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INTRODUCTION 

Forest landscapes in mountain regions occupy a prominent position in both 

basic and applied research within the field of visual resource management. 

Downhill ski trails and mountain support facilities produce significant visual 

impacts in these settings. This thesis is concerned with the investigation of 

visual guidelines for the design of downhill (alpine) ski trails and mountain 

support facilities including roads, mid-mountain restaurants, and lift 

structures. The case study for this investigation is the Beaver Creek Ski Resort 

at Avon, Colorado. 

Chapter One of this thesis outlines the philosophical and psycho-physical 

context, historical background, and land management context of this research 

topic. Chapter Two outlines related scientific research, and presents a detailed 

description of the methodology employed in this study. The purpose of this study 

is to produce an empirical evaluation of the following guidelines. 

1. Minimize the visibility of lift lines. 

2. Minimize the visibility of mountain maintenance roads. 

3. Stabilize and revegetate disturbed slopes. 

4. Avoid skyline corridors in trail layout and avoid placement of 

buildings or other structures at the skyline. 

5. Create irregular/curvilinear shapes and edges in individual trail 

design and group configuration. 

6. Include islands of vegetation in the design of individual trails. 

Chapter Three presents analysis of the results of this study, with 

conclusions and recommendations for further research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

VISUAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT 

Protection of the aesthetic resource in natural landscapes began in this 

country on a wide scale with the designation of the first national parks early in 

this century. There developed at that time a broad concensus among the general 

public that natural landscapes were a valuable national resource worth preserving 

(Nash, 1973). Since that time, the creation of state parks, national parks, and 

national forests has protected much of the natural beauty which was threatened by 

westward expansion and development. 

In the past fifteen years a dramatic increase in public concern for 

environmental issues has brought about a generally more enlightened and 

sophisticated approach to the management of both public and private lands. One 

product of this movement has been the formal recognition of the visual resource 

as an important element deserving the same careful consideration given to the 

other natural resources in land planning and management. Although the philosophy 

of visual resource management is not new, there is now a new focus on the 

articulation of this philosophy and the process of achieving its goals in a 

systematic and coordinated manner (Our National Landscape, 1973). 

Legislation and Public Land Management 

In 1969 the application of visual resource management to public lands 

received a formal legislative mandate in the National Environmental Policy Act. 

This act refers specifically to the aesthetic resource and the need for its 

identification and consideration in public land management. There followed a 

series of legislative acts which promoted the implementation of visual resource 
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management at the Federal level (Palmer, 1981). In response to this legislation, 

the United States Forest Service and the Bureau of Land Management have developed 

specific procedures for identification, monitoring, and management of visual 

resources (USDI/BLM, 1980) and (USDA/USFS, 1974). Although these agencies have 

each taken slightly different approaches to deal with a wide range of issues in 

visual resource management, they have developed procedures which conform to the 

basic process described in this chapter. 

Natural Visual Character 

Every physiographic region has a distinctive natural visual character 

which may be defined as the expression of natural form, line, color, and texture 

in a variety of patterns which combine to produce interwoven images of rock 

formations, water forms, vegetation, and landforms in three dimensions (Litton, 

1968). Even in natural areas of great visual complexity, these images conform in 

some degree to characteristic patterns produced by geomorphological processes 

acting on geologic formations, with associated plant communities responding 

predictably to local climatic and micro-climatic influences. Within the scope of 

geologic time this character is quite dynamic; however, within the human 

time-frame it is stable and often well defined on many levels from regional to 

local scale. 

Human activities usually have an impact on the natural visual character of 

the land. In some cases this impact is positive, but without planning the impact 

is often unnecessarily negative. Because natural visual character is a valuable 

resource, it is worthwhile to take reasonable and appropriate measures to protect 

that resource. In areas of exceptional natural beauty protection of visual 

character may call for preservation in a pristine state, allowing for only 

natural ecological transitions. More often, protection of natural visual 
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character allows modification in a manner that is visually compatible and 

harmonious with the native character of the land. This thesis is concerned with 

the evaluation of one recent effort to achieve visual compatibility and harmony 

in the design of downhill ski trails and mountain support facilities. 

Visual Resource Management in Land Planning and Management 

Figure 1 illustrates the role of visual resource management within the 

framework of a comprehensive land management process. Visual harmony is achieved 

through analysis of both the existing visual character of the landscape and the 

potential visual character of proposed modifications. The site evaluation and 

visual design criteria that result are incorporated into the overall design 

process which must accommodate and establish priorities for all relevant 

ecological constraints and functional program requirements to produce a design 

which represents the best possible alternative. 

Visual Resource Analysis. Figure 2 indicates a basic structure for visual 

resource analysis. The application of visual resource management in land-use 

planning begins with inventory and mapping of the existing resource. Visual 

character can be determined from aerial photos and topographic maps. More 

detailed information may be obtained through ground observation and photographic 

analysis. Analysis and synthesis of this material is expressed in a 

classification system which incorporates description with an evaluation of 

relative levels of variety, visual vulnerability, and visual appeal within a 

regional context. Areas possessing unusual or unique visual qualities are also 

recognized in this classification. Maps are prepared showing individual units of 

classification on a topographic base, and these may include the delineation of 

view-sheds and distance zones from roads, overlooks, recreation facilities, and 

other critical points of observation. This pool of information can be used to 
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