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3.3 AESTHETICS 
This section provides a description of existing visual conditions, meaning the physical features that make up the 
visible landscape, within and surrounding the area affected by implementation of the Tahoe PTEIR and an assessment 
of changes to those conditions that would occur from program implementation. The effects of the proposed 
program on the visual environment are generally defined in terms of treatment activities’ physical characteristics and 
potential visibility, the extent to which the presence of later treatment activities would change the perceived visual 
character and quality of the environment, and the expected level of sensitivity that the viewing public may have 
where treatment activities would alter existing views. The “Methodology” discussion below provides further detail on 
the approach used in this evaluation.  

No comments received on the notice of preparation were related to aesthetics or scenic quality.  

The proposed program is limited to fuel reduction activities on forest lands and would not conflict with applicable 
zoning and other regulations governing scenic quality. Additionally, the program does not include the installation of 
new lighting fixtures or structures that could cause glare. These issues are not discussed further in this document. 

3.3.1 Regulatory Setting 

FEDERAL 

U.S. Forest Service Visual Management System 
The U.S. Forest Service (USFS), Lake Tahoe Basin Management Unit manages lands within and directly adjacent to the 
program area. The USFS employs the Visual Management System (VMS) to analyze effects of management activities 
on the scenery of a given area. The VMS had been used since the mid-1970s and in 1995, the USFS developed an 
updated version of the VMS, introducing the Scenery Management System (SMS). The VMS and SMS are both 
structured to primarily emphasize “natural appearing” scenery, but SMS recognizes the positive scenic values 
associated with some human modified (cultural) features and settings that are valued for their scenic influence. The 
SMS allows for analysis and conservation beyond national forest lands into adjacent communities and other 
jurisdictions. The SMS provides a systematic approach for determining the relative value and importance of scenery in 
National Forest lands. In addition to the TRPA scenic management system, described below, the USFS may apply the 
VMS and SMS in the planning and review of future projects on National Forest lands. 

Tahoe Regional Planning Agency 

Tahoe Regional Plan 
TRPA’s mission is to lead the cooperative effort to preserve, restore, and enhance the unique natural and human 
environment of the Lake Tahoe Region, while improving local communities, and people’s interactions with our 
irreplaceable environment. It achieves this mission through the Lake Tahoe Regional Plan, which was updated by 
TRPA in 2012. The Regional Plan includes Resolution 82-11, the Environmental Threshold Carrying Capacities 
(threshold standards), Goals and Policies, Code of Ordinances, area plans, plan area statements (PASs), the Scenic 
Quality Improvement Program (SQIP), Environmental Improvement Program (EIP), and other guidance documents. 

The Goals and Policies of the Regional Plan establish an overall framework for development and environmental 
conservation in the Lake Tahoe region. The goals and policies present the overall approach to meeting TRPA’s 
environmental threshold carrying capacities (discussed below), and establish guiding policy for each resource 
element. The Conservation Element (Chapter 4) of the Goals and Policies document considers 10 subelements, 
including a Scenic subelement. Relevant Goals and Policies are included below. 
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GOAL SR-1: Maintain and restore the scenic qualities of the natural appearing landscape. 

 Policy SR-1.3: The factors or conditions that contribute to scenic degradation, as specified in the Scenic Quality 
Improvement Program (SQIP), need to be recognized and appropriately considered in restoration programs, plan 
development, and during project review to improve scenic quality. 

GOAL SR-2: Improve the accessibility of Lake Tahoe for public viewing.  

 Policy SR-2.1: Enhance the opportunities to view Lake Tahoe by designing view corridors from highways. 

Thresholds 
TRPA adopted threshold standards in August 1982 for the purpose of maintaining and improving the various 
resources of the Tahoe Basin. Scenic quality is an exceptional attribute of the Tahoe Basin, and specific threshold 
carrying capacities were developed to protect and improve the scenic resources of the area. TRPA threshold 
standards require maintenance of threshold rating values for roadway and shoreline travel routes, individually 
mapped scenic resources, recreation area scenic resources, and compatibility with the natural environment. The 
following describes the scenic resources threshold indicators that are relevant to the project.  

Travel Route Ratings 
Long-term, cumulative changes to views of the landscape from State and federal highways in the region and from 
the surface of Lake Tahoe are tracked by the TRPA travel route ratings. Roadways have been divided into 
53 segments called “travel units” based on their landscape characteristics. Lake Tahoe’s shoreline is divided into 33 
separate travel units. The following visual conditions are given numerical ratings to determine the threshold score for 
travel units: human-made features along roadways and shoreline; physical distractions to driving along roadways; 
roadway characteristics; views of the lake from roadways; general landscape views from roadways and the lake; and, 
the variety of scenery viewed from roadways and the lake. 

Scenic Quality Ratings 
The purpose of the TRPA scenic quality threshold is to maintain or enhance views of individual, existing scenic 
resources that are visible by the public from roadway or shoreline travel routes. The scenic resources in the region 
include certain views of the natural landscape and distinctive natural features that were identified, mapped, 
described, and evaluated as part of the 1982 Scenic Resource Evaluation. Scenic resources include such things as 
foreground, middle-ground, and background views of the natural landscape from roadways; certain views to Lake 
Tahoe from roadways; certain views of Lake Tahoe and natural landscape from roadway entry points into the region; 
unique landscape features, such as ridgelines, prominent mountain peaks, and rock formations that add interest and 
variety, as seen from roadways or from on Lake Tahoe. 

