathered during public 
collaboration. The revised Forest Plan will contain direction for managing scenery and 
consider the different management objectives across the GMUG. 

Trends Affecting Scenic Character 
Social and Economic Trends 
The GMUG National Forests have been and continue to be popular recreation destinations 
locally, regionally, and nationally. Some portions of the GMUG have an international 
reputation for outstanding scenery. Trends to spend more time on the GMUG and enjoy the 
natural scenic beauty of the forest environment exist since viewing natural features or 
scenery has been among the top two recreation activities on the GMUG during the last two 
rounds of National Visitor Use Monitoring (USDA Forest Service 2010, USDA Forest 
Service 2015). Viewing natural features or scenery is second only to downhill skiing. 
Viewing natural scenery, sightseeing, driving for pleasure, and photographing natural 
features are among the nation’s highest ranking recreational activities (Cordell 2008). 
Additionally, viewing, taking photos, or otherwise observing and appreciating nature has 
been the fastest-growing type of nature-based recreation (Cordell 2012). Following these 
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national trends and National Visitor Use Monitoring results for the GMUG, more demand 
and use are anticipated for hiking, walking, viewing natural features or scenery, viewing 
wildlife, driving for pleasure, and relaxing, with use likely concentrated near water sources. 
Use is anticipated to be near water sources, since people seek out distinctive waterfalls and 
high mountain lakes, streams for a variety of recreation activities, and the main recreation 
sites and corridors on the GMUG are currently concentrated in such areas. 
Other sections in the assessment state that developed sites are full almost every weekend and 
holiday throughout the summer season. Crowding of favorite sites and parking areas causes 
hikers and campers to spill into areas not designed for such use by parking along roads and 
causing traffic congestion. Recreation use beyond designated capacity, such as that at Blue 
Lakes Trailhead north of Mount Sneffels Wilderness, often causes natural resource damage 
adjacent to recreation sites, roads, and trails, affecting the naturally appearing scenery 
adjacent to these areas. Traffic congestion during high use times and crowding also affects 
access and opportunities to view scenery. These types of conditions and trends affecting 
scenery are most noticeable at specific sites, not at a landscape level. Natural appearing 
scenery can be maintained or restored through design elements or managerial controls on use, 
cleaning up of trash and litter, or revegetating areas with resource damage. 
The population growth of regions surrounding the GMUG, as discussed in the socio-
economic chapter of the assessment, and suburban development encroaching on adjacent 
lands, bring challenges for managing scenery. Abrupt changes from a rural or urban setting to 
a naturally appearing setting are often quite apparent. However, communities and 
homeowners value the naturally appearing backdrop the forests provide. 

Environmental Trends 
Most noticeable changes to scenic conditions across the landscape occur through natural 
processes such as insects and disease, wildfires, or landslides. These natural disturbances will 
continue to shape the vegetation and landform features of the landscape, affecting the overall 
sustainability of the scenic character. Other factors which will continue to affect the 
sustainability of the scenic character of the forest include: drought conditions affecting 
vegetation and water features, invasive species affecting native vegetation, tree encroachment 
on meadows and other forest openings, and conifer encroachment on aspen. 
Insect and disease tree mortality is the most noticeable natural disturbance on the GMUG and 
has occurred across most districts from spruce beetle, spruce budworm, aspen defoliators, fir 
engraver, and pinyon ips beetle. The Cochetopa area of the Gunnison National Forest is one 
example of an area is showing extensive tree mortality from spruce beetles, dominating some 
landscape views. Insect and disease can causes an increase in hazard trees along scenic road 
corridors, developed recreation areas, and trails and reduces scenic quality with standing and 
fallen dead trees. Mitigation of the hazard trees can leave stumps, reduce shade, and leave 
slash from cut trees, reducing the overall scenic value. 
Sudden aspen decline has and may continue to affect aspen, which is a vital attribute to the 
scenic quality and attractiveness of the GMUG National Forests. The importance of aspen is 
discussed in the scenic attractiveness section. 
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Defoliation of trees from spruce budworm has affected the scenic quality of areas on the 
Uncompahgre Plateau and Uncompahgre Mountain Division by changing the forest views 
while trees are defoliated. 
Although fires can dramatically alter landscapes, fire can also benefit scenic character. 
Wildfires which burn with mixed severity have fewer impacts to scenic character than those 
that burn with high severity, which result in greater tree mortality. Low and mixed severity 
fires are often part of the characteristic landscape. These types of fires usually burn in a 
mosaic pattern with mixed severity, a mixture of blackened tree boles, green trees, red 
needled trees and pockets of crown replacement and blackened trees. 

