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On behalf of the Town of Amenia, you have asked the Environmental Simulation
Center, Ltd. (ESC) to review the Draft Environmental Impact Statement
(DGEIS) produced for Silo Ridge Resort Community, specifically focusing on
the Visual Resource Assessment and the visual impacts of the action. The ESC
is a not-for-profit organization that specializes in applying technology in the
fields of planning, urban design and environmental reviews. Founded in 1991,
the ESC developed or helped to develop digital visual simulation techniques that
have become standard practice in New York’s environmental review process.
This letter reports the results of my review and expresses my opinion as to the
quality of materials presented in this chapter in respect to workmanship and
scope, and whether these materials were produced using methods that properly
follow industry Best Practices and guidance provided by New York State’s
Department of Environmental Conservation. This review focuses on technical
issues, and substantive comments are minimal.
Summary
An EIS is a disclosure document that must clearly disclose the impacts of the
action it describes. For the several reasons described herein, it is my opinion that
materials published in the DEIS do not adequately disclose impacts of the
proposed action on visual resources, and the Lead Agency should require
additional information so that it may understand the project’s impacts on the
area’s visual resources.
The field methods for the photography show some familiarity with current
professional standards, but the text includes basic errors and omissions in the
procedures that govern visual resource assessment under New York State’s
environmental review. The photosimulations also show basic errors, which
impair their ability to disclose the project’s impact on visual resources.

Silo_ridge_FEIS_comments428.docx
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Procedural and Methodological Omissions
DEC Visual Policy Document
The Applicant and its consultant team should have reviewed two documents
before producing the Visual Resources chapter. The first document is the Final
Scoping Document for the project, which is where the Lead Agency provides
instruction to the Applicant regarding the content of the DEIS. The second
document is Assessing and Mitigating Visual Impacts (hereafter referred to as the
Visual Policy Document), a policy document produced by New York State’s
Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC), which outlines some basic
minimums for materials that should appear when assessing impacts on visual
resources in New York State. In addition to the instruction found in these two
documents, the EIS should also be consistent with the state of the practice and
reflect industry Best Practices, especially as they regard visual simulation.
While the EIS includes most of the information required by the Scoping
Document, the EIS omits basic procedures called for in the Visual Policy
Document. To ensure that the action does not impact visual resources of
statewide significance, the Visual Policy Document instructs applicants to
perform the following omitted steps: First, the applicant needs to perform a
visibility analysis (also known as viewshed mapping) that shows areas within a
five mile radius of the proposed action that have theoretical visibility to the
proposed action. An example viewshed map is included as Attachment A to this
letter.
After this is done, the applicant must inventory and map visual resources of
statewide significance on top of the viewshed map to show what visual resources
of statewide significance have theoretical visibility to the proposed action. The
resources that have theoretical visibility need to be field tested to see if they have
actual visibility. As the Visual Policy Document states, these sites include:
Properties on or eligible for the National or State Register of Historic
Places;
State parks;
Urban cultural parks;
State forest preserves, Catskill parks;
National wildlife areas, State game refuges, State wildlife management
areas;
National natural landmarks;
The National Park System, Recreation Areas, Seashores, and Forests;
Rivers designated as National or State Wild, Scenic or Recreational;
Sites, areas, lakes, or highways designated or eligible as “Scenic;”
Scenic Areas of Statewide Significance (SASS);
State or federally designated trails;
State nature and historic preserve areas;
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The Lead Agency can always add to this list by identifying viewpoints of local
concern—which the Town has done—but having a list of viewpoints of local
concern does not obviate the applicant’s responsibility under the State’s Visual
Policy Document. This is a basic omission which needs to be corrected to ensure
all visual resources have been identified and evaluated.
Assessing impacts
The Scoping Document states: “A description of the changes in visual character
of the site and surrounding areas will be provided.” The Applicant has selected
photosimulation and text descriptions as the manner in which the “description of
the changes” would be provided.
Photosimulations with text descriptions are becoming a more and more common
method of demonstrating visual impacts. Photosimulations are desirable as they
can communicate to lay-person and professional alike, and because they provide
quantitative information regarding impacts on visual resources. For example, a
photosimulation shows how much of an action is visible from a viewpoint. It may
also show views that are blocked or ridgelines that are broken. By themselves,
however, they do not evaluate the qualitative aspects of a project’s impact on a
view. But with the exception of a few vague sentences, the text describing the
project’s impact is quantitative, and simply describes what is seen in
photosimulations.
More typically, EISs not only evaluate the quantitative aspects of visual impacts,
but also the qualitative aspects. While there is flexibility in the manner in which
this evaluation is done, at minimum the text of the DEIS should describe the
visual character of the existing landscape and how the action will impact this
visual character. Visual character of a landscape is most often evaluated by
analyzing the project’s impact on the elements that compose it. These elements
include form, line, color, texture, and scale/dominance, and/or other criteria as it
suits the specifics of the location. Regardless of definition, the EIS needs some
kind of detailed analysis of the qualitative impacts of the action.
Grading
An action of this type can be described by its components, which are:
Buildings,
ancillary components (roads, parking lots, retention ponds, retaining walls,
golf courses, etc.), and
grading and site disturbance required for the buildings and ancillary
components.
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While not entirely clear in the written documentation, it is apparent from the
photosimulations that the visual analysis omits the third component of the action:
the proposed grading. In projects that do not have extensive grading, this is not a
serious omission. In this area, however, with the amount of disturbance that is
proposed, the steep slopes involved, and the distinctive landscape character of the
area, the simulations need to reflect changes in elevation due to grading, and they
must show how the land is recovered from the grading.
The following image from DEIS item number SP3-B is a portion of the site
grading plan for the area around the Hairpin Turn showing the grading that is
proposed for the Winery building and ancillary structures.