Public Recreation Areas and Bike Trails Scenic Quality Ratings 
The TRPA public recreation area scenic quality threshold applies to specific public recreation areas, including beaches, 
campgrounds, ski areas, and segments of Class I and Class II bicycle trails. Public recreation areas with views of scenic 
resources are valuable because they are major public gathering places, hold high scenic values, and are places where 
people are static (compared to people on the travel routes) and, therefore, have more time to focus their attention 
on the views and scenic resources. Scenic resources seen from public recreation areas include: views of the lake and 
the surrounding natural landscape from within the recreation area; views of distinctive natural features that are within 
the recreation area; and views of human-made features in or adjacent to the recreation area that influence the 
viewing experience. TRPA-listed public recreation areas in the program area include El Dorado Beach and 
Campground, Granlibakken Ski Resort, and Ski Homewood/Tahoe Ski Bowl (TRPA 2015). Portions of the TRPA-listed 
bikeway segments that are within the program area include Al Tahoe Boulevard, City of SLT Recreation Area, City of 
SLT to Tallac Creek, Sunnyside to Timberland, Tahoe City to Dollar Point, Tahoe City to River Ranch, Tahoe Pines to 
Tahoma, Tahoe Tavern, Tahoe Valley Route, Tahoe Valley to SLT City Limits, and Timberland to Tahoe Pines. 
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Scenic Quality Improvement Plan 
The SQIP was adopted to provide a program for implementing physical improvements to the built environment in 
the Tahoe Basin. The SQIP is intended to contribute to the attainment of the scenic resources thresholds. It identifies 
specific scenic improvement opportunities within each travel unit that is not in attainment of threshold standards. 

Environmental Improvement Program 
The EIP, adopted in 1998 and updated in 2010, incorporates elements of the SQIP. The EIP includes a list of specific 
projects throughout the Basin that are needed to attain and maintain the thresholds (TRPA 2010). One of the 
program elements addresses improving the scenic quality of roadways. Currently, the Tahoe Vista Utility 
Undergrounding Project, Liberty Utilities – Apache Ave Undergrounding, and Liberty Utilities - Pioneer Trail 
Undergrounding- Elks Club to So. Pines 3500' are the only scenic improvement projects on the five-year EIP project 
list in the program area. 

STATE 

California Scenic Highway Program 
California’s Scenic Highway Program was created by the California Legislature in 1963 and is managed by the 
California Department of Transportation. The goal of this program is to preserve and protect scenic highway 
corridors from changes that would affect the aesthetic value of the land adjacent to highways. A highway may be 
designated “scenic” depending on how much of the natural landscape travelers can see, the scenic quality of the 
landscape, and the extent to which development intrudes on travelers’ enjoyment of the view (Caltrans 2017).  

The program includes a list of highways designated as, or eligible to become, official scenic highways, and includes a 
process for the designation of official State and County Scenic Highways. State Route (SR) 89 and SR 28 within the 
Placer County portion of the Tahoe region are classified as “eligible” routes under the Scenic Highway Program. 
Within the El Dorado County portion of the Tahoe region, SR 89 is officially designated as a State Scenic Highway. 
The U.S. Highway 50 (U.S. 50) from the Nevada state line to the “Wye” intersection with SR 89 is designated as 
eligible, and U.S. 50 from the “Wye” intersection through Echo Summit is officially designated as a State Scenic 
Highway. All roadways that are eligible or officially designated under the program are also within TRPA-designated 
scenic roadway travel units. 

LOCAL 

Placer County 
The Placer County Tahoe Basin Area Plan (PCTBAP) serves as Placer County’s overall land use and conservation plan 
for the portion of Placer County within the program area. It includes a Scenic Resources section that provides 
guidance on scenic quality standards. The following policies from the Scenic Resources section of the PCTBAP are 
most relevant to the proposed program: 

 SR-P-1: Continue to participate in the Lake Tahoe Environmental Improvement Program (EIP) and coordinate with 
other agencies to identify and secure funding for projects that improve scenic quality. 

 SR-P-4: Protect and enhance existing scenic views and vistas. 

 SR-P-7: Prioritize scenic improvement efforts at the gateways to Lake Tahoe in Tahoe City and Kings Beach. 

El Dorado County 
The El Dorado County General Plan includes a Visual Resources and Community Design section, which addresses 
scenic resources. The following policies from the Visual Resources and Community Design section of the General Plan 
are most relevant to the proposed program: 

 Policy 2.3.1.1: The County shall continue to enforce the tree protection provisions in the Grading Erosion and 
Sediment Control Ordinance and utilize the hillside road standards. 
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 Policy 2.3.2.1: Disturbance of slopes thirty (30) percent or greater shall be discouraged to minimize the visual 
impacts of grading and vegetation removal. 

City of South Lake Tahoe 
The City of South Lake Tahoe’s General Plan includes a Scenic Resources section within the Natural and Cultural 
Resources Element. This section includes several policies addressing scenic resources, though the policies are focused 
on the built environment or city infrastructure and are not relevant to the proposed program.  

3.3.2 Environmental Setting 
In the Lake Tahoe Basin, human activity has had a notable influence on the landscape. Beginning with the Comstock 
era around 1859, demand for timber resulted in extensive logging within the area with large portions appearing 
virtually deforested by 1890 (USGS 2005). Urban development began in the early 1900s with small vacation resorts 
and a few communities. After World War II, demand for recreation, tourism, and permanent housing fueled large 
increases in development. Commercial development increased to become the second largest developed land use 
next to residential by 2002. Even so, concentrated development in the region is largely confined to private lands, 
which make up 10 percent of the land region‐wide, compared to 90 percent in public ownership (TRPA 2012).  

