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3.20 SCENIC RESOURCES
3.20.1

Scope of Analysis

Scenic resources are the visible physical features on the landscape (e.g., land, water,
vegetation, structures, and other features). This section describes the existing qualities of the
landscape, as well as people’s scenic experiences of the landscape. The analysis area for
scenic resources includes all areas where visual resources would potentially be affected by the
Stibnite Gold Project (SGP) and/or SGP components would be potentially visible to the public
(Figure 3.20-1). The analysis area extends north of and along the East Fork Road segment and
the Stibnite Road segment of the McCall-Stibnite Road (County Road [CR] 50-412), to the east
into portions of the Frank Church-River of No Return Wilderness (FCRNRW), south of and
along Warm Lake Road (CR 10-579), and west of Lake Cascade.

3.20.2
3.20.2.1

Relevant Laws, Regulations, Policies, and Plans
Visual Management System

The Visual Management System (U.S. Forest Service [Forest Service] 1974) has been used
since the mid-1970s as the preferred analysis tool for determining effects to scenery from
proposed activities and is the basis of this analysis. All National Forest System lands have been
inventoried in accordance with the Visual Management System, as described below, to provide
measurable standards for the management of scenic resources and Visual Quality Objectives
(VQOs) (Forest Service 1974):
•

Character Type is an area of land that has common distinguishing visual characteristics
of landform, rock formations, water forms, and vegetative patterns.

•

Characteristic Landscape is the naturally established landscape being viewed.

•

Variety Classes classify landscapes into different degrees of variety: A – Distinctive, B –
Common, and C – Minimal.

•

Distance Zones are the portions of a particular landscape seen from roads, trails, use
areas, and waterbodies. The three distance zones are: foreground (extends 0.25 to
0.5 mile from observer), middle ground (extends from foreground 3 to 5 miles), and
background (extends from middle ground to horizon).

•

Sensitivity Levels are a measure of people’s concern for the scenic quality of the
National Forests (Forest Service 1974): Level 1 – Highest Sensitivity, Level 2 – Average
Sensitivity, and Level 3 – Lowest Sensitivity. Forest Service sensitivity levels are
determined for the land viewed from use areas, travel routes, and waterbodies.

Combining these attributes, all national forests assign a VQO to be used during project planning
and implementation for the purpose of maintaining or enhancing the scenic qualities of the
forest’s landscapes. VQOs are measurable standards or objectives that guide management of
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these lands and represent different degrees of acceptable alterations to national forest
landscapes. The following are definitions of the five VQOs from the National Forest Landscape
Management Volume 2, Chapter 1 of the Visual Management System (Forest Service 1974):
•

“Preservation (P) – This VQO allows ecological changes only. Management activities,
except for very low visual impact recreation facilities, are prohibited.”

•

“Retention (R) – This VQO provides for management activities that are not visually
evident. Under Retention, activities may only repeat form, line color, and texture
frequently found in the characteristic landscape. Changes in their qualities of size,
amount, intensity, direction, pattern, etc. should not be evident.”

•

“Partial Retention (PR) – Management activities remain visually subordinate to the
characteristic landscape when managed according to the Partial Retention VQO.
Activities may repeat form, line, color, or texture common to the characteristic
landscapes but changes in their qualities of size, amount, intensity, direction, pattern,
etc. should remain visually subordinate to the characteristic landscape. Activities also
may introduce form, line, color, or texture which are found infrequently or not at all in the
characteristic landscape, but they should remain subordinate to the visual strength of the
characteristic landscape.”

•

“Modification (M) – Under the modification VQO management activities may visually
dominate the original characteristic landscape. However, activities of vegetative and land
form alteration must borrow from naturally established form, line, color, or texture so
completely and at such a scale that its visual characteristics are those of natural
occurrences within the surrounding area or character type.”

•

“Maximum Modification (MM) – Management activities of vegetative and land alterations
form may dominate the characteristic landscape. However, when viewed as background,
the visual characteristics must be those of natural occurrences within the surrounding
area or character type. When viewed as foreground or middle ground, they may not
appear to completely borrow from naturally established form, line, color, or texture.
Alterations also may be out of scale or contain detail which is incongruent with natural
occurrences as seen in foreground or middle ground.”

