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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to document the potential visual impacts of a proposed water storage 

tank which would be constructed as a replacement for the two (2) existing tanks located at the 

north end of Grandview Drive in Latham, New York.  These existing tanks currently penetrate the 

approach surface for Runway 28 at the Albany International Airport and are proposed to be 

removed.  As a result, a new site located adjacent to the City of Albany Distribution Reservoir on 

Albany Shaker Road in the Town of Colonie, New York is being evaluated for construction of a 

new elevated water tank.  The required replacement size of this proposed tank is 2 MG, which 

could be increased at the discretion of the Town of Colonie DPW,Division of Latham Water to 3 

MG.  The proposed site is located within lands currently under private ownership.  The study area 

for this project (which can be seen on the viewshed map at the back of this report) encompassed an 

area within approximately two (2) miles of the proposed tank site and focused primarily on the 

most populated areas within one mile of the proposed location.  

 

2.0 METHODOLOGY 

The following information describes the process which was followed in the completion of this 

study, which is consistent with the procedures set forth in the NYSDEC methods for assessing 

visual impacts.  An initial investigation of USGS quadrangle maps and aerial photographs was 

conducted to determine which of the surrounding areas had the potential to be most significantly 

impacted by the proposed tank.  GIS software was then used to place the tank in its proposed 

location and generate a preliminary viewshed map.  Elevations were added to the map by 

importing the digital elevation model (DEM) and this information was then used to generate the 

projected viewshed based on topography only (no adjustment was made at this time to account 

for existing vegetative cover and tree heights).  This initial map was used to determine those areas 

which could be removed from the field study based on views being blocked by topography as well 

as to generate a driving route for streamlining the field work.  A combination of aerial 

photographs and USGS topography was then analyzed to generate multiple cross sections which 

were used to account for the existing tree cover.  These sections show the locations of vegetation 

along a straight line of sight and aided in establishing those areas where views would be blocked 

by existing trees.  Once all the sections were generated in a 360° arc from the proposed tower 

location, the areas of visibility were translated back onto the plan view of the viewshed area.  The 

connections between these visibility zones along the section lines were interpreted and a final 

viewshed map was then generated. 
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The field work was conducted on February 2, 2004 using a 3.5’ diameter green weather balloon 

which was flown at the proposed site location on a single tethered line.  The balloon was flown to 

the proposed top elevation of the tank which would be at 514 feet.  Based on existing topographic 

data of the proposed site, the existing ground elevation at the tank is approximately 388 feet which 

yielded a net balloon height of 126 feet above the ground surface at the proposed tank location. 

There are two (2) primary reasons for using weather balloons in visual site studies.  First, they 

provide a visible element within the landscape to aid in locating the proposed site(s) for 

photographs and verification of the initial viewshed analysis.  Second, they are utilized in the 

visual simulations to aid in determining the locations and heights to which the proposed features 

are to be depicted. 

Once the balloon was in the air, a two-person team drove the surrounding study area to verify the 

possible zones of visibility.  Two (2) person teams are used in order to provide a driver and a 

spotter.  Areas in which the balloon was visible were documented in the field and later compared 

to the final viewshed map found at the end of this report.  In those areas in which the balloon was 

visible, photographs were taken with a 35mm camera equipped with a 50mm lens (a 50mm lens is 

used in visual simulations because it is the closest approximation to the perception of the human 

eye).  Upon completion of the field work and in comparison with the field map depicting the 

verified zones of visibility along the roads, the final viewshed map was reviewed for accuracy. 