Social, Economic, and Environmental Sustainability of 
Scenic Character 
Planning and analysis of multiple uses and their potential impacts and contributions on scenic 
resources is important for the sustainability of scenery on the GMUG National Forests. 
Whether on a small scale at recreation sites or at the landscape level for natural disturbances, 
understanding the dynamic nature of scenic character, through scenery management, 
provides an opportunity to communicate landscape changes to the public and to foster a 
connection between people and nature through stewardship. Scenic character’s connection 
with sense of place can communicate people’s attachment to landscapes and identify 
opportunities to create sustainable scenic character through stewardship. Management 
activities on the GMUG which blend facilities into the natural landscape and reduce natural 
resource damage can greatly improve scenery in the short- and long-term. Reducing the 
amount of slash and woody debris after management activities on the GMUG is beneficial 
for scenic resources, as numerous studies have found that “the public responds negatively to 
downed wood, slash, and other debris from timber harvesting and thinning (Arthur 1977, 
Echelberger 1979, Ruddell et al. 1989)” (Ryan 2005, 45). Management activities which 
reduce the risk of stand-replacing disturbance are often beneficial to scenic character over the 
long-term. 
Scenic character, when managed though the scenery management system, recognizes that a 
landscape is dynamic and a constantly changing community of plants and animals. 
Depending on the scale and severity of a disturbance, the resulting scenic character can be 
more sustainable and resilient. For example, low or mixed severity fire which increases fall 
color species and creates a mosaic of burned and unburned areas often increases 
sustainability and resilience of scenic character. However, large fires and insect and disease 
events, can result in a marked contrast to the natural appearing landscape people expect to 
see. Drought conditions and the potential for large scale disturbance, reduces the 
sustainability and resilience of scenic character. Events like the GMUG’s spruce beetle 
epidemic, affecting one-third of the GMUG’s spruce-fir landscape to-date, have resulted in 
landscape views dominated by tree mortality. These events can dramatically alter the scenic 
character for many years due to the time needed for the landscape to recover. People often 
describe feelings of loss due to the noticeable changes in scenic character and sense of place. 
“In general, natural forest disturbances that result in extensive areas of dead or dying trees 
(Haider and Hunt 2002, Ribe 1990) such as the destruction of the forest by fire or flooding 
are perceived negatively (Daniel 2001; Fanariotu and Skuras 2004; Gobster 1994, 1995)” 
(Ryan 2005, 17). 