In general, VQOs for highly scenic and/or highly sensitive and visible landscapes require the
retention of a natural appearance yet would allow for activities with a low level of visual change.
A greater degree of landscape alteration is acceptable in landscapes that are inherently less
scenic, seen from a greater distance, or seen from less sensitive locations.
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Figure Source: AECOM 2020

Figure 3.20-1 Scenic Resources Analysis Area and Visual Quality Objectives
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3.20.2.2

National Forest Land and Resource Management Plans

The Payette National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan and Boise National Forest
Land and Resource Management Plan (Forest Service 2003, 2010) each state that the desired
condition for the scenic environment is that “scenic quality is maintained or enhanced in areas of
high scenic value and other highly used recreation areas.” The following goals and standards
have been developed in support of this desired condition and are pertinent to the SGP.
Goals:
•

SCGO01 – Manage the Forest’s scenic resources to maintain the recreation and visual
resource values while meeting other resource needs.

Standards:
•

SCST01 – All projects shall be designed to meet the adopted VQOs as identified in
Management Area direction and represented on the Forest VQO map.

•

SCST02 – Allow for short-term reductions in VQOs to accommodate Burned Area
Emergency Rehabilitation projects, emergency needs for protection of investments, and
public safety needs. When reducing VQOs, attempt to meet the next-highest objective at
the closest viewer distance or most relevant distance given the probably sensitive
viewer.

The management plans include maps showing the VQOs in each management area and the
specific guidelines that apply to actions in those management areas.

3.20.2.3

Bureau of Reclamation

The U.S. Bureau of Reclamation Lake Cascade Resource Management Plan (U.S. Bureau of
Reclamation 2002) includes Goals and Objectives that pertain to Scenic Resources on land that
it manages. The pertinent goals are:
•

Scenic Quality Goal NAT 5: Protect the scenic quality and open space values on
Reclamation lands at Lake Cascade.
-

•

Objective NAT 5.1: Ensure that siting and design of all new facilities on Reclamation
lands maximize compatibility and integration with the open, rural environment of the
reservoir and surrounding area.

Land Use, Access, and Implementation Goal LAI 1: Balance the need for expansion
of recreation opportunities (or other development) with preservation of open space and
scenic values.

3.20.2.4

Valley County Comprehensive Plan

The purpose of the Valley County Comprehensive Plan is to promote the health, safety, and
general welfare of the people of the State of Idaho, in part, to ensure that “the development on
land is commensurate with the physical characteristics of the land” (Valley County 2018). The
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plan contains land use goals related to scenic resources and the rural character of the
landscape. Specifically, Land Use Goal I states, “Retain the rural atmosphere of Valley County
by protecting its natural beauty and open characteristics and preserving its historical and scenic
beauty.”

3.20.2.5

Payette River National Scenic Byway

The Payette River National Scenic Byway is located on State Highway 55 between Eagle and
New Meadows, Idaho, which serves as an important corridor for tourist traveling between Boise
and central Idaho. The Payette River Scenic Byway (PRSB) Corridor Management Plan notes
that the PRSB Advisory Council does not have regulatory authority and relies on Valley County
and the communities along the corridor to preserve the scenic qualities of the PRSB
(PRSB Advisory Council 2013). The plan does not specify guidance with regard to scenic
resource management along the corridor; however, the PRSB Advisory Council “will collectively
review all zoning ordinance proposals to determine if the ordinances support principal goals by
preserving historic or culturally valuable assets and viewsheds, [and] limit undesired land uses
within close proximity of the byway…”

3.20.2.6

City of Cascade

The City of Cascade Comprehensive Plan (City of Cascade 2017) recognizes Natural
Resources as a management element that includes scenic resources as part of Goal 4.1, which
states, “Protect wildlife habitat, the environmental and hydrologic functions of lands and
streams, and scenic vistas.” The City of Cascade Comprehensive Plan also identifies State
Highway 55 (PRSB) as a scenic corridor with qualities that attract visitors. It also identifies
mountain ranges surrounding Cascade and the riparian corridor along Payette River as critical
areas for scenic resources.

