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PROTECT SCENIC VIEWSHEDS                  
& VISTAS
The preservation of scenic viewsheds and vistas is vital to maintaining the  overall 
ambiance of the Pennsylvania Wilds. Relatively “untouched” vistas can leave a 
memorable mark in the minds and eyes of visitors and residents.
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Scenic viewsheds and vistas are 
defined as areas within a field of 
panoramic view that contain scenic 
resources with a high level of visual 
quality. This considers overall 
character, condition, and quality of a 
scenic landscape or other visual 
resource and how it is perceived and 
valued by the public.

View from Hyner View State Park
Clinton County
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Treasure Lake
Dubois, Clearfield County

Scenic viewsheds and vistas include, but are not strictly limited to views of:

Scenic landforms, including canyons, ridges, and
peaks

Lakes, rivers, streams, and their shorelines

Significant bedrock outcroppings or other unique
geologic features

Forests and large stands of mature trees

Open expanses of agricultural landscape

Town centers from long-distance vantage points

Visually prominent historic sites and resources



PROTECT SCENIC VIEWSHEDS
& VISTAS
Protecting Public Views
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Governmental bodies can’t assure the protection of scenic views from private property, thus the 
protection of views from public places should always be carefully considered.

Views from public use areas are of the highest importance, such as 
roads, parks, trails, navigable waterways, historic landmark sites, 
and other visitor destinations. Aesthetics and scenic beauty as 
experienced from public viewing areas should be considered with 
every land development decision made in the Pennsylvania Wilds.

Keeping the overall goal in mind that scenic viewsheds and vistas 
should be protected from visual degradation and obstruction, three 
items should be considered when considering land use and 
development decisions in the visual foregrounds of these areas:

The level of visual sensitivity
The extent to which the development would blend in or 
contrast with its surroundings
The extent to which view degradation or obstruction
could occur
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Eagle Over Elk CountyPreserve scenic viewsheds and vistas
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Protecting scenic views and preserving visually prominent natural features also can affect human 
behavior. Magnificent scenery and natural surroundings promote respect for ecology. When 
people are awestruck by nature, their actions will become respectful of the environment.

Tidioute Overlook
Warren County
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& Vistas
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1. County and municipal governments are encouraged to 
identify important scenic vistas and viewsheds in their 
comprehensive plans.

1. Apply the applicable design principles contained in this 
document to development and land use decisions in 
the visual foregrounds of scenic vistas and viewsheds.

2. Recognize and enhance the scenic qualities of long-
distance views to town centers. Avoid view blockage 
and minimize unsightly appearances along roadways.

3. Public views to scenic hillsides, ridges, peaks, and 
forests should not be blocked or obscured by 
intervening buildings, signage, or other obtrusive 
development.

4. Public views of agricultural landscapes should be 
preserved wherever possible as important contributors 
to the rural character of the Pennsylvania Wilds.

5. County and municipal governments should encourage 
and support the ongoing operation and maintenance 
of farms that comprise all or part of a scenic 
agricultural landscape visible from public travel routes 
and other public viewing areas.

6. Exercise caution when positioning structures on the 
rims and slopes of scenic canyons and valleys to 
avoid hindering views. Carefully consider building 
height, orientation, materials, scale, and design.

8. Do not place structures on ridgelines or hilltops highly 
visible from public viewing areas unless they are not 
obstructive, sufficiently set back, and/or screened by 
mature landscaping and vegetation. In forested settings, 
select building materials that complement the surroundings.

9. Screen unsightly views from heavily traveled road corridors 
and other public use areas by landscaping, berms, walls, 
and/ or fencing. A passing motorist can clearly see the 
extent to which visual intrusions (unkempt buildings, cellular 
towers, unsightly land uses, etc.) impact scenic quality.

10.Wireless communication towers and overhead utility lines 
can significantly diminish the quality of scenic views. Do not 
site these facilities in areas where the natural landscape is 
of high scenic value (see ‘Utility Towers’ in Chapter 4).