USDA Forest Service 

14 

Scenic Character Contribution to the Socioeconomic 
Landscape 
Scenic quality and scenic resources benefit regional economies since tourism, which plays a 
major role in the economy of western Colorado, is closely intertwined with scenic values. 
Communities surrounding the GMUG act as portals into the surrounding public lands. The 
region’s outstanding scenery is a key attraction of the GMUG and surrounding communities. 
Scenic National Forest System lands also serve as important backdrops in rural towns and 
gateway communities. Scenic resources not only promote tourism, realty and recreation-
oriented businesses but also underscore the importance of public and private lands as a 
setting that makes gateway communities attractive places to live and work. Benefits derived 
from scenic resources include recreational use and enjoyment, identity, self-image of 
communities and individuals, enhanced quality of life, and conservation of the positive 
cultural landscape. 
For the GMUG, recreation spending by local visitors support about 290 full- and part-time 
jobs, and recreation/tourism spending by nonlocal visitors support an additional 900 total 
full- and part-time jobs on an annual average basis. The labor income associated with these 
jobs is estimated at about $8.2 million for local recreation activity, and about $24 million for 
nonlocal visitor recreation/tourism activity on an annual average basis. See also the Benefits 
to People: Assessing Multiple Uses, Ecosystem Services, and the Socioeconomic 
Environments for more information regarding GMUG scenery’s contribution to the 
socioeconomic landscape. Public input from the summer of 2017, summarized in that 
assessment, also noted interest in a greater understanding of the economic contributions 
associated with designated Wilderness and other conservation designations. 
Among the approximately 2.9 million acres of GMUG-managed National Forest System 
lands, there are about 553,800 acres of designated wilderness which provide for distinctive 
scenic landscape features and unaltered, naturally evolving scenic character. There are six 
designated scenic and historic byways, seven undesignated forest roads recognized for high 
quality scenery viewing opportunities, three destination ski areas, and five nationally 
designated trails and nationally known snowmobile trails for winter recreation. Scenic 
byways and other recognized roads offer unique scenic driving experiences for Colorado. In 
a previous uncompleted wild and scenic eligibility process conducted as part of the 2007 
planning effort, scenery was identified as an outstandingly remarkable value for several 
stream/river segments on the GMUG. Per the FSH 1909.12 Chapter 70, the GMUG will 
validate/update that eligibility study as part of the current Forest Plan Revision. 
Research has shown that “people can develop an emotional attachment to places including 
forests and other natural areas (Ryan, 2000, 2005; Schroeder 2002). Forests are perceived as 
special places across a wide range of geographic settings from urban forests to wilderness 
areas. The aesthetic beauty of forests is one aspect of why people consider the forest to be a 
special place.” (Ryan 2005, 12). Therefore, scenery is an integral component of all forest 
settings on the GMUG, and contributes to the quality of the public’s experience whether 
seeking solitude in designated wilderness or roadless areas, traveling a backcountry four-
wheel drive route, or driving and camping along a scenic byway. 
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Below is a summary of designated areas directly or indirectly related to scenic character 
contributions. See the Designated Areas Assessment for full descriptions of all designated 
areas on the GMUG. 

Designated Scenic Byways 

• Grand Mesa National Scenic Byway 
• San Juan Skyway All-American Road 
• Alpine Loop State Scenic Byway 
• Unaweep State Scenic Byway 
• Silverthread State Scenic Byway 
• West Elk Look State Scenic Byway 

National Forest System Roads Recognized for High Quality Scenery Viewing 
Opportunities 

• Lower Taylor Canyon Road 
• Ohio Pass Road 
• Owl creek-Cimarron Road 
• Canyon creek-Yankee Boy Road 
• Imogene-Black Bear Road 
• Ophir Road 
• Lands End Road 

Nationally Designated Trails and Nationally Known Snowmobile Trails 

• Bear Creek National Recreation Trail 
• Crag Crest National Recreation Trail and Crag Crest Cross-Country Ski Trail 
• Continental Divide National Scenic Trail 
• Old Spanish National Historic Trail 
• American Discovery Trail 
• The Colorado Trail 
• Sunlight-Powderhorn Winter Trail 

The Forest Plan manages for natural and naturally appearing scenery in preservation and 
retention visual quality objectives (VQOs). Managing for partial retention VQO also results 
in landscapes that are relatively naturally appearing. Retention and partial retention VQOs 
are generally located in the foreground distance zone (within 1/2 mile) of communities, 
recreation areas, and high use roads, as well as scenic backdrops viewed from these same 
areas. All activities forest visitors experience are performed in an environment influenced by 
the surrounding scenic character. 
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The GMUG received almost 2.6 million annual visits according to 2014 National Visitor Use 
Monitoring (NVUM) (USDA Forest Service 2015). Based on information from the National 
Visitor Use Monitoring on recreation visits in 2016, the GMUG is ranked eighteenth in the 
nation of National Forests for total recreation visits. Main recreation activities included 
downhill skiing, viewing natural features or scenery, hiking and walking, viewing wildlife, 
relaxing, and driving for pleasure (USDA Forest Service 2015). According to 2014 NVUM, 
over 25 percent of visitors participated in viewing natural features or scenery with six percent 
of visitors listing viewing scenery as their main activity. This participation is similar to the 
2009 National Visitor Use Monitoring (USDA Forest Service 2010). Viewing natural features 
was the second most popular activity with downhill skiing being the most popular activity 
(USDA Forest Service 2010, USDA Forest Service 2015). Additionally, over 39 percent of 
forest visitors reported using a scenic byway (USDA Forest Service 2015). It is important to 
manage the scenic resources to ensure a quality sightseeing experience for the public. 
Providing a natural appearing landscape for these visitors is important since forest visitors 
rank scenery and attractiveness of the forest landscape as important to very important (USDA 
Forest Service 2010, USDA Forest Service 2015). 

