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4.14 VISUAL RESOURCES 

This section evaluates the Seasonal Storage Project (SSP) impacts on visual resources related 
to visual contrast and view obstruction.  This section also addresses degradation in visual 
quality resulting from loss or alteration of a specific scenic resource (such as mature stands 
of native trees) or introduction of a new source of high intensity light or glare.  To provide a 
basis for this evaluation, the setting section describes the regional and local landscape 
character, as well as the existing visual conditions of the major landscapes within the project 
area.  Scenic routes and other visual resources designated in local General Plans are also 
identified. 

IMPACTS EVALUATED IN OTHER SECTIONS 

The following items are related to the Visual Resources Section but are evaluated in other 
sections of this document: 

• Consistency with Land Use Controls.  Issues regarding adherence of the SSP with the 
requirements of the Deed and Agreement between the City of Santa Rosa and the 
Sonoma County Agricultural and Open Space District are addressed in Chapter 4.1, 
Land Use. 

• Growth Inducement.  Visual impacts may occur due to development in the study area.  
The issue of growth inducement is addressed in Chapter 6, CEQA-Required Section, 
of this document. 

• Historic Sites and Structures.  Construction of project facilities could impact the 
visual quality of historic sites and landscapes.  Visual impacts of the project facilities 
on historic resources are discussed in Section 4.15, Cultural Resources. 

SETTING 

The following section provides a general discussion of the regional landscape character; a 
description of the existing visual conditions of the major landscape areas defined by 
topographic conditions (ridgelines, valleys), landscape conditions, and community 
boundaries; identification of specific features, such as a scenic road or a unique landscape, 
that are designated by local or State agencies as important scenic resources. This section also 
describes these conditions for the project sites. 

Regional Landscape Character 

In the project area the primary topographic feature is the Santa Rosa Plain, situated between 
local ranges of the Coast Range.  The project area extends from Occidental Road in the north 
to Todd Road in the south, and from the Laguna de Santa Rosa (Laguna) in the west to Llano 
Road and Duer Road in the east (see Figure 1-4 in Chapter 1 Introduction, and Figure 4.15-1 
in Section 4.15 Public Services and Utilities).   
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The project area is predominantly characterized by a scenic rural countryside, which is 
viewed extensively by residents of, and visitors to, the Wine Country region.  This 
countryside is punctuated with small concentrations of residential development along the 
roadways and commercial uses along State Highway 12, which bisects the project area on an 
east-west axis.  As stated in the Sonoma County General Plan, “… vineyards…the Laguna de 
Santa Rosa and other landscapes are of special importance to the quality of life of County 
residents and the tourists and agricultural economy.” 

The southern extent of the Mayacamas Range forms the project area’s eastern horizon.  
Within the range, Taylor and Sonoma mountains form dominant visual features and 
enclosing elements for portions of the Project.  Steeply sloping and in places rising to 1,400 
feet, they provide a distinctive skyline and backdrop to the urban setting of Santa Rosa, with 
strong vegetation patterns (oak woodland and grass) in places.  The topography is varied, 
with many hidden valleys contained within the range of hills.  The mountain area is relatively 
undeveloped, with some rural residential uses and occasional ranches distributed along roads; 
grazing is the predominant visible land use. 

From the project area to the west, residents and visitors can also view the transition from the 
agricultural landscape of the Laguna de Santa Rosa to the redwood forests of western 
Sonoma County – locally referred to at “West County”.  The horizon to the west is 
dominated by these forests stretching from Mount Jackson on the north to more level areas to 
the south of Sebastopol.   

Locally Designated Scenic Resources 

The following are scenic resources that are specifically designated by local jurisdictions 
within the project area.  Table 4.14-1 identifies goals, objectives, and policies of these 
jurisdictions that are related to visual resources in the project area. 

State Highways 

Highway 12 bisects the project area on a roughly east-west axis.  This section of 
Highway 12 is not classified as a Scenic Highway by the California Department of 
Transportation. 

Sonoma County 

The Open Space Element of the Sonoma County General Plan (1989) designates 
specific scenic resources in three categories: 

Community Separators 

Community Separators are intended to maintain community identity, provide scenic 
borders for aesthetic relief and prevent the merging of cities and communities into 
continuous areas of urban development.  These lands are not necessarily scenic in 
their own right, but impose development restrictions to function as buffers to prevent 
continuous, corridor-style urbanization patterns.  The City recognizes the Sebastopol-
Santa Rosa Community Separator as a greenbelt in the Santa Rosa 2020 General Plan 
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(2002).  The Open Space and Conservation Element of the City’s General Plan has 
goals and policies in place to preserve and protect open space and discourage urban 
development in the Santa Rosa/Sebastopol Community Separator.  The Kelly Farm 
and Brown Farm sites are situated within the designated Santa Rosa/Sebastopol 
Community Separator on either side of Highway 12. 

Scenic Landscape Units 

Scenic Landscape Units are intended to preserve lands considered as scenic resources.  
These lands are largely open space and provide visual relief from urban densities and 
have little capacity to absorb much development without significant visual impact.   

The project area is wholly situated within the Laguna de Santa Rosa Scenic 
Landscape Unit, as defined by the Sonoma County General Plan (1989).  This area 
consists primarily of the scenic lowlands and floodplain around the Laguna marsh, 
swamp, and riparian forest.  It also includes hills between Forestville, Sebastopol, and 
Meacham Hill, and defines the eastern boundary of Sebastopol. 

Scenic Corridors 

Scenic Corridors are designated roadways that pass through scenic areas, typically 
orchards, cultivated fields, rolling dairy lands, and vineyards. The General Plan 
policies are intended to preserve these scenic roadside landscapes through compatible 
land-uses, setback restrictions, signage restrictions, and vegetation protection.  Scenic 
Corridors designated by the County within the project area include Highway 12 and 
Occidental Road. 

City of Santa Rosa 

The Santa Rosa Planning Area, as delineated in the City’s General Plan, extends as 
far west as Llano Road – the eastern boundary of the project area.  The General Plan 
designates City Entries and Corridors.  Highway 12 is designated as a City Entry 
point, but this point is on the eastbound approach to Fulton Road and out of sight of 
the project area.   

The Transportation Element of the General Plan notes that while scenic roads are 
traditionally associated with natural areas, they can also include routes that pass 
through interesting urban surroundings or neighborhood boundaries.  Highway 12 is a 
designated scenic road from US Highway 101 west to Fulton.  However, this 
designation does not extend further west into the project area and Llano Road. 

Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation & Open Space District 

The Sonoma County Agricultural Preservation and Open Space District (Open Space 
District) holds an Open Space Easement over Kelly Farm, Brown Farm, and Alpha 
Farm per an Agreement, the purpose of which is to preserve, among other things, 
scenic values of the properties.  



Figure 4.14-4a: Existing view looking northeast toward the KF2 site from a proposed 

picnic area situated along a proposed County recreation trail. 
 

 

 
Figure 4.14-4b: Same view as above, with a simulated storage pond as currently designed 

for the SSP. 




