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Dear Mr. Fontaine and Members of the Planning Board: 

 

This letter is being written at the request of the Planning Board to accompany the 

presentation I made to your Board on August 21, 2014
1
 regarding the 

Confirmatory Visual Simulations prepared for the Silo Ridge project. This 

presentation covered both technical comments regarding the materials submitted 

and substantive comments on the impacts of the project.  This letter provides 

detail to the discussion that occurred during the presentation.  Further, new 

information was made available both during and after that meeting, and this letter 

considers that new information.  
 

Technical Comments 
My office made technical comments on an earlier version of the visual 

simulations found in the July 20 submission. The vast majority of those comments 

were addressed in the most recent submission: The proposed buildings are shown 

in the correct location and at their proper size; the treatment of the grade and 

vegetation is fair; and resolution and workmanship issues were corrected. Further, 

the layout and presentation of the materials improved, which resulted in a much 

more readable document.  

 

The Planning Board found the visual materials complete for public review during 

their August 21 meeting, a decision which effectively means that any remaining 

technical issues do not rise to a level that would materially affect the public’s 

understanding of the project. Nevertheless, the following is offered to both clarify 

the materials presented on August 21, and to discuss new information that has 

come to light since the presentation was made.  

 

Photographs 

The most serious technical concern found in the August 21 presentation regarded 

the photographs used to make the photosimulations. A comment made regarding 

the May version of the visual materials questioned why the photographs appeared 

                                                 
1
 A PDF of this presentation (with page numbers) can be downloaded from: 

https://www.dropbox.com/s/zn9g9v4tvfh11dp/silo_confirmatory_e_numbered.pdf?dl=0  

http://www.georgejanes.com/
https://www.dropbox.com/s/zn9g9v4tvfh11dp/silo_confirmatory_e_numbered.pdf?dl=0
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so washed out, or devoid of color, when other photographs taken for the FEIS and 

the DEIS at the same time of year which have much more color. In response to 

this comment, the applicant used an unadjusted RAW image, converted to JPEG 

format as the base of every simulation, which resulted in an image that was even 

more devoid of color than the earlier version.  

 

RAW image format saves more information than JPEG format, but it is not 

intended to save an image as the eye would see it. Rather, it preserves all the 

information captured by the camera and relies on the professional photographer to 

adjust the image settings. In visual resource assessment, we want images that 

replicate the view of the human eye, which is one reason we use 50mm lenses. 

Colors are important because they may contrast with new colors that are proposed 

to be added to the scene and create visual impacts. Reducing color in the base 

image may reduce the evidence of this impact.  

 

Subsequent to the August 21 meeting, the applicant provided a JPEG image that 

was produced when the RAW image was taken.
2
 This image suggested that the 

lack of colors in the image, while unusual, was largely the result of real-world 

conditions at the time. While the color seen in the photographs is not perfect, and 

the colors seen in the May version may be better, the differences between the 

colors as they are represented in photographs and what was seen in reality is 

likely not material to the understanding of impacts on visual resources.  

 

Image 7.5 

Image 7.5 was not included in the earlier visual assessment and was presumably 

added to show the site of the waste water treatment plant. The presentation made 

on August 21 shows that there is a problem with the camera match for this image 

that shifts houses to the south, which eliminates one from the simulation and hides 

another behind trees. While not ideal, my opinion is that this error is not material 

because these houses are shown properly in Image 7.4.  

 

Clearing around the Estate Homes 

The May version of the visual analysis used assumptions, rather than actual plans, 

to inform clearing that would take place around the Estate Homes in Phase 2.  

This was because the engineering for this phase had not yet been done. These 

assumptions likely overstated the clearing along the roads, but understated the 

clearing around the homes. Discussions with the applicant explored the 

materiality of the difference as it regarded impacts and they agreed to produce a 

map and table which compared the differences between actual clearing and the 

assumptions. These materials were never produced, but the July 20 visual 

simulations showed that the clearing of trees in this area was changed, generally 

increasing around the home sites and decreasing around the roads. I believed that 

this new clearing reflected the plan for this area.  

