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BACKGROUND: In order to meet requirements of the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 regarding environmental and socioeconomic effects of outer continental shelf (OCS) development, the U. S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Land Management (BLM; now the Minerals Management Service) initiated the Alaska Socioeconomic Studies Program (SESP).  The objectives of the SESP were to predict and evaluate offshore oil development effects on the economic, physical, and social environments within the State.  Regarding OCS development, BLM was legally responsible for the evaluation of visual resources proximal to OCS-related activities and the determination of impacts prompted by those activities.  The current study was intended to improve existing methods of landscape inventories and evaluations of potential visual impacts caused by petroleum activities.

OBJECTIVES: (1) To provide a critical review of the BLM Visual Resource Management system (Manual 8411, Draft version) as it related to Alaska OCS petroleum development, including both offshore and onshore facilities; and (2) To describe and illustrate a proposed visual resource management system methodology which would improve existing methods of landscape inventories and evaluations of potential visual impacts from petroleum activities.

DESCRIPTION: A total of two, week‑long reconnaissance trips were made during 1978 (August and September) to two separate regions of Alaska (i.e., North Slope; Kenai Peninsula).  The northern (North Slope) study area extended between Point Barrow and Prudhoe Bay.  The southern (Kenai) study area encompassed the southern coast in the Gulf of Alaska, off the Kenai Peninsula.  Oil and gas facilities, including both offshore drilling platforms, and onshore storage and support facilities, were toured (e.g., Atlantic Richfield facilities), and related activities investigated.  General physical conditions of the area were documented from ground and helicopter surveys.

Socioeconomic conditions were determined from discussions with BLM staff and from pertinent government documents.  During the second field trip, preliminary findings from the first trip were reviewed as well as potential elements and simulation techniques being considered for the new methodology.

A literature review was undertaken to build a reference library of visual resource management and simulation techniques.  A bibliography of this reference material was included in as an appendix to the report.

Additionally, a case study was developed to aid in determination of applicable and deficient factors of the proposed visual resource management system methodology.  Landscape architecture students from Colorado State University were asked to evaluate the new system over a three‑week period.  The students had previously evaluated existing BLM and U.S. Forest Service visual resource management systems.

SIGNIFICANT CONCLUSIONS: A new methodology was described to improve existing methods of landscape inventories and evaluations of potential visual impact of petroleum activities.  The proposed visual resource management system had many advantages over the existing BLM system, providing inventory and analyses of visual resources, as well as predicting visual impact levels and the acceptability of mitigation measures for minimizing potential visual impacts of offshore and onshore, oil development facilities.

STUDY RESULTS: The methodology developed as part of this study generally followed the steps and procedures outlined in BLM Manual 8440, entitled "Environmental Assessment for Visual Resources."  Although the proposed visual resource management system incorporated basic elements and principles of BLM Manual 8411, emphasis was placed on user preferences to determine visual quality, visual sensitivity, and overall visual impact of proposed oil and gas facilities.  However, because of BLM's responsibility to evaluate visual resources with respect to national interest, the system encouraged continued participation of BLM representatives, and its sociological and environmental design consultants.  This "professional/user" interface enabled both "local" and "national" concerns to influence the definition of visual quality, and determine the potential visual impact as a result of future oil and gas development on Alaska's coastlines.

It was important to research construction and maintenance requirements in the project region in order to establish reasonable and reliable visual mitigation measures and/or design alternatives.  As part of the project description phase, a determination and listing of critical environmental and social issues was made.  This included specific cultural, socioeconomic, political, and other issues which might influence the ultimate outcome of the project.  In addition, at least one orientation trip to the project study area was required.

Testing the proposed system through in‑the‑field implementation was conducted at a study site located south of Fort Collins, Colorado which had similar visual characteristics to the Alaskan OCS environment.  Team members followed recommended procedures which included slide simulations, mapping, and user‑preference testing.

Advantages of the new visual resource management system methodology over the existing BLM system included: (1) less time required to conduct a study; (2) increased public participation; (3) more valid determinants of use volumes, distance zones, and area sensitivities; (4) easily understood; (5) directly applicable to site‑specific studies; (6) increased precision and detail; (7) more "realistic"; (8) easily implemented; (9) improved flexibility to do large‑ or small‑scale projects; and (10) less biased.

Disadvantages of the new visual resource management system methodology over the existing BLM system included: (1) costs for slide simulation were higher; (2) larger number of required maps (although not more mapping time); (3) difficulty in slide simulations; and (4) potential to misrepresent existing visual features and proposed visual features.

Weighing advantages against disadvantages, the authors suggested that the new proposed visual resource management system was an initial success.  Recommendations as a result of the case study included inclusion of a glossary of terms, a list of goals and objectives, clarification of use‑volume matrices, and a requirement to increase the number of slides to insure valid representation of visual features.
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