VISUAL CHARACTER OF THE PROGRAM AREA 
The program area contains a mix of environments, including urban centers, connected and isolated residential 
neighborhoods, small commercial nodes that serve the residential neighborhoods, recreation areas, and semi-natural 
transition areas between natural and rural landscapes. These elements are described by three general visual 
environments: urban areas, rural, and the rural transition environment between the urban and rural areas (TRPA 1989:vii). 

 Urban Areas: Urban areas are dominated by commercial uses, public service activities, and residential uses 
(human‐made development). Urban areas within the program area include South Lake Tahoe, Meyers, Tahoe 
City, Kings Beach, and North Stateline. 

 Rural Transition Areas: Rural transition areas are a combination of human‐made development and natural 
landscape features. Within the program area, rural transitional areas include most other areas along SR 28 and SR 
89, including Tahoe Vista, Carnelian Bay, Sunnyside, Homewood, and other residential areas such as Cascade 
properties, and Alpine peaks throughout the program area. 

 Rural Areas: Rural areas are dominated by natural elements and processes. Rural areas are within and adjacent to 
many portions of the program area and include backcountry areas and higher elevation areas outside of 
residential neighborhoods. 

NATURAL FEATURES 
The dominant natural features of the program area are the expansive alpine lake (Lake Tahoe) ringed by rugged 
mountain peaks with thickly forested slopes. 

Lake Tahoe 
Lake Tahoe is a lake with remarkable color, clarity, size, and depth. The lake’s water clarity allows a viewer to see 
approximately 70 feet deep, though the clarity has declined from greater than 100 feet since readings began in the 
late 1960s (TRPA 2012). Lake Tahoe is the second deepest lake in the United States and the tenth deepest in the 
world, with a maximum depth measured at 1,645 feet. The color of Lake Tahoe’s water is highly variable, influenced 
by depth. Water color ranges from clear, light green at the shallow lake edges (especially noteworthy in areas near 
Tahoe City), to dark blue in the deeper areas. The lake is approximately 22 miles long and 12 miles wide, with 72 miles 
of shoreline and a surface area of 191 square miles (USGS 2018). The expansiveness of the lake allows for long‐
distance views throughout the area. 
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Shoreline Character Types 
Each portion of the Lake Tahoe shoreline is classified as one of four shoreline character types, based on the level of 
human development that is visible. The visual character types along the shoreline are shown Figure 3.3-1 and include 
the following: 

 Visually Dominated Shoreline. This character type includes all marinas and other areas with large prominent 
buildings, high boat density and buoy fields, equipment, and commercial activity. There is usually considerable 
visual clutter associated with these uses.  

 Visually Modified Shoreline. This character type includes areas with visually-prominent homes and other 
structures along the shoreline, but with considerable vegetation intact. This character type can include limited 
areas with high intensity clusters of shoreline structures. Most of the developed portions of the shoreline fall into 
this category.  

 Visually Sensitive Shoreline. These are highly scenic or vulnerable landscapes exhibiting the influence of man-
made modifications within an otherwise natural setting. Visually Sensitive areas include long expansive sandy 
beaches where shoreline structures are highly visible and difficult to screen from view.  

 Natural Dominated Shoreline. These areas consist of either naturally appearing landscapes (e.g., Emerald Bay, 
Upper Truckee Marsh), or historical/traditional locations that include culturally modified landscapes in highly 
scenic locations (e.g., Vikingsholm).  

Mountains 
Distinctive mountain ridges and peaks surround the flat plane of Lake Tahoe and create an enclosed landscape. The 
program area is ringed by several high mountains rising to elevations of over 9,000 and 10,000 feet in some areas. 
The mountains are thickly forested, predominately by evergreen species, and many have rocky summits that maintain 
patches of snow for much of the year. 

SCENIC THRESHOLD STATUS 

Roadway Travel Route Ratings 
There are 32 roadway travel units within the program area. The adopted numerical threshold standard for roadway 
travel units is 15.5. To be in attainment, the current rating assigned to any roadway travel unit must be at least 15.5, and 
must be at least equal to the rating that was originally assigned in 1982. Fourteen roadway travel units (44 percent) are 
currently not in attainment of the adopted threshold standard. As of 2015, three of the roadway travel units were rated 
lower than their original rating and 13 were rated higher than their original rating. Table 3.3-1 shows the original and 
current scores, and Figures 3.3-2 through 3.3-6 depict the location and current status of roadway travel units in the 
program area. The improvement in ratings for roadway travel units in the program area was largely the result of private 
redevelopment projects, streetscape and roadway improvements, and utility undergrounding. Scores that declined 
within the program area were the result of new development that blocked lake views (TRPA 2016). 