Finally, the photographs were analyzed and specific ones were chosen to be used in the 

simulations.  A variety of software (including AutoCAD 2000 and 3-D Studio Viz in combination 

with Adobe PhotoShop Version 7.0) was then utilized to create photo-realistic artistic renderings 

of the post-construction conditions.  The final simulations included in this report contain a graphic 

representation of the proposed tank.  It should be noted that while the simulations provided show 

an image of the post-construction condition which is accurate in proportion, scale and placement, 

they do not account for such variables as atmospheric distortion and weather conditions.  As a 

result, the proposed tank (as depicted in the simulations) appears more crisp and clear than the 

photographic images they are inserted into.  There are eleven existing conditions photographs 

included in this report with five (5) post construction simulations.  The five (5) simulation 

locations were chosen based on their representative characteristics of typical visual impacts 

associated with this project. 
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3.0 FINDINGS 

As with any project involving a potential visual impact, the perception of the observer changes in 

character and diminishes in scale as distance from the object increases.  According to the USDA 

Forest Service Agricultural Handbook Number 701, there are different zones of visibility which 

are classified as Immediate Foreground (0 to 300 feet), Foreground (0 to ½ mile), Middleground (½ 

to 4 miles), and Background (4 miles to horizon).  A detailed breakdown of these distance zones 

can be found in Appendix F.  Although these USDA zones are geared towards forest planning, the 

descriptions of the perception of detail at given distances apply to any viewshed analysis. 

Due to the view inhibiting features of the areas surrounding the proposed site (i.e., topography, 

tree cover, and buildings), this study focused on the area within 1½ miles of the project site.  The 

area beyond 1½ miles from the project site in a clockwise arc from northwest through to the 

southwest would be obscured from view of the tank primarily by topography and tree cover while 

the area beyond 1½ miles from the project site in a clockwise arc from southwest through to the 

northwest would be obscured primarily by the predominance of large scale buildings in the City 

of Albany.  It is important to note that this study is a ground level analysis and does not account 

for views that may be possible from inside the upper levels of two-story residences and multi-

story office or apartment buildings. 

As can be seen in the simulations and viewshed map found in this report, the proposed tank will 

be visible from some locations and, therefore, will result in a perceivable alteration to the visual 

landscape in portions of the viewshed study area.  The degree and magnitude of this impact will 

vary depending on distance, existing view characteristics, and duration of views.  The duration of 

views is affected by the observer’s activity at the time of observation (i.e., driving a car, walking, 

sitting down, etc.).  The primary areas of visual impact will include the homes immediately 

surrounding the site as well as some locations to the southwest of the site which are near Central 

Avenue in Albany.  As a result of existing topography, the dense mature tree cover, and the 

typically large lot sizes within the Loudonville portions of the study area, the corridor along 

Loudon Road and areas to the east of Loudon Road will not have any views of the proposed tank.  

The homes immediately surrounding the site (being in closest proximity to the tower) will observe 

the most noticeable visual impact.  This is due primarily to the fact that they are located within the 

foreground distance zone of 0 – ½ mile and a reasonably high level of detail is still distinguishable 

at this range. 
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4.0 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, it is evident that the construction of this proposed tank will have a noticeable visual 

impact on the areas within close proximity to the site as well as a few outlying areas near Central 

Avenue in the City of Albany.  It should be noted that this study and resulting simulations were 

generated during winter, leaf-off conditions and represent a “worst case scenario” of the potential 

visibility of this proposed water tank.  During those times of the year in which the existing 

vegetative cover is in leaf, the visibility of the proposed tank would be reduced and the homes east 

and west of the tank site which are immediately adjacent to the property will likely be extensively 

screened from view.  The tank is proposed to be painted a natural light blue/green color (similar 

to the existing tank in close proximity to this site) which helps to minimize the visual impact.  The 

Town of Colonie DPW,Division of Latham Water has expressed a willingness to discuss different 

color options with the community.  Further, the proposed tank is planned to be centrally located 

within the project site and would be constructed with as minimal impact to the existing tree cover 

as possible, thereby allowing for substantial natural screening of the lower 60+ feet of the 

structure.  Additional vegetative screening could also be placed around the perimeter to further 

mitigate the potential impacts to those homes adjacent to the site as well as to compensate for trees 

which would have to be removed in order to construct the proposed tank. 
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HISTORIC PLACES MAP 


