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Good evening. My name is George Janes. I’m the Executive Director of the
Environmental Simulation Center, and I am appearing here on behalf of our client
Pine Plains United. The ESC is a not-for-profit organization that specializes in
applying technology in the fields of planning, urban design and environmental
reviews. Founded as a part of the New School for Social Research in 1991, the
ESC developed or helped to develop the digital visual simulation techniques that
have become standard practice in New York State’s environmental review
process. Independent since 1997, the ESC remains active in the environmental
review process, working for applicants, lead agencies and community groups
alike.
To be clear, the ESC is not an advocacy organization and I will not speak to the
appropriateness of the Carvel Property Development. My comments regard the
materials submitted in the DEIS and if they appropriately disclose the impacts of
the action. Over the past 2 years, I have has submitted three letters to the Pine
Plains Planning Board regarding the visual resources chapter of various PDEIS
submissions for the Carvel Property Development and I appreciate the
opportunity to finally speak to you in person.
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Let me start, however, with my summary: The photosimulations presented in the
DEIS do not accurately disclose the proposal’s impact on visual resources. They
have not been performed according to the accepted standards for photosimulation
in the environmental review process. They should NOT be used as evidence as to
the project’s impacts on visual resources, as they do not accurately depict the
action proposed. Since the Scoping Document called for photosimulations, and
since the photosimulations produced do not accurately depict the proposed
development’s impact on visual resources, the Lead Agency should require the
Applicant to produce additional materials that fully disclose those impacts.
To understand why I am critical of the photosimulations, I must first explain one
of SEQR’s foundations: an Environmental Impact Statement must analyze a
reasonable worse case scenario of the project’s impacts. When one creates a
photosimulation, one must make a number of assumptions, and those assumptions
must always be driven by: what is the reasonable worse case assumption? For
example, will a tree be lost or retained? If there is any question, the tree needs to
be removed from the simulation. What colors should be used for the buildings?
The lightest and most visible shades allowed, while still allowing for contrast.
When the earth is disturbed, it needs to be shown.
The photosimulations do not show a reasonable worse case scenario. What you
see are brown and tan houses that blend into fallow fields and wooded hillsides,
or to use the language of the EIS, they are “nestled in the woods.” The
simulations show land that is virtually unmarked by grading or tree removal, even
though extensive land disturbance and grading will be required. This means that
the photosimulations show houses are hidden or partially screened by tree
canopies that are actually proposed to be removed.
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I will submit further written testimony later that will get into the details of
reasonable worse case assumptions, but for the purposes of this hearing I will
speak to reasonable worse case assumptions by example.
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Last year my office developed 4 photosimulations for the applicant of the Bennett
College redevelopment project in nearby Millbrook. One of the viewpoints
analyzed is a side-of-the-road view similar to many in the DEIS:
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The simulation we prepared is the second image. To create this image, we needed
a grading plan for the site and a tree demolition plan. We then needed to take the
tree demolition plan and relate that to the trees in the viewpoint to ensure that that
we removed all the trees from the view that needed to be removed. If we ever had
to make a judgment, if we were unsure of where a tree in a photograph actually
intersected the ground and it could have been in part of the disturbed part of the
site, we removed the tree. The buildings represented the actual buildings planned
for the particular lots. Colors were the actual colors planned, but were varied to
show contrast from one building to another.
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There is a lot of site disturbance and that disturbance is apparent in the simulation.
To illustrate what it would mean in photosimulation to use best case assumptions
or assumptions that appear to be in the Carvel photosimulations, we took the same
plan, with the same buildings and simply changed their color and the treatment of
the existing vegetation.
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The point of this example is to show the importance of reasonable worse case
assumptions in the development of photosimulations. Using reasonable worse
case assumptions is not a trivial matter. They are the difference between
accurately depicting the action or not.
But, you may ask, how do we *know* that the applicant has not used reasonable
worse case assumptions? I believe the color choice for buildings is self-apparent.
Perhaps more significant than building color, however, is the treatment of the
landscape and the affect of grading and land disturbance.
When you look at the photosimulations, houses are dropped into images and there
appears to be no significant disturbance, other than there are now houses in the
image. The grading plan for the action says something else, however. We have
created the following sequence to illustrate how the grading plan that is proposed
can be related to the photosimulations and demonstrate that the photosimulations
are not representations of the action that is proposed.
The first image is the plan with proposed grading. The yellow shows the areas
graded for roads, drainage, parking lots and the golf course, the blue shows the
area graded for the buildings sites.
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The building sites come from the DEIS. They are about 9,000 SF rectangles that
generically represent disturbance on the site. These building sites don’t include
driveways. Dave Clouser, an engineer hired by Pine Plains United, drew in the
driveways for the lots, and we added his information to the applicant’s plan along
with some obvious corrections.
We then created a digital elevation model of the site. A digital elevation model is
essentially the existing terrain of the area shown as a 3D digital model draped
with an aerial photo.
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We then draped the grading plan over the digital elevation model for the site to
show the proposal in context.
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This allows us to move through a terrain model of the area terrain model and
using a computer camera, we can see replicate the DEIS viewpoints in the model
and see how much area is disturbed by the proposed action. In the next image, we
back up to Stissing Mountain Fire Tower and turn off the undisturbed areas . . .

And then extract the disturbed areas . . .