  



Aesthetics  Ascent Environmental 

 California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection 
3.3-6 Draft Tahoe Program Timberland EIR 

 
Source: Data received from TRPA in 2018 

Figure 3.3-1 Scenic Character Types 



Ascent Environmental  Aesthetics 

California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection 
Draft Tahoe Program Timberland EIR 3.3-7 

 
Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-2 Scenic Roadway Travel Unit Status: Kings Beach to Dollar Point  
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-3 Scenic Roadway Travel Unit Status: Tahoe City to Homewood  
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-4 Scenic Roadway Travel Unit Status: Tahoma to Emerald Bay  
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-5 Scenic Roadway Travel Unit Status: Cascade Lake to North Upper Truckee  
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-6 Scenic Roadway Travel Unit Status: South Lake Tahoe  
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Table 3.3-1 Status of the TRPA-Designated Scenic Roadway Travel Units within the Program Area 
Travel Unit Name Unit Number 1982 Score 2015 Score Status 

Tahoe Valley 1 11 12 Non-attainment 
Camp Richardson 2 20 20 Attainment 

Emerald Bay 3 26 26.5 Attainment 
Bliss State Park 4 21 21 Attainment 

Rubicon Bay 5 17 18 Attainment 
Lonely Gulch 6 17 18 Non-attainment 
Meeks Bay 7 13 14 Non-attainment 

Sugar Pine Point 8 23 23 Attainment 
Tahoma 9 13 14 Non-attainment 

Quail Creek 10 14 15.5 Attainment 
Homewood 11 13 12.5 Non-attainment 
Tahoe Pines 12 17 17.5 Attainment 
Sunnyside 13 14 14 Non-attainment 

Tahoe Tavern 14 13 15.5 Attainment 
Tahoe City 15 12 16.5 Attainment 
Lake Forest 16 13 16.5 Attainment 
Cedar Flat 17 17 16 Non-attainment 

Carnelian Bay 18 14 16 Attainment 
Flick Point 19 14 16 Attainment 

Casino Area 32 13 14.5 Non-attainment 
The Strip 33 6 14.5 Non-attainment 

El Dorado Beach 34 16 18 Attainment 
Al Tahoe 35 7 8.5 Non-attainment 

Echo Summit 37 26 26 Non-attainment 
Upper Truckee River 38 18 18 Attainment 

Brockway Cutoff 40 15 15.5 Attainment 
Brockway Summit 41 21 21 Attainment 

Outlet 42 10 13.5 Non-attainment 
Lower Truckee River 43 20 19 Non-attainment 

Tahoe Vista 20A1 10 13.5 Non-attainment 
Kings Beach 20B1 10 16 Attainment 

Brockway 20C1 10 16 Attainment 
1  Unit 20 was divided into units 20A, 20B, and 20C in 1996 to reflect differences in visual character in these areas. 

Source: TRPA 2016 

Shoreline Travel Route Ratings 
There are 19 individual shoreline travel units within the program area. The adopted numerical threshold standard for 
shoreline travel units is 7.5. To be in attainment, the current rating assigned to any shoreline travel unit must be at least 
7.5, and must be at least equal to the rating that was originally assigned in 1982. Seven (37 percent) of these are 
currently not in attainment of the adopted threshold standard. As of 2015, four of the roadway travel units were rated 
lower than their original rating and three were rated higher than their original rating. Table 3.3-2 shows the original and 
current scores, and Figures 3.3-7 through 3.3-11 depict the location and current status of shoreline travel units in the 
program area. Overall, the shoreline travel unit ratings declined from 1982 through 2001 as the result of new shoreline 
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development that degraded natural views. Since TRPA adopted revised ordinances governing the design of structures 
along the shoreline in 2002, the shoreline travel unit ratings in the program area have generally improved as older 
shoreline development is replaced with newer development that complies with the new standards (TRPA 2016). 

Table 3.3-2 Status of the TRPA-Designated Scenic Shoreline Travel Units within the Program Area 
Travel Unit Name Unit Number 1982 Score 2015 Score1 Status 

Tahoe Keys 1 9 9 Attainment 
Pope Beach 2 8 8 Attainment 

Jameson Beach 3 8 8 Attainment 
Rubicon Bay 9 6 7 Non-attainment 
Meeks Bay 10 9 9 Attainment 

McKinney Bay 12 9 9.5 Attainment 
Eagle Rock 13 11 11 Attainment 
Ward Creek 14 10 9.5 Non-attainment 
Tahoe City 15 5 5.5 Non-attainment 
Lake Forest 16 5 4 Non-attainment 
Dollar Point 17 10 10 Attainment 
Cedar Flat 18 8 7.5 Non-attainment 

Carnelian Bay 19 5 6.5 Non-attainment 
Flick Point 20 8 8 Attainment 
Agate Bay 21 8 8 Attainment 
Brockway 22 10 9 Non-attainment 

Bijou 31 9 9.5 Attainment 
Al Tahoe 32 9 11 Attainment 

Truckee Marsh 33 14 14 Attainment 
1. The 2015 score and status are based on scenic threshold monitoring data collected by TRPA and partner organizations in 2015. 

Source: TRPA 2016 

Scenic Quality Ratings 
The threshold standard for Scenic Quality is not numerical but is a non‐degradation standard. This means that a 
scenic resource is considered in attainment if its scenic quality rating remains equal to or higher than the rating it was 
originally assigned. There are 67 roadway scenic resources that are viewed from main roads within the program area. 
Of these, three had ratings in 2015 that were below the original 1982 rating and therefore considered in non-
attainment. On the other hand, there were 13 roadway scenic resources with ratings higher than their original rating. 
This represents improvement in the quality of these scenic resources. These changes in roadway scenic quality ratings 
were driven by the same factors, described above, that affected changes in the roadway travel unit ratings. 

The program area includes a total of 99 shoreline scenic resources that are visible from the lake. As of 2015, five had 
ratings that were below the original and are in non-attainment and the remaining 94 had ratings equal to or higher 
than their original rating, indicating no degradation or improvement in scenic quality. 