11.Development in the visual foreground of scenic vistas 
should be low profile construction and use exterior building 
materials, forms, colors, and non-reflective glass that 
complement the environmental setting. Development 
should not dominate the appearance of the natural 
landscape.
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Maintain long distance views
across valleys

Provide opportunities for 
enjoyment of scenic resources

Benezette, Elk County

Pennsylvania Grand Canyon, Tioga County

Rim Rock Viewing Area 
McKean County
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Limit the potential for blockage with 
deep setbacks

Development along the shoreline of the Allegheny River in Warren County appears non-intrusive. Buildings are low in profile and
allow views of the distant hillside. Rooftops appear shorter than the natural tree canopy. Note how the color palette used on the
buildings is complementary to the natural foliage colors of autumn.

Protect scenic views from primary travel routes
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Provide opportunities for enjoyment of scenic resources
Kinzua Reservoir 

Allegheny National Forest
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Protect views of town centers from scenic roadways

Avoid placing blank building 
walls on hilltops unless they 
can be screened

Route 119, Punxsutawney, Jefferson County

Billboards and utility lines can 
ruin views from public 
roadways



BE SENSITIVE TO NATURAL 
LANDFORMS
Protecting the Natural Land Form Character 
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This Design Guide promotes retention of natural landforms 
and use of sensitive grading and building techniques.

Protecting landform features such as peaks, ridgelines, 
hillsides, steep slopes, and canyons enhance visual 
experiences and create a higher quality image of the 
region.  Hillsides and canyons overcome with development 
quickly lose their appeal to residents, visitors, and 
recreational enthusiasts such as hikers and backpackers.

Also, when development is proposed on steeply sloping 
terrain, there is a greater chance for public health, safety, 
and welfare to be compromised.  Hillside development can 
cause landslides, rockfalls, and increased erosion and 
sediment that can degrade streams and water supplies.

Proposals to place new development on steep slopes 
or to modify landforms need to be more carefully 
scrutinized than development on properties with little 
topographic relief.



BE SENSITIVE TO NATURAL 
LANDFORMS
Protecting the Natural Land Form Character 
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Complete preservation of every scenic peak, hillside or canyon is 
often not practical or realistic due to private ownership patterns and 
property rights; the guidelines in this section are provided to limit, 
as much as possible, the impact of grading and landform alteration.  
As part of nearly every new land use, roadway, or infrastructure 
project, some amount of grading will be necessary. The degree of 
acceptable landform alteration will need to be evaluated on a case-
by-case basis and will vary for different land use types and 
locations.

From an aesthetic perspective, if scenic hillsides and canyon 
slopes become developed, or if undulating topography becomes 
replaced with manufactured slopes that look engineered and 
artificial, a defining element of the region’s natural backdrop will be 
lost.

In every situation, the primary objective is to protect the natural 
landform character and reduce environmental and visual damage.
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1. Retain unique landforms in their natural states, especially 
those of high scenic value. Guide development, grading, 
and ground disturbing activities to flat sites or hillside 
areas with no or low visibility from public viewing areas.

2. When grading occurs on a property, the appearance of 
the graded landform should reflect a natural condition 
and blend with surrounding natural topography. Consider 
topographic elevation, relief, visual character, and slope 
gradient. Use landform contouring techniques so that 
grading appears to blend with the surrounding natural 
terrain.

3. Avoid long, continuous manufactured slopes that have 
hard edges and sharp, angular forms.

4. Round and blend the toes and tops of manufactured 
slopes with the adjoining natural topography to create a 
more natural appearing slope.

5. When grading occurs on flat or gently sloping properties, 
minimize earthwork quantities to a small volume. Building 
pads should not be noticeably raised above existing 
topography, unless required in response to engineering 
constraints.

6. When grading occurs in steep terrain, limit the acreage of 
ground disturbance to the smallest possible extent. The 
extent of hillside scarring is of greater concern than the 
total earthwork quantity.

