Environmental Impacts Analysis — Aesthetics/Visual Resources

4.1 AESTHETICS/VISUAL RESOURCES

This section of the EIR identifies and evaluates potential visual resource (aesthetic) impacts
resulting from implementation of the project. The analysis focuses on the potential for the
project to result in impacts to visual resources as seen from public vantage points in the area,
and from the Dana Adobe.

Although the project would be implemented over a medium- to long-range timeframe as the
project budget allows, the timing of development of specific facilities and infrastructure is not yet
known. As a result, the aesthetics section analyzes the complete build-out of the project.

4.1.1 Existing Conditions

The project site is located on the east side of South Oakglen Avenue, and immediately
southwest of South Thompson Avenue, approximately 1 mile south of Tefft Street. The 30-acre
portion of the project site is located within the urban reserve line of the community of Nipomo.
These 30 acres include the historic Dana Adobe, which is currently under renovation, a
caretaker’s unit, unpaved driveway and parking area, fencing, and landscaping. The adjacent
100-acre portion of the project site is located outside the Nipomo urban reserve line, is
undeveloped and supports horse pasture and agricultural roads. Past, current, and forthcoming
restoration of Nipomo Creek and uplands are implemented by the County of San Luis Obispo
(County) and Land Conservancy of San Luis Obispo County, including bank stabilization and
oak woodland mitigation.

The visual character of the project site and surrounding area is primarily agricultural with
scattered residences. West of U.S. Highway 101 (US 101), uses include the Southland
Wastewater Treatment Facility, and residential and commercial development within the
community of Nipomo. The project site is located approximately 0.15 mile east of US 101. Rows
of mature trees along the highway and South Oakglen Avenue generally block views of the
project site from the highway, as seen from both north and southbound travel lanes. The
affected section of US 101 is not a designated scenic roadway, and the project site is not
located within an area subject to Highway Corridor Design Standards, or a visually Sensitive
Resource Area.

4.1.2 Regulatory Setting

The proposed project is located within the jurisdiction of the County. The regulatory setting
pertaining to visual resources includes review of the proposed development’s consistency with
various elements of the County General Plan and Land Use Ordinance (LUO), in addition to the
review of findings made in this document per CEQA Guidelines.

4.1.3 Thresholds of Significance

The determinations of significance of project impacts are based on applicable policies,
regulations, goals, and guidelines defined by CEQA and the County. Pursuant to the County’s
CEQA Initial Study Checklist, a substantial impact to visual/aesthetic resources would occur if
the project would:

a. Create an aesthetically incompatible site open to public view.
b. Introduce a use within a scenic view open to public view.
c. Change the visual character of the area.
d. Create glare or night lighting, which may affect surrounding areas.
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e. Impact unique geological or physical features.

Each of these thresholds is discussed under Section 4.1.5, Project-specific Impacts and
Mitigation Measures, below.

4.1.4 Impact Assessment and Methodology

This visual impact analysis focused on the identification of sensitive visual resources in the
project area, and assessment of the potential changes in those resources that would result from
development of the project. Surrounding public viewing areas from which the project site would
be visible were identified and a general description of the visual character of the area was
developed. Potential changes in the existing visual setting, including potential viewshed
blockage or an alteration in community character, were compared to the thresholds described
above to determine whether particular sensitive resources would be impacted.

4.1.5 Project Specific Impacts and Mitigation Measures
4151 Land Use Ordinance Amendment

The proposed LUO Amendment would modify §22.112.080(G) South County, Recreation land
use category, Dana Adobe, development standards. The modified language deletes a
requirement that residential and non-residential uses shall be located “to minimize their
appearance from the adobe.” Proposed language would encourage “interpretation of the site’s
resources” and use of landscaping to buffer views “between the adobe and support buildings
and project infrastructure such as parking lots”. Implementation of the amendment would retain
the historical context of the Dana Adobe, including views from public roads and the adobe site
itself. No significant visual impacts would occur as a result of the proposed LUO Amendment,
and no additional planning area standards are recommended.

4.1.5.2 Conditional Use Permit
Create an Aesthetically Incompatible Site Open to Public View

The proposed project includes an approximately 6,266-square-foot visitor and education center,
administrative office, and curator’s building; an approximately 1.4-mile-long interpretive nature
trail system (including landscaping, benches, and fencing); Native American interpretive
features; a native habitat interpretation and restoration area; two picnic areas; support facilities;
and associated infrastructure (i.e., parking area, trash enclosures, restrooms, fencing,
landscaping and irrigation, lighting, utility connections, walkways, on-site wastewater treatment,
and drainage/erosion control). The proposed project would include crossings of Nipomo Creek
(emergency access), Adobe Creek (new foot bridge), and Carillo Creek (new foot bridge). All
structure development (aside from the multi-use trail, exhibits/educational features along the
multi-use trail, and emergency access road) would be located on the 30-acre area.

Proposed development would be primarily visible from South Oakglen Avenue, a local road
serving the existing Dana Adobe and surrounding residences and agricultural uses. The
development would also be visible from South Thompson Road. Existing mature trees would
generally block views of the development from US 101. Proposed development would create
new structural components open to public view in the predominantly agricultural project area,
which could create incompatible views unless appropriate design measures are implemented.
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AES Impact 1 Proposed development could create an aesthetically incompatible land
use in the rural suburban/agricultural area, resulting in a significant,
long-term impact.