Public Recreation Areas and Bike Trails 
The threshold standard for Public Recreation Areas and Bike Trails Scenic Quality is a non‐degradation standard, 
similar to the roadway and shoreline scenic resource standards described above. There are 97 scenic resources that 
are viewed from public recreation areas and bike trails within the program area. As of 2015, all of these scenic 
resources were in attainment of the standard, and three had ratings higher than their original rating, indicating 
improvement in their scenic quality. 
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-7 Shoreline Travel Unit Status: Kings Beach to Dollar Point  
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-8 Shoreline Travel Unit Status: Tahoe City to Homewood  
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-9 Shoreline Travel Unit Status: Tahoma to Emerald Bay  
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-10 Shoreline Travel Unit Status: Cascade Lake to North Upper Truckee  
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Source: Data received from California Tahoe Conservancy in 2019 and TRPA in 2015 

Figure 3.3-11 Shoreline Travel Unit Status: South Lake Tahoe  
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3.3.3 Environmental Impacts and Mitigation Measures 

METHODOLOGY 
The analysis broadly evaluates the potential for any later treatment activity implemented through the Tahoe PTEIR to 
effect scenic resources. The analysis considers existing scenic monitoring data and character types of scenic areas 
such as shorelines and recreation sites to identify project activities or locations that have the greatest potential for 
scenic degradation under the proposed program. Significance determinations also assume the implementation of 
project SPRs relevant to scenic resources (also included in Appendix B), including: 

 SPR AES-1 Vegetation Thinning and Edge Feathering: The project implementer will thin and feather adjacent 
vegetation to break up or screen linear edges of the clearing and mimic forms of natural clearings as reasonable 
or appropriate for vegetation conditions. In general, thinning and feathering in irregular patches of varying 
densities, as well as a gradation of tall to short vegetation at the clearing edge, will achieve a natural transitional 
appearance. The contrast of a distinct clearing edge will be faded into this transitional band. This SPR only applies 
to mechanical and manual treatment activities. 

 SPR AES-2 Avoid Staging within Viewsheds: The project implementer will store all treatment-related materials, 
including vehicles, treatment activity debris, and equipment, outside of the viewshed of public trails, parks, 
recreation areas, and roadways to the extent feasible. The project implementer will also locate materials staging 
and storage areas where they will minimize or avoid visual impacts. 

 SPR AES-3 Maintain Vegetation Screening: The project implementer will evaluate existing vegetative screening 
before project implementation, consider the potential effects of vegetation removal both positive (e.g., new lake 
views) and negative (e.g., new views of development). Select vegetation for removal to enhance desirable views 
of natural features and preserve sufficient strategically located vegetation within, at the edge of, or adjacent to 
treatment areas to screen undesirable views from public trails, parks, recreation areas, and roadways as 
reasonable or appropriate for vegetation conditions while still meeting project objectives. 

THRESHOLDS OF SIGNIFICANCE 
Based on Appendix G of the State CEQA Guidelines, an impact on aesthetics, light, and glare is considered significant 
if implementation of later projects under the Tahoe PTEIR would: 

 have a substantial adverse effect on a scenic vista; 

 substantially damage scenic resources, including, but not limited to, trees, rock outcroppings, and historic 
buildings within a State scenic highway; and 

 substantially degrade the existing visual character or quality of public views of the site and its surroundings. 
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IMPACTS AND MITIGATION MEASURES 

Impact 3.3-1: Have a Substantial Adverse Effect on Scenic Views from Recreation Areas  

Recreation sites containing scenic vistas are scattered throughout the program area and include trails, beaches, 
campgrounds, and parks. There would be short-term aesthetic impacts during implementation of later treatment 
activities because forestry equipment, materials, and smoke could be visible from scenic vistas at recreation sites. 
However, these visible signs of forestry activities would be temporary and distributed throughout the program area 
and limited by compliance with SPR AES-2. Implementation of the proposed program would ultimately result in the 
presence of fewer trees within the program area. This would increase viewing distances in treated areas, bringing 
greater visibility to distant objects or structures. Recreation sites with filtered views toward peaks and Lake Tahoe or 
toward existing development could experience increased visibility of distant features, however views would remain 
consistent with the surrounding environments and would appear similar to existing conditions. Therefore, the 
proposed program would result in a less-than-significant impact on scenic views from recreation sites. 

A scenic vista is generally considered to be a location from which the public can experience unique and exemplary high-
quality views—typically from elevated vantage points that offer panoramic views of great breadth and depth. The visual 
character of the program area is that of developed areas and the adjacent undeveloped dense forested lands, portions 
of which are visible from some elevated vistas in the surrounding area. Recreation sites containing scenic vistas are 
scattered throughout the program area and include trails, bike paths, beaches, campgrounds, and parks.  

There would be short-term aesthetic impacts during implementation of later treatment activities because forestry 
equipment and crews, and smoke from understory burning and pile burning could be visible from scenic vistas at 
recreation sites. However, these visible signs of treatment activities would be temporary and distributed throughout 
each treatment site. These short-term aesthetic impacts would be further limited through implementation of SPR 
AES-2, which states that “The project implementer will store all treatment-related materials, including vehicles, 
treatment activity debris, and equipment, outside of the viewshed of public trails, parks, recreation areas, and 
roadways to the extent feasible. The project implementer will also locate materials staging and storage areas where 
they will minimize or avoid visual impacts.” (Appendix B). 