7. Do not force flat building pads in areas of steep slope. 
Doing so can destroy an area’s topographic character, as 
well as create safety hazards like rock fall and landslides.

8. Rather than using extensive grading to create one large 
pad, development on slopes should create smaller pads 
gradually terracing up or down hillsides, which produces 
smaller slopes that are more easily revegetated, visually 
less obtrusive, and more suitable for slope contouring 
and blending.

9. Transition finished floor elevations and parking areas with 
the natural property grades whenever feasible.

10.Where retaining walls are necessary, face them with local 
stone, wood, or other earth-colored material so that they 
blend with the natural surroundings. Plantable walls also 
are encouraged.

11.New golf courses should be sensitively designed and 
weaved into the natural topographic character of the 
landscape.

12.Construct new roads to minimize disturbance to the 
natural topography caused by excessive cuts and fill. 
Road alignments should be designed to cross contours 
at angles to reduce landform disturbance and visibility. 
Where feasible, wind and curve roads with the natural 
terrain to help retain the appearance of an undisturbed, 
rural landscape.
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Minimize earthwork quantities on flat
sites to retain views of distant hillsides

Site new development 
sensitively into the 
natural topography

Engineer roads to follow
natural contours to
reduce extensive alterations

Specifically design building foundations 
for hillside development as opposed to recontouring

hillside to accommodate flat land building designs
Avoid long manufactured 
slopes with hard edges



PRESERVE DARK SKIES
A dark night sky is a natural resource that is worthy of protection just like plants, 
waterways and wildlife.

Currently, most of the Pennsylvania Wilds is home to skies dark enough to see stars, 
constellations and the Milky Way galaxy.  The guidelines referenced here need to be 
considered so the dark skies of the region are protected for future generations.
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Turning night into day by the simple flip of a switch is 
rarely given a second thought in today’s 21st century 
society.  But excessive artificial lighting can have 
negative impacts.  It causes a glow in the nighttime 
sky, often called “sky glow.”  Sky glow is produced by 
glare, light trespass or overflow from other areas, and 
up-lighting caused by excessive over-lighting, and by 
lights that are misplaced, misdirected, and/or not 
properly shielded.  This reduces the visibility of stars 
and other astronomical features and robs us of the 
opportunity to experience the wonder of the natural 
night sky. 

The  dark  night  sky  is  a  mystical  natural 
resource worthy of protection.



PRESERVE DARK SKIES

“Municipalities need to enact lighting ordinances before 
they are needed, not when a developer submits a plan to a 
municipality.”

“Lighting ordinances are involved with the health, safety, 
and welfare of  the  public, issues for which municipalities 
have responsibility.”
- Stan Stubbe, President of Pennsylvania Outdoor Lighting Council (POLC)
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Excessive artificial light can also harm wildlife species, especially nesting birds and animals 
that move nocturnally. It has also been shown to negatively affect natural sleep patterns 
and increase the risk of cancer, diabetes and cardiovascular heart disease in humans.  

From an energy perspective, too much lighting can be wasteful as lighting is often 
oversized when installed for many applications. This obviously can be costly to consumers 
as well as in conflict with the conservation stewardship goals of the Pennsylvania Wilds 
initiative.



PRESERVE DARK SKIES
One of the best places in the region to practice astronomy and stargazing is 
Cherry Springs State Park in Potter County.
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Cherry Springs is the first and only Dark Sky Park in 
the state.  In 2008, the site was designated by the 
International Dark Sky Association as the second 
International Dark Sky Park in the world because of 
its outstanding dark sky resources.  An important part 
of the designation process is a commitment by local 
communities like Galeton and Coudersport in helping 
to protect the resource.  

Seeing the wonders of the night sky is often not 
possible in more urbanized places where light 
sources prevent stargazing and other astronomy 
activities. Smog and air pollution can also further 
degrade night sky viewing opportunities. This is 
especially the case in countries with severe air 
pollution like China. Perhaps this is why about 40 
percent of the visitors to Cherry Springs are from 
China or other Asian countries.