N

Portion of SP3-B

The darker contour lines show areas where the natural elevation of the site
changes due to proposed site grading. The slightly thicker line right above the
word “WINERY” is a retaining wall that is as tall as 10-feet in places. All this
grading is necessary because the proposal shows that the Winery building will be
constructed on a flat building site, which means that the there will be a very steep
slope along the east side of the building.
Now, examine the following existing conditions photograph and accompanying
photosimulation for this same building, taken from the hairpin turn:
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The visual simulation of the building clearly does not show the grading proposed
in the grading plan: no retaining wall can be seen, no artificially steep slope on the
right side of the building, and the building looks like it is sunk into the side of the
hill on the left when, in fact, its building site is proposed to be flat. Further, by
not showing site grading, the simulations do not have to show how the site is
recovered from the grading. Typically, lacking specific landscaping for this site,
graded areas are recovered with sod, which helps to limit erosion on disturbed
steep slopes. But in views such as this one, mowed sod--which remains green all
year--would show contrast with the fallow field that dominates the viewpoint, and
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Even though the slopes shown in the photosimulation for Viewpoint 4 require
significant grading for the proposed building, this is still one of the flatter areas to
be developed (noted as “Area A” in the figure below). Much, if not most, of the
remainder of the site used for buildings is at very steep grades of 10 and 15% or
more. The DEIS clearly states that to create development sites on these steeply
sloping areas they will need to be graded, which means that the existing trees will
be removed and tall retaining walls are planned. Figure 3.1-3 shows the slope
disturbance map, which demonstrates extensive disturbance required by the
development.

Area A
Area B

Reproduction of Figure 3.1-3

All colored areas are to be graded, a process which removes existing vegetation.
Retaining walls that will be required for creating building sites will be very tall.
By omitting them from the simulations the Applicant is ignoring a significant
portion of the action. Consider the following portion of grading plan (SP3-B),
taken from the area listed as “Area B” above:
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Portion of SP-3B with red highlighting of large retaining wall added