 

                                                 
2
 The photographs were taken in RAW+JPEG format.  
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During the August 21 meeting, however, the applicant stated that these 

assumptions were still being used to inform the tree clearing around the houses 

and access roads for the Phase 2 estate homes. If this is true, what data were used 

to make those changes?  There are clearly more trees removed around the houses 

than in the earlier version, so it appears that actual proposed conditions are 

reflected, but this contradicts the applicant’s statement during the meeting.  

 

Clarity concerning the information used to clear trees from around the Estate 

homes should be provided. The clearing reflected in the most current, however, 

appears to fairly show the project’s visibility from all viewpoints.  

 

Text 

There are two major issues with the text that accompanies the analysis. First, the 

text is not neutral and contains self-serving statements, which may reflect the 

project’s intentions, but do not necessarily describe what is seen in the photo 

simulations. For instance the text describing Viewpoint 1 includes:  

 
“. . . site structures are reduced in impact and knitted back into the landscape.” 

 

Assessments should not use vague, value-laden language like “knitted back into 

the landscape.” The text describing the images should use neutral, factual terms.  

 

Second, the Findings Statement requires that the Confirmatory Visual Simulations 

evaluate the impact on visual resources, “using generally accepted criteria used to 

evaluate impacts on visual resources (e.g. displacement, form, line, color, texture, 

scale, spatial dominance).”  Instead, impacts on visual resources are not evaluated 

according to these accepted criteria. Rather, assertions--like this one from 

Viewpoint 1-- are made:  

 
The overall character of the view is largely unchanged from the existing character. The 

view is still dramatic, unfolding, panoramic and defining of the region. 

 

Issues with the text notwithstanding, the real value of photosimulation is that it 

speaks to everyone. Because they are understood by both professional and lay 

people alike, photosimulations can be used by anyone to assess impacts 

considering their own viewpoints and values, independent of text describing them 

in the document. It is for this reason that my office supports the use of 

photosimulation over the traditional methods of viewshed mapping and line-of-

sight profiles, because they provide a human perspective of the project’s 

appearance, the impacts of which can be determined by everyone who looks at 

them independently. So while the text is not ideal, the photosimulations show the 

project as it would appear and provide the evidence necessary for people to make 

their own judgments, which is fundamental to an analysis that is complete for the 

purposes of public review.  
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Substantive Comments 
Substantive visual comments can be made once the visual analysis is found 

accurate and complete. On August 21,
 
the Planning Board found the visual 

analysis complete for the purposes of public review and during that August 21 

meeting I discussed a few substantive issues the Board might consider. 

 

Comparison to impacts disclosed in the FEIS 

The most material substantive comment addresses how the impact of the proposed 

project compares to those disclosed in the FEIS. Confirmatory Visual Simulations 

are unique to this project. They have a very specific purpose as described in the 

Findings Statement: 

 
Requirement for Confirmatory Visual Simulations during Site Plan Review - The 

FEIS has committed the Applicant to a highly effective screening and camouflage 

program that mitigates most of the project’s impact on visual resources. Narrow 

vegetative screens or the strategic placement of small stands of trees will not achieve 

results shown in the FEIS photosimulations. To demonstrate the effectiveness of the 

actual landscaping and camouflage program, confirmatory visual simulations must be 

produced during site plan review after the landscaping plan is finalized, the building 

facades and colors are determined, and the engineering detail commensurate with site 

plan review has been developed. If the confirmatory visual simulations conducted during 

site plan review do not produce the level of screening depicted in the FEIS 

photosimulations and described in the text, then the applicant must present an expanded 

landscaping plan capable of achieving the results shown in the FEIS, or the Planning 

Board may require an SEIS in accordance with 6 NYCRR Section 617.9 (a)(7). 

[Emphasis added] 

 

The FEIS often showed buildings disappearing from view due to excellent 

camouflaging and landscaping. This is especially true for the buildings known as 

C6, C7 and C8, which the FEIS says “are not visible” from the viewpoints studied 

because of their natural colors and landscaping. While the plan for this area has 

changed since the FEIS, there are buildings planned at the locations of C6, C7 and 

C8 and the Confirmatory Visual Simulations show them as being visible from 

Viewpoint 1. They are also seen in other viewpoints depending on the use of the 

hedge screen.  

 

The FEIS visuals committed the applicant to extensive on-site screening, which 

would, “both partially screen and break-up building mass.” These plantings would 

be, “placed below the viewpoint, but above the building(s) intended to be 

screened; and while these plantings do screen the buildings, they do not screen the 

views to the distant hills.” 