3.20.2.7

City of Donnelly

The City of Donnelly Comprehensive Plan (City of Donnelly 2014) identifies goals and policies
related to Community Design. One of the city’s goals is to, “Preserve and enhance the visual
appearance and unique character of the City,” and its second objective is to “Preserve and
enhance the landscape views around the City.” Policy 3 states that, “Utilities shall be installed
underground whenever possible to minimize visual impacts.” Goals and policies related to
Public Services and Utilities includes the following objective, “Provide adequate public utility
infrastructure to meet the needs of current and future residents while minimizing its visual
impact.”

3.20.3
3.20.3.1

Existing Conditions
Characteristic Landscape

The analysis area is in the Northern Rocky Mountain Province of the Rocky Mountain System in
central Idaho (Fenneman 1931). This province bears large tracts of mountains that have no
trend and no dominating crest, only a multitude of minor crests in all directions between the
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streams of a mature drainage system. Neighboring divides are often at the same height, and
when viewed from a superior (viewed from above) open viewpoint, the skyline may appear
almost horizontal. Generally, the landscape is characterized as a continuous mountain
landscape broken occasionally by wide valleys with flat or hilly floors 2,000 to 5,000 feet below
the mountain crests. Valley widths may range from 5 to 10 miles, and their length is often
greater, similar to Long Valley where the cities of Cascade and Donnelly reside. In most
instances, the valleys are narrow, rugged gorges.
In the southwest portion of the analysis area, just southeast of Cascade, Long Valley is about
5,000 feet above mean sea level. Land uses in the valley include agriculture, rural, and some
urban development. Vegetation in the valley primarily consists of those types typically
associated with agricultural practices, including a variety of grass species (HDR, Inc. 2015). In
the Payette National Forest and Boise National Forest, including the proposed mine site and
vicinity, numerous boulder and rock outcroppings are evident along ridgelines. Vegetation is
characterized by upland forest plant communities, which typically include evergreen overstory
species and wetland/riparian plant communities, which are located throughout the analysis area
along pastures, adjacent to streams and hillside seeps.
The dark green color of the tall, dense evergreens tends to be the most visually dominant color
throughout the analysis area. Where soils are visible in the analysis area, colors typically range
from tan to brown in color. Several light grey rock outcroppings and boulder fields are scattered
throughout the landscape at higher elevations. Rock outcroppings occasionally break up the
monochromatic greenery and add texture to the setting. Understory vegetation and grasses in
the valley change seasonally, ranging from tan to brown in the fall/winter to green in the spring
and summer. Snow often covers most of the landscape from late fall to early spring, contrasting
with the dark evergreen trees.
Large portions of the analysis area have been affected by past wildfires leaving blackened,
dead, and burned trees with sparse understory vegetation. In areas affected by fire, the rugged
and rocky terrain becomes the dominant feature, and tall grayish-black trees are scattered
across the burned landscape. Understory vegetation is not very diverse and often occupied by
grasses and shrubs, primarily fireweed, which blankets the landscape in bright pink when in
bloom. Old road cuts stand out in burned areas as the absence of live vegetation makes them
contrast with surrounding areas.
Human development is noticeable throughout the analysis area including roads, trails, fences,
utility lines, and airstrips. Other structures within the analysis area include cabins, residences,
barns, and outbuildings. Historic mining disturbances, such as access roads, historic mining
pits, waste rock disposal areas, heap leach pads, and a spent ore disposal area, are present at
the proposed mine site. At the mine site, existing modifications to the landscape have
introduced monolithic landforms of an industrial scale that exhibit bold form, strong lines,
contrasting color, and vegetation patterns and textures that do not blend into the natural
landscape.
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The East Fork South Fork Salmon River flows through the mine site and forms a human-made
lake at the bottom of the existing Yellow Pine pit with riparian vegetation along some areas of
the pit wall. Existing access roads and pit benches in this area exhibit strong lines and
geometric forms with varying degrees of texture and color contrasts.