Mechanical treatment involving the use of heavy equipment would most often occur on large acreage CWPP Projects. 
On these projects, heavy equipment would be visible in some areas during project work. Additionally, landings and skid 
trails would create disturbance that may be visible from adjacent areas. Manual treatment could also occur on CWPP 
Projects. Given the density and expansiveness of the forest, the presence of small equipment and the few vehicles used 
during manual treatments would not substantially alter the view from a scenic vista because equipment would be 
partially or totally screened by the existing mature trees. Treatment on small acre parcels in community fuel reduction 
areas (roughly one third of the program area) would consist mainly of manual treatments.  

Projects implemented through the proposed program would reduce fuel loads, but would not remove or replace 
forested areas with another landscape type. Figures 3.3-12 through 3.3-14 provide examples of forest environments 
before and after mechanical treatment (Figure 3.3-12), manual treatment (Figure 3.3-13), and manual treatment with 
piles for future burning (Figure 3.3-14). Treatment activities would also comply with SPR AES-3, which states that “The 
project implementer will evaluate vegetative screening before project implementation, consider the effects of vegetation 
removal both potential positive (e.g., new lake or ridgeline views) and negative (e.g., new views of development). Select 
vegetation for removal to enhance desirable views of natural features and preserve sufficient strategically located 
vegetation within, at the edge of, or adjacent to treatment areas to screen undesirable views from public trails, parks, 
recreation areas, and roadways as reasonable or appropriate for vegetation conditions while still meeting project 
objectives.” (Appendix B). In some cases, such as along major roadways and evacuation routes, it will be necessary to 
remove vegetation that provides screening of buildings near the roadway to meet program objectives. However, 
implementation of SPR AES-3 would ensure that the visual effects of vegetation removal are considered in project 
design, that projects enhance views where feasible by opening up view corridors to natural features, and that 
strategically placed vegetation is retained to screen undesirable views wherever feasible while still meeting the public 
safety and wildfire risk reduction goals of the project. While, the amount of vegetation screening that is reasonable or 
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appropriate for individual treatment sites could vary depending on site conditions, and treatment objectives this SPR 
would ensure that vegetative screening of views from recreation sites and roadways would be considered and included 
as appropriate for treatment sites adjacent to public recreation areas and roadways.  

Over the long term, views of treatment areas from viewpoints within recreation areas would remain as forested 
evergreen slopes. Thinning of overly dense stands could result in more views of the lake and surrounding mountains 
from within each treatment site, which would have a beneficial effect. At recreation sites in rural transition areas, fuel 
reduction treatments could result in changes to close-range viewing locations from nearby trails and recreation sites 
by thinning dense vegetation and opening up views further into the forest. These impacts would be typical of natural 
forested landscapes and would not constitute an adverse change. Recreation sites with views toward the margin of 
urban or rural transition environments (which may currently be limited by unhealthy and overly dense forests) would 
continue to include structures typical of the environment. Although the existing development may become more 
visible, views would remain consistent with the surrounding visual environment including views that include a mix of 
natural vegetation and human-made structures. At the proposed thinning intensities, a residual basal area of 70 to 
120 square feet would be maintained at most treatment sites. These residual tree densities combined with 
implementation of SPR AES-3 would ensure that forest vegetation remains a major component of views from 
recreation sites on the margin of urban or transitional areas. 

Implementation of the proposed program would ultimately result in the presence of fewer trees within the program 
area. This would increase viewing distances in treated areas, bringing greater visibility to distant objects or structures. 
Recreation sites with filtered views toward peaks and Lake Tahoe or toward existing development could experience 
improved visibility; however, views would remain consistent with the surrounding environments and would appear 
similar to existing conditions. As the natural progression of forest succession occurs, visible evidence of disturbance 
from treatment activities would be reduced. Furthermore, later treatment activities would result in improved forest 
health and protection of scenic values by reducing the risk of catastrophic wildfire that could drastically alter 
vegetation and views. Therefore, implementation of the proposed program would result in a less-than-significant 
impact on scenic vistas viewed from recreation sites.  

Mitigation Measures 
No mitigation is required for this impact.  
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Source: California Tahoe Conservancy 2019 

Mechanical Removal Pre-treatment 

 
Source: California Tahoe Conservancy 2019 

Mechanical Removal Post-treatment 

Figure 3.3-12 Representative Photographs  
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Source: California Tahoe Conservancy 2019 

Manual Removal Pre-treatment 

 
Source: California Tahoe Conservancy 2019 

Manual Removal Post-treatment 

Figure 3.3-13 Representative Photographs  
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Source: California Tahoe Conservancy 2019 

Manual Removal and Hand Piling Pre-treatment 

 
Source: California Tahoe Conservancy 2019 

Manual Removal and Hand Piling Post-treatment 

Figure 3.3-14 Representative Photographs 
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Impact 3.3-2: Have a Substantial Adverse Effect on Scenic Views from Lake Tahoe 

Implementation of the proposed program would result in the presence of fewer trees and less dense forests within the 
program area. This would increase viewing distances in treated areas, bringing greater visibility to distant objects or 
structures. Later treatment activities located near the most visually sensitive portions of the shoreline could potentially 
remove vegetation that screens structures or other human-made features that would otherwise be visible from Lake Tahoe, 
resulting in the degradation of the quality of scenic views from Lake Tahoe. This would be a potentially significant impact.  

With implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.3-2, treatment activities would retain screening of existing structures 
and infrastructure in Visually Sensitive and Natural Dominated Shorelines to the extent feasible, which would reduce 
this impact to a less-than-significant level. 