Chapter 3. Current Forest Plan and its Context 
within the Broader Landscape 
Existing Forest Plan Management Direction for Scenic 
Character 
As stated earlier, when the GMUG National Forests LMP was adopted in 1991, scenic 
resources were inventoried and analyzed using the visual management system. This system, 
which was released in 1974, established standards of measurement (i.e., visual quality 
objectives) for assessing proposed and existing impact to scenic quality. The current forest 
plan direction is to apply the visual management system to all National Forest System lands. 
Travel routes, use areas, and waterbodies determined to be of primary importance are 
sensitivity level 1 and appropriate visual quality objectives are established according to the 
visual management system (USDA Forest Service 1991, page III-12). 
The 1991 LMP established standards and guidelines for visual resources by combining visual 
quality objectives and visual absorption capability to identify visual management guideline 
classes (VMGC). The visual quality objectives, visual absorption capability, and other visual 
resource inventories completed in the 1980s are on hardcopy maps at the Supervisor’s Office. 
However, the map set is incomplete as of this time. 
Management area standards and guidelines assign visual quality objectives for each area. 
Some management areas have a range of visual quality objectives. No map is displayed 
because geospatial maps of visual quality objectives are not available. Visual quality 
objectives describe the degree of contrast allowed in those landscapes across five different 
levels. Definitions of each visual quality objective (VQO) is from the visual management 
system handbook (USDA Forest Service 1974) and percentage of each is summarized from 
the 1991 LMP (USDA Forest Service 1991, page II-93). 
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• Preservation allows ecological changes only. Management activities, except for very low 
visual impact recreation facilities are prohibited. About 15 percent of the forest is in 
preservation VQO. 

• In retention, management activities are not evident to the casual visitor. About six percent 
of the forest is in retention VQO. 

• In partial retention, management activities may be evident, but must be visually 
subordinate to the characteristic landscape. About 19 percent of the forest is in partial 
retention VQO. 

• In modification, management activities may visually dominate the characteristic 
landscape. However, activities must borrow from naturally established form, line, color, 
and texture. About 56 percent of the forest is in modification VQO. 

• In maximum modification, management activities may dominate the characteristic 
landscape, but should appear as a natural occurrence when viewed as background. About 
four percent of the forest is in maximum modification VQO. 

All designated wilderness have preservation VQO. Areas viewed in the foreground (up to ½ 
mile) from recreation areas, high use roads, and water bodies, usually have retention VQO. 
Timeframes are prescribed to meet the visual quality objectives. General LMP direction is to 
meet the visual quality objectives of retention and partial retention one full growing season 
after completion of a project, and meet modification and maximum modification objectives 
three full growing season after completion of a project (USDA Forest Service 1991, page III-
15). 

Forest Plan Consistency with External Plans for Scenic 
Character 
Issues in the Broader Landscape 
Information and public input is needed regarding other pertinent plans for scenery 
management for the communities and region surrounding the GMUG. 