 

The Confirmatory Visual Simulations show little on-site screening. Instead, they 

study the use of a short, thick hedge around the hairpin turn, which effectively 

screens the development from viewpoints that are immediately adjacent to the 

hedge. The alternatives shown without the hedge, however, demonstrate that there 

is virtually no on-site screening planned.   
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The other major difference between the FEIS and the Confirmatory Visual 

Simulations on Viewpoint 1 is the appearance of Estate Homes at the southern 

end of the site. The FEIS simulations show four or six houses in this area,
3
 while 

the Confirmatory Visual Simulations show 26, and a much larger impact. Much of 

this increase, however, was dictated by the Findings Statement: 

“Specifically, all six (6) single family homes in Block L shall be relocated to this 

southwestern area (Units H-1, H-2, H-3, H-4, H-5 and H-6). This eliminates Block L in 

its entirety, including the proposed connector road that was proposed to be constructed 

adjacent to Stream J. In addition, Unit H-7 (a Block K unit originally proposed to be 

located in the vicinity of the bridge crossing Stream J), Units H-24 and H-25 (two Block 

J units originally proposed to be constructed in an area near the 17
th

 hole tee box), Unit 

H-29 (a Block I unit originally proposed to be located north of Stream M/P), and Unit H-

30 (a Block H unit originally proposed to be located south of Stream M/P) will be located 

to this southwestern area.”  

When summed these changes move 11 houses to the Phase 2 Estate Home area in 

the south of the site, which in the approved 2009 MDP show 17 houses. Visual 

impact and number of buildings is not a linear relationship, so while the FEIS 

shows much less visibility than the Confirmatory in this area, it is not a valid 

comparison, since about half of the buildings in this area were required to be 

moved into this area by the Findings Statement and the impact of those 17 houses 

were never analyzed. Nevertheless, see Scenic Protection Overlay compliance 

below.  

 

The Hedge 

Over the past several months members of the Planning Board, at different times, 

have expressed concern over the use of the hedge as a screen, saying that it could 

close off what is now an expansive view. My opinion is that the hedge can be 

very effective at screening near field views, and since its height will be controlled, 

it will still allow visual access to longer distance views. As Viewpoint 1 shows, 

however, the hedge has no screening value when it is seen from longer distances 

or higher elevations, as the viewer sees right over it.   

 

It is my understanding that the Planning Board is considering changes to the 

Findings Statement for the project, which has committed the applicant to 

exceptional on-site screening, but which is not provided in the current plan. Good 

arguments can be made for making this change. The Town of Amenia can be 

visually characterized as a community of hamlets at lower elevations surrounded 

by hills of working lands and forests. This pattern of clustered development as 

seen by Silo Ridge is not unfamiliar and could therefore be left to be seen. It 

could further be argued that the development is something not to be hidden by a 

hedge, but to be left open so that viewers can enjoy the expansive developed 

view. But regardless of the arguments--which I hope will be further informed by 

public input--it is my opinion that the project as described does not, “produce the 

level of screening depicted in the FEIS photosimulations and described in the 

                                                 
3
 The visual analysis states that there are four homes. The plan shows six. The difference may 

simply be due to changes in the phase boundary.  
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text,” as required by the Findings. This condition will require either the Findings 

to be changed, an expanded landscaping plan to be developed which shows this 

level of screening, or a Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement to be 

prepared.  

 

SPO compliance 

Slide 43 of the August 21 presentation discusses the Town’s Scenic Protection 

Overlay and the project’s compliance with it.  

 

For background, Amenia has a Scenic Protection Overlay District (which itself is 

made up of the Trail Visual Protection Corridor, the Road Visual Protection 

Corridor, and the Scenic Visual Protection Zone). The purpose of this district is to 

protect the scenic character of scenic resources in the Town, including scenic road 

corridors, the Harlem Valley Rail Trail, and prominent scenic areas that remain 

substantially undeveloped and/or that lie within important scenic viewsheds. 