3.20.3.2

Sensitive Use Areas

Visual sensitivity pertains to the degree of concern for changes to the characteristic landscape.
Sensitive use areas were identified based on the following criteria: use duration, use volume,
Forest Plan sensitivity level, and scenic or special designation. Existing conditions of sensitive
use areas are summarized in the text below. All areas identified as sensitive use areas in this
analysis have an overall sensitivity of high or moderate. Seventeen Key Observation Points
(KOPs) were established throughout the analysis area as shown on Figure 3.20-1. Data
sources used to select representative KOPs included: viewshed analysis results, existing land
use plans, recreation data, aerial photography, and Forest Plan VQO data. These data were
reviewed in conjunction with the proposed SGP components to provide a comprehensive
evaluation of the varied components and their potential impacts to sensitive viewer locations
within the analysis area. The KOPs represent different types of sensitive use areas (roads,
trails, recreation use areas, and residential areas) and areas where different SGP components
could be visible. Existing conditions are assessed at each KOP and used to evaluate potential
impacts from the SGP. Photographs taken from select KOPs are included in Appendix O-1,
Key Observation Point Simulation Photos.

3.20.3.2.1

T RAVEL R OUTES

There are 27 roads, including highways, forest roads, and local roads, in the analysis area
identified as sensitive use areas. These roads provide access for forest visitors to the two
national forests, the FCRNRW, the mine site, recreation sites that include Warm Lake and the
Stolle Cabin, and numerous campgrounds and trailheads, as well as serve as travel routes for
the residents of the Village of Yellow Pine. Most roads are seasonal and closed during winter
months due to snow. However, Stibnite Road (CR 50-412), Warm Lake Road (CR 10-579),
South Fork Salmon River Road (National Forest System Road 474/50674), and the northern
portion of Johnson Creek Road (CR 10-413) are accessible to vehicles year-round. Views
experienced from travel routes are transient in nature and include “superior” (views from above),
“inferior” (views from below), and enclosed views; although, expanded views exist in areas
where adjacent vegetation is sparse and/or low growing. Six KOPs (4, 10, 13, 14, 15, and 16)
are identified along travel routes.

3.20.3.2.2

W ATERBODIES

There are six rivers and creeks and two lakes (Warm Lake and Lake Cascade) in the analysis
area identified as sensitive use areas that are used by residents and forest visitors for motorized
boating, rafting, swimming, wildlife viewing, and fishing. Near the mine site, the East Fork South
Fork Salmon River is accessible for dispersed recreation. Johnson Creek is accessible for
water-based recreation at numerous campgrounds and dispersed campsites throughout the
analysis area. Summit Lake, Caton Lake, Rainbow Lake, Curtis Lake, Black Lake, and Riordan
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Lake are other major bodies of water that are accessible for dispersed recreation. Johnson
Creek and Burntlog Creek are eligible for designation as Wild and Scenic Rivers (recreational
and wild, respectively), and the South Fork of the Salmon River is suitable for designation as a
recreational Wild and Scenic River. Warm Lake, Horsethief Reservoir, Lake Cascade, and the
North Fork of the Payette River also are located in the analysis area and offer several recreation
amenities, including campgrounds and boat launching sites. Views experienced from
waterbodies include transient (from watercraft) or stationary (from the shore) and are typically
inferior and enclosed to partially enclosed, meaning expansive views of adjacent scenery are
not present. No KOPs were identified on or along waterbodies. Section 3.19, Recreation, and
Section 3.23.2, Wild and Scenic Rivers, provide more detailed information about recreation
resources and Wild and Scenic Rivers, respectively.

3.20.3.2.3

C AMPGROUNDS AND LODGING

There are 16 campgrounds in the analysis area: 11 are National Forest System campgrounds
and the remaining five campgrounds and lodging facilities are non-forest service facilities.
Campgrounds near the mine site are located along Johnson Creek Road (CR-10-413) close to
Yellow Pine. Many of the campgrounds provide access to hiking trails and rivers or streams for
fishing and recreational activities. There also are three dispersed campsites in the analysis
area. Views experienced from campgrounds and other lodging areas are stationary and typically
inferior and enclosed or partially enclosed. One KOP is identified at a campground (KOP 8) and
two at dispersed camp sites (KOPs 6 and 12). The campgrounds identified as sensitive use
areas in this analysis differ from those evaluated in Section 3.19, Recreation, because the
analysis area for Scenic Resources differs from the analysis area for recreation.

