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3.5.1.2 Assessment of Existing Visual Quality of Landscape Units 

After the classification system was developed, an assessment of the existing visual quality of landscape units 
was performed.  Based on FHWA Visual Impact Assessment for Highway Projects (1981), qualitative 
assessments provided a basis for comparison between corridor alternatives.  The landscape units were 
assessed for vividness, intactness, and unity to determine existing visual quality. 

A modified rating system based on methods developed by the National Park Service (NPS) was used for the 
Blue Ridge Parkway.  In addition to the three criteria mentioned above, a fourth criterion “uniqueness” was 
added to the FHWA criterion for this assessment.  Uniqueness describes the rarity of a scene within the study 
area.  For example, the Mill Mountain Star is unique.  Special consideration was given to the visual quality 
impact to the Blue Ridge Parkway due to its importance to the region and potential visitors.  The definitions 
applicable to the I-73 Location Study visual quality analysis are: 

• Uniqueness – The rarity of a scene within the study area.  For example, the Mill Mountain Star is unique. 

• Vividness – The visual strength or memorability of landscape components as they combine in striking and 
distinctive visual patterns.  For example, the Roanoke skyline against the Blue Ridge is a highly vivid 
landscape.  

• Intactness – The visual integrity of the natural and man-made environment, especially as it relates to 
intrusive encroachment.  For example, a big junkyard in a valley compromises the scene’s intactness.  

• Unity – The visual coherence and compositional harmony of the landscape.  For example, 
multigenerational farms in the upper Piedmont provide highly unified scenes, with a patchwork of fields 
and treed fence-rows, bounded by blue mountains. 

Vividness, intactness and unity were rated as low, moderate, or high, as explained below.  The visual quality 
was based on seven rating values, from very low to very high, representing combinations of the values from 
the three evaluative criteria (Wilsey and Ham Pacific, 1991).  

 
Vividness Intactness Unity 

Score Rating Score Rating Score Rating 
0 to 1 Low -1 to 0 Low 1 to 2 Low 
2 to 3 Moderate 1 Moderate 3 to 4 Moderate 
4 to 5 High 2 High 5 to 6 High 

 
Evaluation Criteria Visual Quality Rating 

Low, Low, Low Very Low 
Low, Low, Moderate Low 

Low, Low, High Moderately Low 
Low, Moderate, Moderate Moderately Low 

Moderate, Moderate, Moderate Moderate 
Low, Moderate, High Moderate 

Moderate, Moderate, High Moderately High 
Low, High, High Moderately High 

Moderate, High, High High 
High, High, High Very High 

The visual sensitivity of each landscape unit was also evaluated according to two criteria: intactness and the 
intensity of adjacent land use.  The visual sensitivity of a landscape unit is a preliminary measure of the 
amount of absorption the settled landscape can withstand while minimizing interruption to the fragile 
resources that compose the landscape scene. The visual sensitivity of the landscape unit is a function of 
rating combinations visual intactness and adjacent land use as shown below. 
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Intactness Adjacent Character 

Score Rating Score Rating 
-1 to 0 Low 1 to 2 Low 

1 Moderate 3 to 4 Moderate 
2 to 3 High 5 to 8 High 

 
Evaluation Criteria Visual Sensitivity Rating 

Low, Low Low 
Low, Moderate Moderately Low 

Low, High Moderate 
Moderate, Moderate Moderate 

Moderate, High Moderately High 
High, High High 

3.5.1.3 Assessment of Views from the Blue Ridge Parkway 

Currently, U.S. Route 220 crosses the Blue Ridge Parkway south of Roanoke.  Any improvements to U.S. 
Route 220 or a new interstate would require a crossing of the Blue Ridge Parkway.  The NPS has completed 
intensive studies of the visual character of the Blue Ridge Parkway.  Special care has been taken in the 
design of the Blue Ridge Parkway to protect the inherent visual qualities of the existing landscapes while 
offering reasonable access to them (NPS, Visual Character of the Blue Ridge Parkway, 1997).  Therefore, 
special care was taken to look at the views of and from the Blue Ridge Parkway along its length in the study 
area.  Opportunities to cross the Blue Ridge Parkway in as benign a manner as possible – location and the 
best means for crossing (design) – were considered.  The NPS has extensive studies of design elements of 
the Blue Ridge Parkway and the context of those elements.  It also is developing an analysis of the views 
from the Blue Ridge Parkway that are integral to the Blue Ridge Parkway experience.  The use of these 
studies, in cooperation with the NPS, aided in the visual quality analysis for the I-73 Location Study. 

3.5.1.4 Determination of Public and NPS Preference 

A series of public meetings in Spring 1998 sought the public’s perception of important visual resources.  This 
key visual preference information supported ongoing research on viewer preference of known landmarks and 
landscape.  This information also supported the study team location of key points for viewshed analysis. 
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