AES/mm-1 Upon application for construction permits on the 30-acre site, the applicant
shall provide a colors and materials board for review and approval by the
County Department of Planning and Building. Selected colors shall be dark,
earth-toned, and selected to blend in with the natural surrounding vegetation.
Selected materials shall primarily be natural-appearing and consistent with
the historical adobe and agricultural setting, such as wood, adobe, and stone
(or similar compatible materials). Approved colors and materials shall be
shown on the project plans. The Department of Planning and Building will
verify compliance prior to final inspections.

Residual Impacts

With implementation of the above mitigation, the proposed uses would be generally
aesthetically compatible with surrounding uses, and would not change the rural/urban fringe
character of the area, as seen from public roadways. Proposed architectural elements would be
generally consistent with the historical context of the Dana Adobe, while maintaining a clear
distinction between the modern structures and adobe. Use of exterior colors and materials
consistent with the surrounding landscape would further enhance visual compatibility. Parking
areas would be located adjacent to South Oakglen Avenue, a dead-end road, and would
generally be shielded from views along US 101. The proposed secondary access road would
generally be screened from view by existing topography and vegetation.

Based on incorporation of mitigation measures identified above, residual impacts would be less
than significant with mitigation (Class Il).

Introduce a Use within a Scenic View Open to the Public

As discussed above, the proposed project would introduce new uses within an area visible from
surrounding public roadways. Scenic views, as seen from US 101 and South Oakglen Avenue,
include the gently rolling topography of the Nipomo Valley, rising up to prominent ridgelines to
the east. The project area includes agricultural production and rangeland, which is not generally
considered a sensitive scenic resource. However, the agricultural industry in San Luis Obispo
County has historically played, and continues to play, an important role in local lifestyles and the
economy, and many local residents have heightened aesthetic appreciation for the vast
agricultural fields in the area.

The project site is not visible from any designated scenic highways and existing mature trees
partially obstruct views from US 101, which is where the highest number of potential viewers
would be located. Development would not obstruct views of the distant ridgelines. The proposed
project is not set within a visually sensitive viewshed, and proposed developments would protect
the historic context of the area. Therefore, this impact is considered less than significant (Class
).

Change the Visual Character of the Area

The visual character of the area represents a transition from urban development within Nipomo
to larger residential lots, agricultural production, and rangeland extending to the northern edge
of Santa Maria. The Master Plan would concentrate future development and parking areas
closer to South Oakglen Avenue, and would protect and enhance existing on-site open space
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uses. As proposed, the project would not change the visual character of the area as seen from
public roads, and mitigation is identified to ensure that the proposed uses are visually
compatible with the setting.

The character of the project site, as seen from the Dana Adobe, represents an important visual
resource, particularly the views from the eastern side of the adobe looking across the valley
towards the Temettate Ridge. A viewpoint is proposed to direct visitors to the scenic view, and
no development is proposed that would obstruct this viewshed. As currently proposed, the
visitor's center would be located a minimum of approximately 500 feet south of the adobe,
outside of the 180-degree viewshed looking east. Views from the adobe, looking south towards
the visitor's center and parking area, would be partially obstructed by proposed rancho-era
structures (replications or reconstructions consistent with the adobe), existing mature trees to
remain, and proposed native, drought-tolerant landscaping. Based on the layout of the proposed
project, potential impacts to visual character, from both on- and off-site viewing locations, would
be less than significant (Class Ill). In addition, mitigation is identified (refer to AES/mm-1), which
addresses visual compatibility. No additional measures are necessary.

Create Glare or Night Lighting

The proposed use includes special events, which may be held during nighttime hours. Exterior
lighting within the Rancho Era, visitor center, Chumash Interpretive Area, and associated
parking areas may be visible from US 101 and other local surrounding roadways, and would
create glare in the immediate area, affecting dark night skies.

AES Impact2  Visibility of night lighting would affect views resulting in a significant,
long-term impact.

AES/mm-2 Upon application for construction permits on the 30-acre site, the applicant
shall submit an exterior lighting plan to the County Department of Planning
and Building for review and approval. The plan shall provide graphic details
for all proposed permanent and temporary (i.e., special event) exterior
lighting fixtures. Exterior lighting fixtures shall be “dark sky” certified or
equivalent. Fixtures must be dark-colored and designed such that the bulb
and reflective surfaces are obscured from off-site view.

Residual Impacts

Implementation of mitigation will not eliminate the presence of additional light, but would reduce
the intensity of the lighting and minimize visibility as seen from public roads. The identified
measure would also reduce adverse effects to the night sky by directing light towards the
ground. Based on incorporation of mitigation measures identified above, residual impacts would
be less than significant with mitigation (Class Il).

Impact Unique Geological or Physical Features

The most prominent scenic features in the area include the Nipomo Valley and Temettate
Ridge. Views of the valley are intermittent, depending on mature trees, landscaping, and rolling
topography. Views of the ridge are clear as seen from US 101, the Dana Adobe, and
surrounding areas. Implementation of the project would not block views of the ridge, and the
applicant proposes to maintain historical views as seen from the Dana Adobe. Based on the
design of the project, potential impacts would be less than significant (Class ).
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4.1.6 Cumulative Impacts

The US 101 corridor through southern San Luis Obispo County has undergone visual changes
within the last several years with new residential and commercial development. These changes
have resulted in an increased built-character through the corridor. As development proposals
continue to be advanced between Nipomo and Santa Maria, the visual benefits of the remaining
open space and agricultural land increase in terms of preserving county scenic goals.

The proposed project would place development near South Oakglen Avenue, in line with
existing structures along the roadway. Existing vegetation would remain, which partially shields
views of the site, as seen from US 101. Based on the location of the project, and continued
preservation of the 100 acres to the east of Nipomo Creek, implementation of the project would
not result in a significant cumulative impact to visual resources.
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