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Dear Chairperson Pedersen and Members of the Board: 

 

Thank you for sending me a copy of the application for the proposed 

communications facility at 23 Twin Ponds Lane in Wallkill.  The purpose of this 

letter is to express my opinion as to the quality and completeness of the materials 

contained therein.   

 

Summary 
On January 28, 2008 I submitted comments advising the Planning Board and 

Verizon Wireless on visual assessment that should be performed as a part of this 

application.  In that letter I detailed visual simulation “best practices,” which are 

processes and methods that should be used in a visual assessment.  Nevertheless, 

the application for the project contains a visual assessment that does not follow 

industry “best practices” and the materials found therein cannot be used as 

evidence of the project’s impact on the region’s visual resources.   

 

This letter attempts to detail why the methods used to produce a visual 

assessment are important and some of the obvious errors that are a part of the 

application.  This letter also details completeness issues which must be addressed 

before the visual assessment can be considered complete, regardless of method 

used.    

 

The Planning Board should instruct the applicant to produce a new application 

with visual assessment that follow current “best practices,” and which addresses 

the completeness issues detailed in this letter.   

 

Specific findings  
The most material issues with the application are with its visual simulations of 

the project’s appearance.  The application states that the simulations were 

produced by: 

 
“first photographing an existing similar type structure then photographing the view towards 

the proposed site where the marker balloon was set to a height of 145 AGL.  The digital 
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images were then merged and manipulated through the use of the image editing software 

Adobe Photoshop CS.  These images are verifiable since the similar structure can be 

measured and scaled to the proper size than [sic] placed in the location marked by the weather 

balloon.”  (Page 3 of Section 4). 

 

Performing these simulations solely using Photoshop is contrary to current best 

practices in the production of photosimulations.  Best practices photosimulations 

use a 3D CAD model of the action, which is then merged with an existing 

conditions photograph using references that exist in both the CAD model and the 

photograph.  Photoshop is used when producing these simulations, but it is only 

used to process the image and treat the existing vegetation.   

 

The following details the problem with this method in three broad categories: 

 

 Representation (e.g. is the simulation an accurate representation of how 

the proposal will actually appear once it is built?) 

 Accuracy (e.g. is the proposal simulated clearly and at the right size, in 

the right place?) 

 Completeness (e.g. do the simulations show the entire project as 

proposed?) 

 

Representation 

The best practices method simulates shading, shadow and lighting that replicates 

the season and time of day the photographs are taken.  This is important because 

light impacts our perception of objects, especially on sunny days when portions 

of the object that are exposed to direct sun are contrasted with objects that are 

darker because they are not exposed to direct sun.  This contrast changes 

depending on the direction in which the object is being viewed, the time of day 

and season.   

 

None of this complexity of shading, light and shadow is captured by the 

Photoshop method used in the application.  In each simulation the tower is 

lighted in exactly the same way, regardless of viewpoint analyzed.     

 

More than lighting, however, the tower orientation is likewise identical in all the 

viewpoints analyzed.  The proposed tower will look different depending on the 

direction it is being viewed.  With the Photoshop method used, the profile of the 

tower from the viewpoint analyzed will not be reliably accurate.  The simulations 

simply reflect the orientation of the similar tower standing-in for the proposed 

tower.  Further, even if the exact azimuth for the equipment proposed is not yet 

finalized, the simulations should show a tower with a specific azimuth.  

Simulations showing a specific azimuth will mean that the tower will look 

different from simulation to simulation.  In the application’s simulations the 

tower lighting or orientation does not change.  This sameness can create a 

familiar pattern when reviewing many viewpoints that may incorrectly minimize 

the project’s impact on visual resources.  In reality when the project is built it 
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will appear more varied than what is shown in the simulations, with changing 

shapes and light and dark contrasts depending on the direction in which it is 

being viewed.   

 

Accuracy 

More important than the issues of lighting and azimuth are issues of accuracy.  

