3.13 Visual Resources

3.13 Visual Resources
3.13.1 Introduction
This section describes the visual resources of the project site and surrounding area. Visual resources
include the scenic character of a particular region. These scenic features include both natural features,
such as vegetation and topography, and man-made features. These resources contribute to the
public’s experience and appreciation of the environment. Areas that are more sensitive to potential
effects are usually readily observable, such as land found adjacent to major roadways or hilltops.
Depending on the extent to which a project’s presence would alter the perceived visual character
and quality of the environment, visual or aesthetic impacts may occur. This analysis of potential
visual effects is based on review of a variety of data, including project maps and drawings, visual
survey of the project site, aerial and ground level photographs of the project site, visual simulations,
and planning documents.

3.13.2 Environmental Setting
Regional Setting
Sonoma County, the most northerly county in the San Francisco Bay Region, is located along the
Pacific coast approximately forty miles north of San Francisco. The county, the largest of the nine
Bay Area counties, is just over 1,500 square miles in size. Sonoma County is bordered by the Pacific
Ocean on the west, Marin County and San Pablo Bay to the south, Solano, Napa and Lake Counties
to the east, and Mendocino County to the north. Because of the geographic configuration and
topography of the area, transportation linkages to adjacent counties are limited to a few routes. U.S.
Highway 101 is the major north-south route, connecting the county to San Francisco and Marin
to the south and to Mendocino to the north.

The City of Cloverdale is located at the northern end of Sonoma County near the Mayacmas
Mountains in the Alexander Valley. The City is located approximately 67 miles southeast
of Mendocino, 25 miles south of Ukiah, and 34 miles northwest of Santa Rosa. The City lies
in the valley formed by the Russian River. The banks of the Russian River are lined with vineyards,
agricultural tracts, and riparian habitat, and provide scenic opportunities for waterway recreation
in Sonoma County.

Project Setting
The project site is located in a generally rural area, with development consisting primarily of lowdensity residences south of the City of Cloverdale. The area is characterized by rolling hills with
instances of steep, rugged slopes that are densely vegetated with native grasses, trees, and brush.
Elevations range from 302 to 332 feet above mean sea level, sloping very gently in a southeasterly
direction. Manmade structures include six rural residences and associated ancillary buildings,
as well as the crossing of a Northwestern Pacific railroad through the project site. In general, the
scenic character of the area is rustic, with single-family residences being the most prominent man
made features.
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The segment of U.S. Highway 101 adjacent to the project site is considered a Scenic Corridor for
purposes of the Sonoma County General Plan, and a scenic road for the purposes of the Cloverdale
General Plan and City land use regulations. U.S. Highway 101 is not, however, designated as
a Scenic Highway by Caltrans within the boundaries of Sonoma County.
The Open Space and Conservation element of the City of Cloverdale General Plan includes policies
intended to protect visual resources. Exhibit 7 of the City of Cloverdale General Plan identifies
prominent ridgeline buffers within the City. The closest identified ridgeline is located approximately
0.63 miles north of the project site.

West Parcels
The City of Cloverdale has designated the western parcels of the project site as Business Park and
General Industry (approximately half each). The General Industry designation allows light and quasiheavy industrial uses with as little environmental impact as possible. The Business Park designation
allows for additional service-oriented businesses. Visual resources on these parcels are predominantly
rolling hills with rural residences and pastures. These parcels are readily visible from major roadways,
including U.S. Highway 101 and Asti Road, and would be visible to commuters along these roads.
The parcels are also visible from the single family residences located on to the west of U.S. Highway
101, as well as along U.S. Highway 101. Figure 3.13-1 displays the existing conditions of the
west parcels (where the majority of site development would occur) from north and south viewpoints.

East Parcels
The parcels on the eastern border of the project site are designated as Public, Quasi-Public Uses.
The eastern parcels currently contain grape vineyards, which are bordered to the east by Kelly
Road, with the Russian River located beyond, and to the west by the Northwestern Pacific Railroad
and Porterfield Creek. An additional rural residential property is located on these parcels. The
westernmost boundary of these parcels is densely vegetated by oak woodlands which obscures
views of the west parcels. The east parcels are visible from the Russian River and would subsequently
be visible to recreational users on the river. Figure 3.13-2 displays the existing conditions of the
east parcels as viewed near the west banks of the Russian River.
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PHOTOGRAPH 1. View of projec t site from south west.

PHOTOGRAPH 2. View of projec t site from north west.

SOURCE: FORMA/Visuart, 2009; JCJ Architects, 2009; and ESA, 2009
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Figure 3.13-1
Views from Highway 101

PHOTOGRAPH 3. View of projec t site from east.