As described under Impact 3.3-1, later treatment activities implemented through the proposed program would result 
in short-term aesthetic impacts during treatment activities, which would be limited by implementation of SPR AES-2. 
When viewed from Lake Tahoe, some activities, equipment, or smoke associated with treatment sites located near the 
shore or forest margin could be visible for short durations during treatment activities. For the same reasons described 
in Impact 3.3-1, these short-term impacts would not be significant. 

As shown on Figure 3.3-3 and Table 3.3-2, seven of the TRPA designated shoreline travel units within the program 
area are not in attainment of scenic quality standards. These standards reflect the combined scenic quality views and 
features throughout the travel unit that are visible from the lake. The majority of the shoreline within the program 
area is classified as Visually Modified Shoreline. This character type includes areas with visually-prominent homes and 
other structures along the shoreline, but with considerable vegetation intact. Some highly scenic or vulnerable areas 
of the program area shoreline are classified as Visually Sensitive Shoreline and several areas south of McKinney Bay 
are Natural Dominated Shoreline consisting of naturally appearing landscapes (Figure 3.3-1). These areas have a 
greater risk of scenic degradation from treatment activities. 

As discussed under Impact 3.3-1, implementation of the proposed program would ultimately result in the presence of 
fewer trees within the program area. This would increase viewing distances in treated areas, bringing greater visibility 
to distant objects or structures. Approximately 293 acres (1.7 percent) of the program area is within 300 feet of Lake 
Tahoe (at high water). Treatment activities located within 300 feet of the shore in Visually Sensitive Shoreline and 
Natural Dominated Shoreline areas could potentially remove vegetation that screens human-made structures that 
would otherwise be visible from Lake Tahoe. This could result in the degradation of the quality of scenic views from 
Lake Tahoe, resulting in a potentially significant impact.  

Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation 3.3-2: Retain Screening of Existing Structures and Infrastructure in Visually Sensitive and Natural Dominated 
Shorelines 
Later treatment activities implemented through the proposed program shall consult with a landscape architect, TRPA 
Scenic Specialist, or other qualified scenic resources specialist to identify site-specific vegetative screening 
recommendations that related to maintaining visual screening of existing structures or infrastructure (e.g., utility lines, 
roadways, retaining walls) within 300 feet of the shoreline that could be visible from Lake Tahoe. The project proponent 
shall maintain trees, understory vegetation, and/or patches of dense vegetation that completely or partially screen the 
structures or infrastructure from view from Lake Tahoe to the extent feasible while meeting program objectives. The 
project proponent shall flag or otherwise mark screening vegetation for retention before initiating treatments in the 
vicinity of structures or infrastructure within 300 feet of the Lake Tahoe shoreline in Visually Sensitive or Natural 
Dominated shorelines.  

Significance after Mitigation 
Mitigation Measure 3.3-2 would require a site-specific consultation with a qualified scenic resources specialist in the 
design of treatment activities that could substantially affect  scenic quality in Visually Sensitive and Natural Dominated 
shorelines. Implementation of this mitigation measure would control visible disturbance from later treatment activities 
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near the shoreline of Lake Tahoe in the portions of the shoreline that are most susceptible to scenic degradation, 
maintain a natural appearance within treated areas, and maintain visual screening of existing structures. Therefore, 
with the implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.3-2, the potential for adverse effects to scenic views from Lake 
Tahoe would be reduced to a less-than-significant level.  

Impact 3.3-3: Have a Substantial Adverse Effect on Views from Scenic Roadways  

Implementation of the proposed program would result in the presence of fewer trees and less dense vegetation 
within the program area. This would increase viewing distances in treated areas, bringing greater visibility to distant 
objects or structures. Later treatment activities located near scenic roadways in rural areas could potentially remove 
vegetation that screens development resulting in greater visibility of structures and the degradation of the scenic 
quality. This would be a potentially significant impact.  

Implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.3-3 would require the retention of vegetative screening of existing structures 
along the most visually sensitive roadway segments. This would reduce the impact to a less than significant level. 

As described under Impact 3.3-1, treatment activities implemented through the proposed program would result in 
short-term aesthetic impacts during treatment activities. When viewed from scenic roadways, some activities and 
equipment on treatment sites or smoke from prescribed burning located near the roadway or forest margin could be 
visible, but the visibility of equipment and materials would be limited due to compliance with SPR AES-2. For the 
reasons described under Impact 3.3-1, these short-term effects would not be significant. 

As shown on Figure 3.3-2 and Table 3.3-1, fourteen of the TRPA regulated roadway travel units within the program 
area are not in attainment of scenic quality standards. These standards reflect the combined visual quality throughout 
the travel unit based on an assessment of the variety and scenic quality of views of the lake, landscapes, and man-
made features along the roadway.  

Scenic roadway travel units traverse urban, rural, and transitional areas throughout the program area (see Figures 
3.3-2 through 3.3-6). Urban areas are developed areas where the quality of the built environment is a primary factor 
in the visual quality of the area. In urban areas, treatment activities are unlikely to degrade the quality of views from 
scenic roadway units because the character of these areas is already dominated by human-made features. In rural 
transition areas, the natural environment takes a more prominent role in determining the scenic character of the area, 
however the visual appearance remains a balance between human-made development and natural landscape 
features. However, in rural areas (which should be dominated by natural elements and processes) development 
should not be visually evident from the travel route. The quality of views from scenic roadways in rural areas could be 
affected by later treatment activities if screening vegetation is removed in a way that increases the visual prominence 
of existing development. Implementation of SPR AES-3 would partially offset this impact by ensuring that the visual 
effects of vegetation removal are considered in project design, that projects enhance views where feasible by 
opening up view corridors to natural features, and that strategically placed vegetation is retained to screen 
undesirable views wherever feasible while still meeting the public safety and wildfire risk reduction goals of the 
project. However, scenic roadway travel units in rural areas are particularly susceptible to scenic degradation from the 
removal of vegetative screening because increased views of nearby development could alter the rural visual character 
of the roadway travel unit particularly when such an activity would occur along extended sections of a roadway. 