This plan says that the retaining wall highlighted is, in places, 20-feet tall. The
down-slope at the bottom of the retaining wall is between 40 and 48%, and would
probably require special treatment and/or materials for its stabilization (i.e. simple
recovery through planting sod will be difficult). This level of change in the
landscape simply cannot be ignored when assessing an action’s impact on visual
resources. To omit site disturbance from the visual simulations and show only
part of the proposed action renders the photosimulations useless for completely
assessing the action’s impacts on visual resources, and is misleading as to the
character of the development and its relationship to the land.
Methodological errors in the photosimulations
Changes in photosimulations not caused by proposed Action
The fact that the Applicant chose photosimulation as a method of describing the
action is good, as there is no requirement for photosimulations in the Scoping
Document and photosimulations are a desirable way of communicating the visual
impact of an action. That being said, the photosimulations are not very good. For
example, look at the photosimulation of Viewpoint 4 reproduced earlier in this
document and compare it to the existing conditions photograph. You should
notice that the two images are different sizes. You should also notice that the
color in the simulated photo changes. Color contrast is lessened in the simulation
and the entire image appears washed out when compared with the existing
conditions photograph. Color contrast is an important part of changes to a
landscape and is one of the typical criteria used to evaluate the qualitative impact
on visual resources.
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The change in image quality and size between existing and proposed is not due to
the reproduction of these images in this document. These images have been
faithfully reproduced from the digital copy of the DEIS that can be found on-line.
The size of the image should never change between existing conditions and
photosimulation. The color of the image should not change unless the action is
causing the change. The only change between the existing conditions photograph
and the photosimulation should be due to the proposed action. This is a very
basic error that should have never reached the published DEIS.
The process of publishing an EIS, even digitally, sometimes introduces errors in
documents. But a careful look at the EIS will show that most of the simulations
show these types of exogenous changes from the existing conditions photograph,
which suggests that this error is a symptom of a problem with the simulation
method and not due to publishing.
Visual representation of buildings
When discussing the use of simple massing models to represent buildings of the
action, the DEIS states:
In order to portray the highest level of potential visual impact, blank forms for the proposed
structures were used with no architectural detail, fenestration, materials or true color
representation, which would mute the impact. Additionally, proposed landscaping was
intentionally left out of the photo simulations to ensure that the full visual impact height, mass
and relative scale of the structures in their proposed locations could be assessed. (p. 3.6.26).

Despite the contention that the method selected would portray the highest level of
potential visual impact, the representation of the buildings of the action actually
does the opposite and minimizes the impact of the action. For example, examine
Viewpoint 2 and its corresponding simulation:
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You will note that the buildings, especially those in the distance on the far side of
the water body to the left of the photograph, blend into the photograph. One of
the reasons for the blending is that the color chosen for the massing model
provides very little contrast with the surrounding colors. If massing models are
going to be used to represent the built environment, then the colors selected for
the massing models need to show contrast with colors in the photograph. Most of
the existing conditions photographs are dominated by browns and tans of fallow
fields and leafless forests. The color selection of the massing models appears to
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The issues with the representation go beyond color. It appears that the massing
models are entirely colored the same color and any contrast seen is due to
shading. Edges are not defined and, consequently, the objects lose definition in
the photosimulations and appear, at times, simply as a single mass without
definition between buildings.
There is some debate amongst simulation professionals as to the appropriateness
of the use of massing models to simulate impacts on visual resources. Some
contend that they should only be used in limited circumstances, such as a generic
environmental impact statement. My office is on record as promoting the use of
massing models in broader applications such as a project like this one.
But the representation of the massing model must still be that of a reasonable
worst-case scenario. The use of a massing model to represent a proposed action is
not license to select colors that blend a proposed project into the background of
the photograph. The colors selected must be bright and show contrast with the
existing environment. For example, considering the following images:

Existing conditions photograph (Sailor’s Cove development, Ulster County NY)
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Photosimulation with development proposal represented as articulated architectural massing

Photosimulation of proposed conditions represented with simulated building façades1
1