 

Most development within the SPO is subject to site plan approval, which may 

only be granted if the proposed activity meets the following six standards (which 

may be waived by the Planning Board if they so choose): 

 

1. Will not significantly impair scenic character and will be aesthetically 

compatible with its surroundings 

2. Will minimize the removal of native vegetation 

3. Will locate and cluster buildings and other structures in a manner 

that minimizes their visibility from public places 
4. Will not disturb the continuity of the treeline  

5. Will not result in clearing a building site area greater than 30,000 

square feet  
6. Complies with landscape, architecture and fences requirements and Rural 

Siting Principles 

 

Silo Ridge has several areas that are within the Town’s SPO, though much of the 

development including the Village Green area, the Golf Villas and most of the 

Village Green Neighborhoods are outside of it. The Estate Homes in Phase 1 and 

most the development in Phase 2 are in the Town’s Scenic Visual Protection 

Zone. Further, the Waste Water Treatment Plan is in the Road Visual Protection 

Corridor and the maintenance facility is in the Trail Visual Protection Corridor. 

The following image is revised from slide 28 of the August 21 presentation to 

include the Road and Trail Visual Protection Zones and to include the phasing 

plan from the latest Master Development Plan.  

 



 

7 

 

 

GEORGE M. JANES & ASSOCIATES 
PLANNING with TECHNOLOGY 

 
 

In my opinion, the project generally meets standards 2, 4, 5 and parts of 6.  

 

The first standard, which states that development will not significantly impair 

scenic character and will be aesthetically compatible with its surroundings, is a 

value judgment for the Planning Board to determine. The visual simulations for 

the project provide evidence as to the project’s impact and should be used when 

assessing the project’s potential to impair the scenic character. 

 

The third standard, which requires locating and clustering buildings so that their 

visibility from public places is minimized, may have issues, especially as it 

regards the Phase 2 Estate Homes. There are 9 additional houses in the Estate 

Home area of Phase 2 when compared to the approved 2009 MDP. Considering 

that the overall size of the development (when measured in number of units) has 

declined, this increase may be considered surprising considering the direction of 

SPO standard when it is likely the most visible of all areas on the property. 

Further, with 26 units on about 35 acres, these buildings are not closely clustered, 

and so on the surface it is difficult to assert that this area meets this third standard.  

 

But, this area is steeply sloped, which does affect the ability for units to be 

clustered. Further, little new infrastructure is proposed in this area, which means 

that the nine additional homes are largely being placed between other homes that 

were approved 2009 MDP. Consequently, considering the prior approval for 17 

Scenic Visual Protection Zone 

Road Visual 

Protection Zone 

Trail Visual 

Protection Zone 

2009 MDP 

Building 
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homes in this area, it could be argued that by adding additional units in between 

those approved units is a method of clustering, but this is a judgment for the 

Planning Board.  

 

Finally, the August 21 presentation concluded with the sixth standard that 

regarded fences, which are generally prohibited within the SPO.  

 

The plan for waste water treatment plant (WWTP) shows a fence around the 

perimeter of the site. The plan for the maintenance facility does not show a fence, 

but it does show a concrete block wall defining the soil bays and the fertilizer 

storage, which may visually function as a fence blocking views. As of August 21, 

the only materials provided by the applicant for these sites are plans and 

elevations. The maintenance facility was not a part of the FEIS plan so was not 

considered when the viewpoints for the project were studied. The WWTP can 

barely be seen in Viewpoint 7-5. The Findings Statement states that, “additional 

viewpoints may be added at the discretion of the Planning Board or the applicant 

that demonstrate the effectiveness of the visual mitigation program.” If the 

Planning Board is unsure if these components of the project meet the SPO 

standards for development in this area, they may ask for additional materials. 

Subsequent to the meeting, the applicant provided photographs from the Rail Trail 

showing that because of elevation changes and intervening vegetation, there 

should not be much visibility of the maintenance facility from the Trail.  

 

Close 
These comments only reflect my opinion regarding the project’s Confirmatory 

Visual Simulations and accompanying report. Other topic areas, including 

consistency with the Town’s Comprehensive Plan and Zoning (other than SPO) 

have been reviewed by others.  

 

Thank you for the opportunity to contribute to this important project. If you, your 

Board or the applicant have any questions or comments or require additional 

materials, please contact me directly. 

 

Sincerely, 

 
George M. Janes, AICP 

Principal 

George M. Janes & Associates 