And merge the disturbed areas with a photograph from the viewpoint.
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So that the areas to be disturbed can be seen on the photograph we changed the
disturbed areas to white. This is proposed disturbance as shown from Stissing
Mountain Fire Tower.
From a SEQR standpoint, this is the single most important viewpoint analyzed in
the EIS. A nationally known, listed resource, this viewpoint is markedly different
from the other views. It is from a viewpoint off-site and is very long distance.
In a PDEIS this view was simulated and showed hundreds of buildings, but the
building colors blended into the background and it was very difficult to see much
change in the viewpoint. At that time we asked the question: what does this
viewpoint look like if the buildings shown in the simulation where the same color
as other existing buildings in the photograph? To answer this question, we recolored the buildings so they could actually be seen in the simulation.

After this, the applicant submitted a revised simulation, which said that buildings
constructed in forested areas would not be seen as they would be hidden by the
existing tree canopy. In other words to address the visibility issue from this
viewpoint they simply changed an assumption to reasonable best case: trees hide
all buildings in the forests. The reasoning behind the change in this assumption
was not explained, nor, it appears, was it ever reconciled with the applicant’s
grading plan. Because if you’re grading an area, the trees are being removed.
So as I’ve already shown, we can match the grading plan with the photograph.
With the graded areas highlighted, it shows pretty dramatic disturbance to the site.
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With this kind of site disturbance there is no way that the existing tree canopy will
provide near complete screening for buildings located in forested areas.
Absolutely no way. Consequently, what is shown in one place of the EIS
(grading plan) and what is shown in another (photo simulations) describe a
different action. It’s a fundamental flaw and it needs to be corrected.
This process of taking the grading plan and draping it over a digital elevation
model allows us to move through the plan from any viewpoint and, with a little
work, replicate views from a variety of locations that show areas that will be
graded. Pine Plains United asked me to show a view from Route 199.
This is an image from the north side of Route 199 near the eastern edge of the
Carvel property. It is very near the location of Viewpoint 13A, but looks in
another direction.
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When we match the digital elevation model with the proposed grading for the site
to this image, and we can see where land from this viewpoint will be disturbed.
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A retention pond is the large disturbance in the foreground. One road climbs the
hill and runs across its ridge and another is proposed at the base. House sites (in
blue) are placed on the forested hillside.
More important from a SEQR standpoint, however, is this view of Lake Carvel
(reproduced below as the center panel of a panoramic view). In my previous
letters, we have analyzed this viewpoint in detail.
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An early PDEIS showed that this view had been cropped to eliminate the
foreground, which is a fundamental error. In a subsequent PDEIS submission the
applicant showed the entire uncropped image, but this image omits the proposed
buildings in the foreground. We shouldn’t see Lake Carvel from this viewpoint
because it is blocked by buildings that should be in the foreground. The DEIS
still shows this image without the buildings in the foreground. The whole point of
this chapter is to evaluate impacts on visual resources, and you’re not going to see
Lake Carvel from this viewpoint because there will be buildings in the way.
That’s important and needs to be shown.
Further, the buildings on the far side of Lake Carvel, which are largely screened
by vegetation will be clearly visible as most of the hillside vegetation will be
removed for these buildings and their access roads as the grading plan shows:
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The nature of this viewpoint will change dramatically. It should show an urban
scene: high density multifamily buildings stepping up a hillside that has been
cleared of existing vegetation, and buildings and parking lots in the foreground
between the viewer and Lake Carvel. The simulation doesn’t show that and gives
the viewer incorrect information as to the project’s impacts on visual resources.
Let me conclude these comments by saying that visual simulation work for this
project is not trivial. The site is huge. The viewpoints include long-distance shots
and wide-angle panoramas. The nature of the site is a vast patchwork of trees and
fields with varied topography. If I were to have been asked to do this job I would
have thought about it very carefully, as it would have taken a huge amount of
resources to do it and we’ve only got seven people in my office. Perhaps I might
have pooled my resources with another organization. The people who do this
kind of work is a relatively small group of professionals, and most of us know of
each other, or at least know of each other’s work.
I had never heard of Elabd Architectural Illustrations, the firm that had performed
these photosimulations, and I found this odd. So I called the number listed for
Elabd in the EIS so I could learn more about the organization and the work they
did. I spoke with Samir Elabd who is the owner of this two-person shop and
found out that this was the first visual simulation job his out-of-state firm had
done for SEQR. All of his firm’s experience was in producing architectural
renderings, animations, and illustrations, designed to sell a project. During my
interview, it was apparent that Samir was technically quite competent, but this
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was still the first job he had done in New York State for the purposes of assessing
impacts on visual resources.

ENVIRONMENTAL
SIMULATION
CENTER, LTD.

There’s no manual as to how to produce materials for visual analysis under
SEQR. The DEC provides guidelines as to how to assess impacts on visual
resources in their Visual Policy document, but it is not a technical “how-to”
document. Instead, there is an evolving body of work that forms the standard
practice. If the professional is unfamiliar with this body of work, but is
experienced in producing architectural illustrations and renderings, it would be
very easy to produce materials that might at a glance look acceptable, but upon
inspection fall short of what’s required by SEQR. The same tools are used to
produce the images, but the assumptions that go into them are completely
different. For SEQR simulations, your mantra is “worse case, worse case, worse
case.” For renderings it’s simply: “how do I make this look good.”
This job is far too complicated to be someone’s first job, regardless of how
technically competent they are. While the DEIS is produced by the applicant, it is
the Lead Agency’s document. Considering the obvious flaws and errors in the
simulations, the technician’s lack of experience in the field, and the misleading
conclusions that could be drawn from these simulations, I advise the Lead Agency
that these simulations constitute a risk that you should find unacceptable. They
need to be redone to fully and accurately disclose the impacts.
I appreciate the extra time that the Planning Board has provided to me and I will
be submitting formal written comments in addition to this testimony at a later
date. Should members of the Planning Board have questions about this testimony
or my previous submissions, I encourage you to contact me.
Thank you.