3.20.3.2.4

TRAILS AND T RAILHEADS

There are numerous trails and trailheads throughout the analysis area, although notably fewer
in the northern portion. The Idaho Centennial Trail is a 900-mile state-designated trail that
includes motorized and non-motorized trails on the Payette National Forest and Boise National
Forest. Lookout Mountain Trailhead is a supply drop location for Idaho Centennial Trail and
wilderness users. Trails traverse through the forest and cross through the analysis area
providing access to the FCRNRW, lakes, rivers, lookouts, campgrounds, and other various
features of the analysis area and provide opportunities for viewing wildlife and scenery of the
analysis area, including the FCRNRW. Views experienced from trails are transient or stationary
and include superior, inferior, enclosed, and panoramic views. Four KOPs are identified along
Forest Service trails (KOPs 2, 3, 7, and 9) and two at trailheads (KOPs 5 and 11).

3.20.3.2.5

O THER R ECREATIONAL USES

Other recreational use sites in the analysis area include interpretive sites, viewpoints, lookouts,
swimming sites, picnic areas, and wildlife viewpoints. The Stibnite Interpretive site is located at
the old Stibnite home foundations near the mine site and includes informational signage
describing the past history of the town of Stibnite and mining in the area. There also is an
interpretive site at Landmark that describes the historic ranger station established in 1924.
Monumental Summit is a viewpoint offering 360-degree views of the forest and neighboring
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FCRNRW area. There are two lookouts: Meadow Creek Lookout and Thunderbolt Mountain
Lookout. Warm Lake hosts the Billy Rice Swimming Site, and the Warm Lake Picnic Point is on
a small peninsula, which offers expansive views of Warm Lake and hosts a small organization’s
camp. South of Warm Lake, along South Fork Salmon River Road (National Forest System
Road 50474), there is a point of interest for visitors to view wild salmon. Views experienced from
other recreational areas are transient or stationary and include superior, inferior, enclosed, and
panoramic views. One KOP is identified at Meadow Creek Lookout (KOP 1). Section 3.19,
Recreation, provides an in-depth discussion of recreation. Specific recreational uses and areas
included in Section 3.19, Recreation, may differ from those evaluated in this section due to the
difference in the geographic extent of the analysis area.

3.20.3.3

Residences

Residences in the analysis area were inventoried as high sensitivity, due to duration of views
and concern for changes in the landscape. The Village of Yellow Pine is located approximately
14 miles west of the proposed mine site at the junction of Stibnite Road (CR 50-412) and
Johnson Creek Road (CR 10-413). This small community, which had a year-round population of
32 in 2018, is the nearest residential area to the mine site (Census 2018). Dispersed rural
residences are generally located along Johnson Creek Road (CR 10-413) on private lands
adjacent to the creek. These include Wapiti Meadows, Cox Ranch, and Bryant Ranch. The
largest concentration of residential viewers on National Forest System lands within the analysis
area is Warm Lake. The Warm Lake area has several seasonal residences in the Paradise
Valley Summer Homes and Warm Lake Summer Homes areas. There are a few dispersed rural
residences on private land off Warm Lake Highway near Scott Valley. The cities of Cascade and
Donnelly are located in Long Valley near Lake Cascade and the North Fork Payette River.
Several rural residences and ranches are in Long Valley, and Cascade serves as the primary
logging and ranching center for residents. Several residences are located along Lake Cascade
on private lands. Donnelly is at the upper end of Lake Cascade and provides access and
support services to the lake and residents in the surrounding area. One KOP has been identified
near the residences at Cascade (KOP 17).

3.20.3.4

Visual Quality Objectives

Of the VQOs assigned to the analysis area in the Payette National Forest Land and Resource
Management Plan and Boise National Forest Land and Resource Management Plan,
approximately 42,725 acres are identified as Preservation, 84,073 acres are identified as
Retention, 178,118 acres are identified as Partial Retention, 19,709 acres are identified as
Modification, and 1,272 acres are identified as Maximum Modification. The remaining
205,445 acres within the analysis area are either private, state, or other (non-Forest Service)
federal land that do not have assigned VQOs. Figure 3.20-2 illustrates these locations in the
SGP vicinity. The analysis area, as shown in Figure 3.20-1, is the modeled viewshed for the
SGP.
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Figure Source: AECOM 2020

Figure 3.20-2 Scenic Resources Analysis Area
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