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Appendix G – Scenery Management 

Introduction and Summary 
Scenery is an important natural resource of the Ottawa National Forest (the Ottawa).  Natural 
features including vegetation, water, landforms, and geology largely influence the scenery.  High 
quality scenery enhances people’s lives and benefits communities and society.  Sightseeing and 
driving for pleasure are among the nation’s leading recreational activities, and demand for them 
will continue, both on the Ottawa and nationally.   
 
The 1986 Forest Plan utilized the Forest Service Visual Management System to determine visual 
quality objectives for all National Forest System lands within the Ottawa (USDA Forest Service 
1974).  The system involves classifying the variety class of landscapes (considers such things as 
landforms, vegetation, lakes, and streams), the distance zone, and determining sensitivity levels 
(considers travel routes, use areas, and water bodies).  By combining the variety class, distance 
zone, and sensitivity level, the visual quality objective (VQO) for areas of land can be assigned.     
 
Visual quality objectives provide objectives and measurable standards.  They are used to 
describe the degree of alteration that may occur to the visual resource on lands within the 
Ottawa’s management areas.  Ottawa management activities such as timber harvest, recreation 
projects, or road work are required to meet specific standards associated with each VQO.   

Variety Class 
Three variety classes identify the scenic quality of the natural landscape ranging from those with 
the most variety or diversity that lead to high scenic quality to those with little variety and 
diversity that are of a lesser value from the standpoint of scenic quality. 

1. Class A – Distinctive:  Areas where features of landform, vegetative patterns, water 
forms or other features show unusual or outstanding visual quality.  

2. Class B – Common:  Areas where features contain variety, but they tend to be 
common throughout the character of the area. 

3. Class C – Minimal:  Areas where features have little change in form, line, color, or 
texture.   

Distance Zone 
Three distance zones are used to describe a particular landscape being viewed. 

1. Foreground (fg):  Foreground zones are usually limited to areas within about ¼-to½-
mile of the observer.  It is the closest distance at which details of the landscape can be 
seen.  

2. Middleground (mg):  This zone extends from the foreground zone to three to five 
miles from the observer.  Landscape details are viewed in masses or continuous 
cover. 
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3. Background (bg):  This zone extends from middleground zone to infinity.  
Landscapes are viewed in groups or patterns. 

Sensitivity Level 
Sensitivity levels are a measure of people’s concern for the scenic quality of the National 
Forests.   

1. Level 1 – Highest Sensitivity:  Includes all areas seen from primary travel routes, use 
areas, and water bodies where at a minimum least one-fourth of the Ottawa visitors 
may have a major concern for the scenic qualities. 

2. Level 2 – Average Sensitivity:  Includes all areas seen from primary travel routes, use 
areas, and water bodies, but where less than one-fourth of the Ottawa visitors may 
have a major concern for scenic qualities. 

3. Level 3 – Lowest Sensitivity:  Includes all areas seen from secondary travel routes, 
use areas, and water bodies where less than one-fourth of the Ottawa visitors may 
have a major concern for scenic qualities.  This level does not include any areas seen 
from primary routes or areas. 

Visual Quality Objective 
The above values combine to make five classes of Forest Service Visual Management System 
VQOs.  These are preservation, retention, partial retention, modification, and maximum 
modification. Each of the VQOs describes a different degree of acceptable alteration of the 
undisturbed landscape.   

1. Preservation (P):  This visual quality objective allows ecological changes only.  
Management activities, except for very low visual-impact recreation facilities, are 
prohibited. 

2. Retention (R):  This visual quality objective provides for management activities which 
are not visually evident.  Under retention activities may only repeat form, line, color, and 
texture which are frequently found in the characteristic landscape.  Changes in their 
qualities of size, amount, intensity, direction, pattern, etc., should not be evident.  

3. Partial Retention (PR):  Management activities remain visually subordinate to the 
characteristic landscape when managed according to the partial retention visual quality 
objective.  Activities may repeat form, line, color, or texture common to the characteristic 
landscape but changes in their qualities of size, amount, intensity, direction, pattern, etc., 
remain visually subordinate to the characteristic landscape.  Activities may also introduce 
form, line, color, or texture which are found infrequently or not at all in the characteristic 
landscape, but they should remain subordinate to the visual strength of the characteristic 
landscape. 

4. Modification (M):  Under the modification visual quality objective management 
activities may visually dominate the original characteristic landscape.  However, 
activities of vegetative and landform alteration must borrow from naturally established 
form, line, color, or texture so completely and at such a scale that its visual characteristics 
are those of natural occurrences within the surrounding area of character type.  Additional 
parts of these activities such as structures, roads, slash, root wads, etc., must remain 
visually subordinate to the proposed composition.  Activities which are predominately 
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introduction of facilities such as buildings, signs, roads, etc., should borrow naturally 
established form, line color, and texture so completely and at such scale that its visual 
characteristics are compatible with the natural surroundings. 

5. Maximum Modification (MM):  Management activities of vegetative and landform 
alteration may dominate the characteristic landscape.  However, when viewed as 
background, the visual characteristics must be those of natural occurrences within the 
surrounding area or character type.  When viewed as foreground or middle ground, they 
may not appear to completely borrow from naturally established form, line, color, or 
texture.  Alterations may also be out of scale or contain detail which is incongruent with 
natural occurrences as seen in foreground or middle ground.  Introduction of additional 
parts of these activities such as structure, roads, slash, and root wads must remain 
visually subordinate to the proposed composition as viewed in background. 

 
The Ottawa provides a range of visual quality settings as displayed in Table G-1 and Figure G-1 
below.   
              Table G-1. Ottawa National Forest Visual Quality Objective Assignments 

VQO Acres Percent 
Retention 149,200 15%
Partial Retention 297,300 30%
Modification 451,100 46%
Maximum Modification 89,700 9%
Total 987,300 100%

Source:  Ottawa National Forest Planning GIS Database June 2004 
 
The need to maintain areas of high visual quality while creating additional variety such as 
diversity of vegetative types, all within the desired condition for each management area, is 
currently recognized.  Generally, the character of the Ottawa has remained mostly unchanged 
since the 1986 Forest Plan was approved, although the Forest overall is older with more mature 
and larger sized trees.  A coarse filter review of the assigned VQO mix and allocation has been 
determined to be valid and appropriate and no changes are proposed at this time. The Forest 
Service Visual Management System and Visual Quality Objectives will continue to be utilized in 
the final Forest Plan.
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Figure G-1. Visual Quality Objectives for the Ottawa National Forest 
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