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Review

• After the September 7th meeting Drayton and 
Bonnie asked me to review the viewshed

• I reviewed the methods used, redid the viewshed 
using another method, and then evaluated the 
results

• I subsequently received Mr. Gordon’s October 1st

letter, which makes some valid points.  However, the 
Board needs to consider the materiality of these 
points and the limits of the materials he provides
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Independently 
derived viewshed 
map that uses 
only topography. 

It is largely 
identical to the 
results of the 
topographic  
viewshed that 
appear in the 
application

Topographic viewshed map.  
Yellow are areas where the 
tower would be visible if 
there were no trees or 
buildings.  Pink areas are 
areas where the tower will 
not be visible due to 
topography



Topographic viewsheds are relatively simple.  

Areas blocked by vegetation are more difficult due to the nature 
of vegetation.  They are typically defined by:

• Fieldwork 
• USGS National Land Cover Dataset (NLCD) from United 
States Geological Survey
• Both fieldwork and the USGS data

Applicant appears to have used only fieldwork.  The NLCD dataset 
provides different results
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Viewshed map 
using topography 
and vegetative 
data from NLCD

Blue: areas where the tower is 
visible

Yellow: areas where the tower is 
not be visible due to vegetation

Pink: areas where the tower is 
not visible due to topography
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Hybrid viewshed 
map showing the 
results of both 
vegetative 
methods



The NLCD map shows visibility to the project site from many 
visual resources that are shown as “Not Visible” on the 
applicant’s map

In April 2008 the applicant did visit many sites and documented 
visibility while the balloon was flying

These visited sites were cross-referenced with sites that may 
have visibility, which left 12 visual resources that may have 
visibility.  

Of these, 10 were historic resources.  The NYSOPHP provided a 
letter of no impact on these sites.  

That left 2 other resources of concern: Minnewaska State Park 
(and sites therein) and Shawangunk Mountain Scenic Byway
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Hybrid viewshed 
map showing the 
results of both 
vegetative 
methods



Shawangunk Mountain 
Scenic Byway

The vast majority of the 
Byway is both far from the 
tower and will have no 
view, but there is a 1/5 of 
a mile section where the 
tower may be visible at a 
distance of 2+ miles



Minnewaska State Park / Gertrude’s Nose Scenic Overlook

Will have clear views from 
Shawangunk Ridge

Gertrude’s Nose is 
probably “worst case”



Minnewaska State Park / Gertrude’s Nose Scenic Overlook



Minnewaska State Park / Gertrude’s Nose Scenic Overlook



Minnewaska State Park / Gertrude’s Nose Scenic Overlook Photosimulation 



Regarding the significance of visual impacts, DEC tells us:

“Mere visibility, even startling visibility of a project proposal, should not be a threshold 
for decision making. Instead a project, by virtue of its visibility, must clearly interfere 
with or reduce the public's enjoyment and/or appreciation of the appearance of an 
inventoried resource (e.g. cooling tower plume blocks a view from a State Park 
overlook).”

The proposed project may be visible from a 1,000 foot section of the 88 mile 
Shawangunk Mountain Scenic Byway at a distance of over 2 miles.  
Considering the entirety of the Byway and the distance to the action, it is very 
unlikely that this project will clearly interfere with the public’s enjoyment of the 
visual resource.  Nevertheless, no simulation or line-of-sight profile has been 
made

The omission of the Minnewaska State Park overlooks was a serious error 
considering the importance of the resource, but because of both distance and 
context of the view, the tower is very unlikely to have a significant visual impact



David Gordon provided a letter that deserves some comment

The photographs (Exhibit B, C, & D) were taken with a telephoto 
lens:

Exhibit B (from the Millbrook Mountain/Gertrude’s Nose): 
~158mm equivalency
Exhibit C (from high school):~321mm equivalency 
Exhibit D (from the subdivision): ~119mm equivalency

These images are not human perspective.  The human eye is 
equivalent to ~50mm.  The high school shot is 3.5 miles from the 
project, but the lens creates an image that looks like a viewer was 
standing about 0.5 mile from the project. 



Exhibit C: Wallkill High School, ~321mm equivalent



Wallkill High School, April 2008, ~80mm equivalent



Distance and Scale

The applicant visited the football stands while the balloon was 
flying, and found no visiblity.  It is possible that the weather 
balloon used during the field work was:

• Simply not visible to the naked eye at these distances, or

• The applicant did not go high enough in the stands to where 
the balloon would be visbile,  or

• Vegetation blocked the view to the balloon



Distance and Scale

• Scale is mitigated by distance.  At long distances an object no 
wider than 8 feet will hardly be seen

• The long-distance views (Shawangunk Ridge, Wallkill High 
School, Scenic Byway, others) are very unlikely to have 
significant visual impacts because distance will mitigate

• The biggest impact will be from shorter distance views, the 
Grasslands NWR, Old Hoagerburgh Road and to the 
homeowners that are nearby



Gordon’s major criticisms are, for the most part, fair: 

• The viewshed map shows some resources as not having a 
view to the project site when they actually do

• Other resources may have visibility but were never field 
checked

• Missing Minnewaska State Park Scenic Overlooks (e.g. 
Gertrude’s Nose) was a serious omission, and I agree that it is 
“among the most critical identified in the DEC guidance”

• Any impact on resources that had visibility should have been 
studied and disclosed



But his conclusion does not necessarily follow

• All visual resources have been mapped, and all those close (< 
2 miles) to the project have been studied (or have a letter of 
no impact)

• Those that are further are unlikely to experience a significant 
visual impact, especially considering the mitigation program 

• A meaningful mitigation program has been developed 
(flagless flagpole structure, lowering the height, altering the 
site plan) 

Further DEC tells us: “The goal of visual assessment is to reveal impacts and effective 
mitigation strategies . . .  It is generally more effective to reserve applicant investments 
for mitigation rather than complex visual assessments. Simple line-of-sight profiles may 
suffice for revealing impacts and potential mitigation strategies.”



At one point the tower was proposed to be 145 feet tall, capped 
with uncamouflaged 12 foot booms and holding a microwave 
dish antenna . . . 



The height was lowered and the microwave antenna was 
removed . . . 



The applicant had to consider camouflage techniques including 
pine tree camouflage 



. . . and the flagless flagpole, the current proposal . . .  



The site plan was altered to mitigate impacts on a neighbor 



Other mitigation measures were also considering 

• Many alternative sites were studied

• Other camouflage techniques were considered including a 
faux silo and close-mounted panels



Clearly, a hard look has been taken and visual impacts have been 
mitigated

• It remains my opinion that the errors identified by Mr. 
Gordon while procedurally serious, are immaterial as to the  
impacts on visual resources

• As to whether the visual impacts have been mitigated to the 
greatest extent practical, that’s for the Board to decide

• If the Board feels that the quality of the application has 
impaired the public’s understanding of the project, and 
thereby the clarity of disclosure, that is another judgment for 
the Board 

• But the Board has clearly passed the “hard look” test, and 
developed an effective mitigation program



George M. Janes, AICP

October 5, 2010
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