While the balloon provides an excellent reference for the height of the proposed 

structure, the method of scaling the tower based upon the size of the balloon can 

introduce error.  Balloons expand and contract based upon their temperature.  A 

balloon that is flown on a cool morning can be considerably larger in the heat of 

the day as the gasses inside the balloon expand.  Even if the air temperature does 

not change much, the radiant heat of the sun can still heat and expand a balloon 

just as clouds can block the sun allowing a balloon to both cool and shrink.  To 

scale an object in Photoshop based upon the size of a balloon that is constantly 

changing introduces a potential for error that is simply not necessary, and can 

lead to inaccurate results.   

 

To demonstrate inaccuracies in the simulations, I am attaching to this letter a 

graphic Appendix studying the simulations for Viewpoints 5 and 4, reproduced 

from the application.  In this exercise, my office scaled Viewpoint 4 so that the 

head of the tower in Viewpoint 4 was exactly the same as the head of the tower 

in Viewpoint 5.  Viewpoint 4 is the only viewpoint where we have little 

obstruction at the bottom of the tower, so we can make a good estimate of the 

tower’s size.  When this resized image of Viewpoint 4 is placed directly upon 

Viewpoint 5, (shown in red in the Appendix) we should be able to see where the 

tower shown in Viewpoint 5 intersects the ground.  Instead, we see the tower as 

simulated is supposed to intersect the ground near the top of the treeline.  This is, 

of course, an error that is a direct result of the method used to produce the 

simulations.    

 

I also have concerns about the accuracy of the visibility of the proposed structure 

from some of the longer distance viewpoints.  Below is a reproduction of 

Viewpoint 16 as it appears in the application.  The red arrow identifies the 

weather balloon visible in the distance.   
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Figure 1: Reproduction of Viewpoint 16 existing conditions photograph.  The red arrow in the distance highlights 

the balloon flown to the height of the proposed tower.   

 

The following image is the simulation of Viewpoint 16 as it appears in the 

application.  The documentation tells us that the proposed tower is just 2,000 feet 

(less than ½ mile) from this viewpoint.  The proposed tower should be clearly 

visible on clear days, yet the simulations on the following page shows that the 

proposed tower is barely discernable in the distance.  This is cannot be accurate.   
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Figure 2: Reproduction of Viewpoint 16 simulation.  The proposed tower is barely visible in the distance, even 

though at less than ½ a mile, it should be clearly visible. 

 

In a best practices simulation at these distances, the tower should be rendered as 

if the atmosphere was completely transparent
1
.  A sunny and clear day would not 

produce the kind of opacity shown from this viewpoint, and the simulations need 

to show such reasonable worst case conditions.  The tower should be clearly 

visible from this distance.   

 

Completeness 

The tower proposed is designed to hold additional wireless antennas mounted on 

the lower portions of the tower.  Unless the addition of new wireless antenna 

would trigger additional visual analysis when they were added, the simulations 

need to show them now.     

 

                                                 
1
 The atmosphere is actually slightly opaque even on the clearest days and simulating this opacity 

requires operator judgment regardless of the method used to produce the photosimulation.  

Nevertheless, at a distance of less than ½ a mile, the operator should not add any opacity to the 

atmosphere.   
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Further, this application is not only for the tower, but it is also for the equipment 

storage building and chain link and barbed wire fence that will be visible from 

Viewpoint 4.  The plan also shows two additional storage sheds that would be 

added once the additional wireless antennas are added to the tower.  If they are a 

part of the action, then they need to be simulated with the action, and if the tower 

can be expanded to include these additional future structures without additional 

visual review, then these simulations need to show those possible future 

expansions.    

 

Other comments 

The applicant did use an acceptable camera and lens to take the photographs, but 

all of the photographs were taken on April 19
th

.  On April 20
th

, two more 

balloons were floated.  Typically, multiple balloons are floated to act as 

references it be used when doing a photo match using the best practices 

simulation method.   

 

 

Figure 3: Photograph “Looking across Miller's field on Hoagerburgh” provided by Robin Kauffman showing three 

balloons being flown on April 20
th

.   
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Why were the additional balloons flown?  Were the additional balloons flown to 

act as references for a best practices simulation, but then later rejected?  Or were 

alternatives locations and heights being considered for the tower?   