SOURCE: FORMA/Visuart, 2009; JCJ Architects, 2009; and ESA, 2009
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Figure 3.13-2
View from West Bank of Russian River
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3.13.3 Regulatory Setting
Visual resources would be significantly affected by an action that may substantially alter the scenic
character of a site and therefore affect the quality of the human environment. The significance
of the effect is determined by considering the context in which the action will occur and the intensity
of that action. Potential adverse effects are considered based on the intensity or degree by which
the action would have an impact on visual resources or would result in the degraded quality
of the visitor’s or community’s experience. This may include actions that are out of character
and compliance with existing or planned land uses as defined in the Open Space and Resource
Conservation Element of the Sonoma County General Plan or the City of Cloverdale Conservation
and Open Space Element. Consistency with local land use plans is discussed further in Section 4.9
(Land Use).
Both the Open Space and Resource Conservation Element of the Sonoma County General Plan or
the City of Cloverdale Conservation and Open Space Element contain regulations intended to protect
the visual resources and rural character of the County and City. The City of Cloverdale is in the
process of updating their General Plan, and the Draft General Plan Update also contains guidance
to the protection of the visual resources and character of the City.

The City of Cloverdale General Plan (1993)
Conservation and Open Space Element

GOAL A: To control development in hillside areas in order to preserve their aesthetic qualities
and protect sensitive areas from degradation.
3.

Allow development only in a manner that protects important, visually prominent
ridgelines and landmarks and scenic hillsides above 400’ in elevation. To determine
whether a ridgeline is considered prominent, the following criteria shall be applied:
a. Ensuring that hillside development is related to the “view from the valley”,
particularly from a scenic roadway.
b. The ridgeline is shown on Exhibit 7 of the Open Space and Conservation Element
as constituting a prominent ridgeline.
c. The ridgeline or hillside is visible from the valley floor for more than one thousand
(1000) continual linear feet as seen from a major roadway listed in Program #5
below.

5.

Maintain significant views of prominent ridgelines from public rights of way and
other public open spaces, especially major highways. Proposed structures shall not
obscure major ridgelines when viewed from City designated roadways.

The City of Cloverdale Draft General Plan Update (2009)
Conservation, Design and Open Space Element

Goal CDO 3. Maintain and improve the design of the built environment. Improve the appearance
of entries and approaches to the downtown and the community. Provide design guidelines
for new development and growth.
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Policy CDO 3-9 Develop a design plan for the industrial and commercial areas visible from
the freeway. Freeway visible uses should de-emphasize freeway-oriented signage and
designs with parking as a main visual element from the freeway. Standards should
encourage significant landscape areas, including tree screening, between the freeway and
the uses.
Policy CDO 6-4 New private and public development, including public street, sidewalk,
utility, and park construction, shall provide a mix of trees with a crown that can provide
shade and summer cooling and trees with height to create a silhouette against the skyline.
Policy CDO 6-5 New public and private development shall provide street trees parallel to
streets -- in planter strips, in sidewalks, or at back of sidewalks, spaced at regular intervals
along the street. Tree intervals shall provide a canopy with leaves touching at maturity.
Tree locations shall be identified prior to design of utilities, drainage, hydrants, electrical
equipment boxes, vaults, etc., and those features should be subservient to tree locations.
Policy CDO 6-7 Require the use of native trees, shrubs, and ground covers for use in public
and private landscaping development approvals.
Urban Lighting Element

Goal UL 1. Maintain night time lighting levels that provide security and safety but also preserve
and maintain views of night time skies.
Policy UL 1-1 Require that all new development projects and public improvements maintain
night time lighting levels at the minimum necessary to provide security and safety, using
fixtures which shield the light source so that light is directed downward, with height and
power limited to the minimum necessary to provide adequate lighting.
Policy UL 1-2 Minimize light spillage that carries off the property where lights are located.
Policy UL 1-4 Eliminate excess lighting from illuminated signs.
Policy UL 1-7 Avoid the use of reflective building materials which can cause daytime and
nighttime glare.

Sonoma County General Plan
Open Space and Resource Conservation Element

GOAL OSRC-6: Preserve the unique rural and natural character of Sonoma County for
residents, businesses, visitors and future generations.
Objective OSRC-6.2: Establish Rural Character as a primary criterion for review of
discretionary projects, but not including administrative design review for single family
homes on existing lots including administrative design review for single family homes
on existing lots, that protect and reflect the rural character of Sonoma County. Use the
following general design principles until these Design Guidelines are adopted, while
assuring that Design Guidelines for agricultural support uses on agricultural lands are
consistent with Policy AR-9h of the Agricultural Resources Element.
1. New structures blend into the surrounding landscape, rather than stand out.
2. Landscaping is included and is designed to blend in with the character of the area.
3. Paved areas are minimized and allow for informal parking areas.
4. Adequate space is provided for natural site amenities.
5. Exterior lighting and signage is minimized.*
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