The photograph and photosimulations were created by Creative Visuals and were a part of the
Sailor’s Cove DEIS in Kingston, NY.
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These are simulations created for another DEIS. The colors used for the
architectural massing model are generally light and show contrast with the
existing natural environment. The buildings are simulated with a light gray while
the roofs are simulated a darker color to add definition among and between
buildings. This simulation also shows disturbed areas recovered from grading,
which adds additional contrast and understanding of the action. This example is
intended to show how high contrast is possible when using massing models in a
photosimulation and--by example--show how contrast is minimized in the
photosimulations found in the Silo Ridge DEIS.
It has been brought to my attention that the Planning Board approved the colors
used in the massing models during an August 30, 2007 meeting. These building
colors do not represent a reasonable worst-case development scenario for impacts
on visual resources as required by SEQR. Even with the color approved by the
Planning Board (identified as “beige” in the minutes) the simulations still could
have been performed to show more contrast. Providing edges to the massing
model, selecting a lighter shade than the background, or coloring roofs differently
than the walls all would provide more contrast and thereby increase visibility. To
demonstrate the effect of color selection on visibility, my office altered the
simulation for Viewpoint 2 (right) to reflect a reasonable worst-case development
scenario while still keeping the buildings a shade of beige:

Simulation of Viewpoint 2 (right) altered using Photoshop to show an appropriate use of color

Review the existing conditions photograph and the DEIS’s photosimulation for
this viewpoint reproduced on page 9 of this document. You should see that the
addition of color contrast shows more visibility of the action.
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Regarding visibility, the DEC Visual Policy document instructs:
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 . . . (DEC Visual Policy, p. 9).
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Nevertheless, visibility is the starting point for understanding impacts on visual
resources and without accurate representation of the action’s visibility it is
difficult to understand impacts on the viewpoints analyzed. Additional discussion
of visual simulation representation for SEQR can be found in Visual Simulation
under SEQR, which can be found online here:
http://www.simcenter.org/Viz_sim_in_SEQR/Viz_sim_in_SEQR.pdf

Camera and lenses
The photosimulations use a zoom lens on a standard digital camera. Most
professionals use a fixed lens, to ensure that the zoom does not drift, but more
importantly, most professionals either continue to use film or use what is known
as a full-frame digital camera, which reproduces an image in a manner much more
similar to 35mm film than a standard digital camera. The technical reasons for
not using a standard digital camera in an EIS are discussed in the Visual
Simulation under SEQR document referenced in the above link, but one reason is
that an image produced natively from a standard digital camera has a different
size and aspect ratio than traditional film or full frame digital.
Further, there are also curious statements in the text. For example, the EIS states:
While a 35mm lens will provide the best approximation of the field of view perceived by the
human eye, an 85mm lens setting will provide the best representation of the degree of detail
perceivable by the human eye. As a result, a 50mm lens setting is the most reasonable
composite of these two parameters . . .

This is certainly a novel justification of a 50mm lens, but is not typical. A 50mm,
or the so-called “normal” lens, is used because the image it creates best
reproduces the relative distance relationships of the human eye. At less than
50mm objects in the image seem further away than they would to the human eye.
At more than 50mm, the objects seem closer than they would to the human eye.
50mm is a good lens to use for photography in an EIS2, so the accuracy of this

2

A 50mm lens is not a hard rule. There is some variation in what can be considered a normal
lens. My office considers any lens between 50 and 55mm a normal lens. Other offices are more
generous. Further, wide angle lenses are often better in urban environments (to show development
on both sides of the street, for instance) or in viewpoints where an action is very close to the
observer. Telephoto lenses can be used to simulate the acuity of the human eye, which has the
ability to focus on objects in the distance. A 50mm lens is a starting point, but if other lenses
increase the understanding of an action’s impact on visual resources they should also be used.
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Conclusions
The Applicant produced a Visual Resources chapter that does not adequately
disclose the visual impacts of the action. The materials produced omit basic
information and the photosimulations used to communicate the impact of the
action are fundamentally flawed. The Lead Agency should require additional
materials in the FEIS so it may better understand the impacts of the proposed
action.
I appreciate the opportunity to comment on this important project. Should you
have any questions or comments about this document, please contact me directly
at 212-279-1851.
Sincerely,

George M. Janes, AICP
Environmental Simulation Center, Ltd.
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(Taken from the DGEIS for the Landing at Kingston and Ulster)
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