 

Contrary to the assertion made in the application (on page 3 section 4), the 

simulations were not printed using photo quality on photo quality paper.  

Standard printing on standard quality office paper affects the clarity of the image 

and any photograph can be better understood when printed using higher quality 

materials.  Some of the photographs (P-9, for example) are reproduced so poorly 

that they appear to be out of focus. 

 

The balloon test process is not well documented in the application.  Wind can 

create inaccuracies during balloon tests, even when using tethers.  Typically, 

multi-person teams in radio communication would work in tandem to ensure that 

the photograph is being taken when the wind is still and the balloon accurately 

represents the tower’s height and location.  The documentation does not state the 

balloon test process other than to state that tethers were used.   

 

It is not clear if the viewpoints analyzed represent an inventory of visual 

resources.  The New York State Department of Environmental Conservation 

(DEC) states that the first part of a visual resource assessment is creating an 

inventory of visual resources and then mapping those resources on top of a 

viewshed map to help in determining viewpoints to be analyzed.  While there is a 

viewshed map and many viewpoints analyzed, it is not clear if the viewpoints 

analyzed are an inventory of visual resources, or if they simply reflect 

viewpoints the Town instructed the applicant to analyze.  While viewpoints of 

local concern are important and need to be addressed, addressing only 

viewpoints of local concern does not obviate the applicant’s responsibility to 

evaluate viewpoints of statewide concern as defined by the DEC.  This may have 

been done, but it is not clear in the materials that have been provided.   

 

Finally, it is impossible to read the viewpoint numbers on the viewshed map 

provided so it cannot be cross-referenced with the viewpoints, decreasing its 

utility.   

 

Close 

It is not possible to say that photosimulations produced using best practices 

methods would produce a result that would show a greater or lesser impact on 

visual resources than those that appear in the application.  It is possible to say, 

however, that such photosimulations would look different than those in the 

application, and that they would be a more accurate representation of how the 

project would appear once it was actually built.  In visual resource assessment it 

must first be determined if the materials used as evidence of impacts on visual 

resources accurately and completely describe the action proposed, and once that 

determination is made, only then can the action’s impacts on visual resources be 

assessed.  The materials provided as evidence in this application do not 
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accurately describe the action and cannot be considered complete.  Thus, no 

determination of action’s impacts on visual resources can be made.  The 

Planning Board should instruct the applicant to prepare new materials that 

accurately and completely describe the project proposed so that a determination 

of the action’s impacts on visual resources can be made.   

 

I appreciate the opportunity to comment on this application and invite you to 

contact me directly should you have any questions or concerns.   

 

Sincerely, 

 
George M. Janes 

Principal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Enclosures: Appendix 



This Appendix is designed to demonstrate one of the many problems with the 
method used to simulate the tower proposed for  23 Twin Ponds Lane.  The 
following images study the simulations for Viewpoint 5 and 4.

In this exercise, my office scaled Viewpoint 4 so that the head of the tower in 
Viewpoint 4 was exactly the same as the head of the tower in Viewpoint 5.  
Viewpoint 4 is the only viewpoint where we have little obstruction at the bottom 
of the tower, so we can make a good estimate of the tower’s size.  When this 
resized image of Viewpoint 4 is placed directly upon Viewpoint 5, (shown in red 
in the Appendix) we should be able to see where the tower shown in Viewpoint 5 
intersects the ground.  

Instead, we see the tower as simulated is supposed to intersect the ground near 
the top of the treeline.  This is, of course, an error that is a direct result of the 
method used to produce the simulations.   

Appendix



Reproduction of the simulation from Viewpoint 5



Simulation from Viewpoint 4 resized so that the Tower head is the same as Viewpoint 5



Possible Grade

Simulation from Viewpoint 4 showing a conservatively estimated grade at tower base



Simulation from Viewpoint 4 scaled to match Viewpoint 5 showing the entire tower.  
When this tower is overlaid on Viewpoint 5, it should show where Viewpoint 5 
intersects the ground. 



These simulations show that the tower as simulated is intersecting the ground at the top of 
the treeline.  Clearly an error caused by the method used to produce the simulations