As discussed under Impact 3.3-1, implementation of the proposed program would ultimately result in the presence of 
fewer trees and less dense vegetation within the program area. This would increase viewing distances in treated 
areas, bringing greater visibility to distant objects or structures. Treatment activities located near scenic roadways in 
rural areas could potentially remove vegetation that screens development and protects views from rural scenic 
roadway units resulting in a more urban visual character that could result in the degradation of the scenic quality. 
This would be a potentially significant impact.  
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Mitigation Measures 

Mitigation 3.3-3: Retain Screening of Existing Structures in Rural Roadway Corridors 
Later treatment activities that propose to remove vegetation within 300 feet of a TRPA-designated rural roadway travel 
unit, and which would affect 500 linear feet or more of the roadway travel unit shall consult with a landscape architect, 
TRPA Scenic Specialist, or other qualified scenic resources specialist to identify site-specific vegetative screening 
recommendations. The recommendations shall identify opportunities to maintain strategically placed visual screening of 
existing structures within 300 feet of the rural scenic roadway unit, while still meeting program objectives related to 
public safety and wildfire risk reduction. The project proponent shall incorporate feasible recommendations from the 
consultation to maintain selected trees, understory vegetation, patches of dense vegetation that completely or partially 
screen the structures from view from scenic roadways, and/or other site specific measures to the extent feasible while 
meeting project public safety and wildfire risk reduction objectives. Recommendations shall consider prioritizing 
retention of less flammable vegetation, breaking up continuous patches of vegetation that pose a wildfire risk while 
retaining strategically placed patches of vegetation to screen development, and the potential for replanting less 
flammable vegetation for screening in targeted areas where flammable vegetation must be removed. The project 
proponent shall flag or otherwise mark screening vegetation for retention before initiating treatments in the vicinity of 
structures in rural roadway corridors areas that are within 300 feet of scenic roadways.  

Significance after Mitigation 
Mitigation Measure 3.3-3 would require a site-specific consultation with a qualified scenic resources specialist in the 
design of treatment activities that could substantially affect rural roadway scenic travel units, which are the roadway 
units that could be adversely affected by the removal of existing vegetative screening. The mitigation measure 
requires all feasible site-specific measures to retain or provide visual screening while still meeting the public safety 
and wildfire risk reduction objectives of the project. Therefore, with implementation of Mitigation Measure 3.3-3, the 
potential for adverse effects to views from scenic roadways would be reduced to a less-than-significant level.  

Impact 3.3-4: Substantially Degrade the Existing Visual Character or Quality of Public Views 
of the Site and its Surroundings 

The visual character of the program area is that of urban and residential developed areas and adjacent undeveloped 
densely forested lands. The presence of equipment and crews or project related ground disturbance could create 
short-term impacts to visual character and quality, however these visible signs of project activities would be 
temporary and distributed throughout the program area. Ultimately, later treatment activities implemented through 
the proposed program would reduce fuel loads in treatment sites and would increase viewing distances. However, 
the changes in vegetation density would be typical of natural forested landscapes and would not constitute an 
adverse change. For these reasons, implementation of the proposed program would result in a less-than-significant 
impact on the visual character or quality of public view of treatment sites and surrounding areas. 

The visual character of the program area is that of urban and residential developed areas and adjacent undeveloped 
densely forested lands. Viewer groups in the areas consist of residents, recreationist, and roadway travelers.  

As previously described, there would be short-term impacts to visual character and quality because of equipment, 
materials, and smoke, which could be visible by any of the viewer groups. However, these visible signs of treatment 
activities would be temporary and distributed throughout the program area, and would be reduced by 
implementation of SPR AES-2. 

Later treatment activities could include understory burning or pile burning. Although burning would temporarily alter 
the appearance of the forest environment, naturally occurring fires occur on a cyclical basis in forests in the program 
area. For this reason, the appearance of blackened trunks, or burned woody debris from prescribed burning would be 
consistent with the natural forest environment. Treatment sites where piles have been made for pile burning (as 
shown in Figure 3.3-4) to dispose of woody debris would retain evidence of disturbance for a longer period 
compared to other treatments because of the need for piles to dry thoroughly before burning. Additionally, each 
treatment site may retain some evidence of ground disturbance following the conclusion of treatment activities, 
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though ground disturbance would be limited by compliance with SPRs and California Forest Practice Rules (CFPRs) 
that require restoration of ground disturbance. In all cases, disturbance from treatment activities would be a 
temporary effect that would dissipate with natural forest succession and the growth of understory vegetation. 

Ultimately, treatment activities implemented through the proposed program would reduce fuel loads in treatment 
areas and would increase viewing distances and the variety of vegetation and features visible within the site in a 
manner consistent with the character of the site and its surroundings. The changes in vegetation density would be 
typical of natural forested landscapes and would thus not constitute a substantial adverse change. Therefore, 
implementation of the proposed program would result in a less-than-significant impact on the visual character or 
quality of public view of individual treatment sites.  

Mitigation Measures 
No mitigation is required for this impact.  
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