Chapter 4. Potential Need for Plan Changes to 
Respond to Scenic Character Issues 
The current Forest Plan uses visual quality objectives and visual management guideline 
classes to manage scenery. This information is based on visual resource management 
inventories completed in the 1980s. This visual resource management information is 
currently only partially available on hard copy maps, making it difficult to integrate and 
manage scenic resources with other resources when planning projects. These types of classes 
are no longer considered best available scientific information and are not used in the scenery 
management system, the Forest Service current system for scenery management.  
The visual quality objective maps do not reflect changes in visitor use patterns, nor do they 
incorporate views from trails, reflect current public opinion (especially concerns about 
community backdrops and scenery), or reflect an ecosystem management landscape context. 
Additionally, visual quality objectives do not recognize the cultural importance of some 
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human modifications including: historic sites, well-designed buildings (such as visitor 
centers), and manmade features such as campgrounds. Therefore, visual quality objectives do 
not provide adequate guidance for protecting scenic quality or moving toward desired 
conditions. 
Since no visual quality objective or visual management guideline classes geospatial data 
currently exists for the forest, it is difficult to integrate and manage scenic resources with 
other resources when planning projects. 
Continuing to use the visual quality objectives and visual management guideline classes to 
manage scenery is not likely to meet the current and future demand for naturally appearing 
scenery. Visual quality objectives were based on sensitivity level mapping, similar to recently 
completed concern level mapping. Concern level mapping is one indicator of demand for 
naturally appearing scenery. Concern for natural appearing scenery has increased since the 
1991 LMP was adopted. Some high concern level travelways currently pass through areas 
allocated as modification VQO. Demand for high quality scenery has change due to 
increased visitation and population growth in the surrounding area. 
There is a need to implement the scenery management system for GMUG lands. This 
includes a need to integrate scenery management with other cultural and natural resources 
during the plan revision process. During the plan revision, through the interdisciplinary 
process and using public input, the scenery management system will be used to determine 
desired conditions and plan components for managing scenery in an ecosystem management 
landscape context. A scenic integrity objective map will be proposed to replace the visual 
quality objectives in the current LMP. Other scenic resource-specific desired conditions, 
objectives, standards, guidelines, or management approaches may also be proposed in the 
revised plan. It is within the fiscal capacity of the GMUG to implement the scenery 
management system while completing forest plan revision and integrating plan components 
for all resources on the GMUG. 
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Appendix: Maps 

 
Figure 8. Concern Levels, public concern for naturally appearing scenery 
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Figure 9. Grand Mesa Geographic Area – Landscape Visibility and Sensitivity based on concern level, distance zone and 
potential seen area. (Fg = Foreground, Mg = Middleground, Bg = Background, ss = Seldom Seen) 
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Figure 10. Gunnison Basin Geographic Area – Landscape Visibility and Sensitivity based on concern level, distance zone 
and potential seen area. (Fg = Foreground, Mg = Middleground, Bg = Background, ss = Seldom Seen) 
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Figure 11. North Fork Valley Geographic Area – Landscape Visibility and Sensitivity based on concern level, distance zone 
and potential seen area. (Fg = Foreground, Mg = Middleground, Bg = Background, ss = Seldom Seen) 
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Figure 12. San Juans Geographic Area – Landscape Visibility and Sensitivity based on concern level, distance zone and 
potential seen area. (Fg = Foreground, Mg = Middleground, Bg = Background, ss = Seldom Seen) 
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Figure 13. Uncompahgre Plateau Geographic Area – Landscape Visibility and Sensitivity based on concern level, distance 
zone and potential seen area. (Fg = Foreground, Mg = Middleground, Bg = Background, ss = Seldom Seen) 
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Figure 14. Grand Mesa National Forest – Scenic Attractiveness. Mapping reflects scenic attractiveness dominant for most 
of the year 
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Figure 15. Gunnison National Forest – Scenic Attractiveness. Mapping reflects scenic attractiveness dominant for most of 
the year 
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Figure 16. Uncompahgre National Forest – Scenic Attractiveness. Mapping reflects scenic attractiveness dominant for most 
of the year 
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Figure 17. Grand Mesa Geographic Area – Scenic Classes, value and importance of scenery 
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Figure 18. Gunnison Basin Geographic Area – Scenic Classes, value and importance of scenery 
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Figure 19. North Fork Valley Geographic Area – Scenic Classes, value and importance of scenery 
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Figure 20. San Juans Geographic Area – Scenic Classes, value and importance of scenery 
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Figure 21. Uncompahgre Plateau Geographic Area – Scenic Classes, value and importance of scenery 
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Figure 22. Grand Mesa Geographic Area – Existing Scenic Integrity Map 
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Figure 23. Gunnison Basin Geographic Area – Existing Scenic Integrity Map 
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Figure 24. North Fork Valley Geographic Area – Existing Scenic Integrity Map 
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Figure 25. San Juans Geographic Area – Existing Scenic Integrity Map 
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Figure 26. Uncompahgre Plateau Geographic Area – Existing Scenic Integrity Map 
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