Cherry Springs State Park



Copyright © The Pennsylvania Wilds Center for Entrepreneurship
Originally Published in 2007, Supplemented in 2013, Updated in 2017  217

Cherry Springs State Park, Potter County



PRESERVE DARK SKIES
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One of the best sources of information on light 
pollution and how to address it is the International 
Dark Sky Association (IDA), founded in 1988. The 
IDA recognizes that modern society requires outdoor 
lighting for a variety of needs, including safety and 
commerce, but advocates that any required lighting 
be used wisely and should: 

Only be on when needed
Only light the area that needs it
Be no brighter than necessary
Minimize blue light emissions
Be fully shielded (pointing downward)

For more information on how to find 
dark sky friendly lighting, go to:

http://darksky.org/fsa/fsa-products/

Communities working on preserving their 
dark skies can become a designated 
“Dark Sky Community” by the 
International  Dark  Sky Association. Visit 
www.darksky.org for more information.

http://darksky.org/fsa/fsa-products/
http://www.darksky.org/
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1. Incorporate outdoor lighting regulations into zoning, 
subdivision and land development ordinances. Model 
ordinance text is available from the Pennsylvania 
Outdoor Lighting Council http://www.polcouncil.org

2. Provide outdoor lighting at the minimum quantities and 
brightness levels necessary for safety, security and the 
enjoyment of outdoor living.

3. Avoid excessive lighting and sources of direct and 
indirect glare. Consider winter conditions and the 
potential for light to reflect off snow and cause glare and 
glow.

4. Provide street lights only on roads with high traffic 
volumes and in town centers and densely populated 
areas. Rural areas do not necessarily require street 
lights.

5. Limit the use of reflective building materials on structure 
façades to reduce the potential for glare from sunlight 
and artificial light sources, including vehicle headlights.

6. Do not light billboards. If lighting is necessary, light signs 
softly from the top. Install timers to turn off billboard 
lights during late night hours (when there is little traffic).

7. Light building identification signs from the top.
8. Limit lighting of pedestrian walkways to that necessary 

for public safety.

9. Prohibit brightly flashing lights and signs that give the 
illusion of movement, as they can not only cause light 
pollution, but also create distractions to drivers.

10.Choose main street and pedestrian area lighting that is 
human-scale (10-15 feet high).

11.Use opaque covers on lighting fixtures to reduce the 
brightness and glare of the light bulb.

12.When selecting exterior lights, choose fixtures that are 
fully shielded. Shielded light fixtures control light output in 
order to keep the light shining in the intended area and 
from “spilling over” onto areas that are not necessary to 
light.

13.Do not over-light retail commercial and business areas.  A 
good lighting design will be subtle and soft, while still 
making outdoor areas feel secure without causing light 
pollution.

14.Avoid bright sources of artificial light that are not opaque 
or fully shielded. During building renovation projects, these 
undesirable types of light fixtures should be replaced.

15.Encourage retail commercial stores, businesses, schools, 
parks, and municipal service buildings to turn off or dim 
their exterior lights and parking lot lights after business 
hours and/ or when not in use. Lighting during non-
business and non- use hours should be limited to that 
necessary for security.

http://www.polcouncil.org/
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15.Lights on a timer or motion-activated lights are encouraged to reduce the amount of time lights are operating.
16.Fully recess or fully shield canopy lights, such as service station lighting to ensure that no light source is visible from or 

causes glare on public roadways or adjacent properties.
17.Consider the necessity of illuminating flags. In most cases, it may not be appropriate or necessary to light a flag at night.

When lighting occurs, use shielded and down-directed lighting options mounted near the top of the flagpole. Solar lights are 
now available for this use.

18.Night lighting of sports fields (baseball, soccer, football, tennis, etc.) is a significant source of light pollution and is not
recommended. If installed, lighting of sports fields should be well shielded or fully shielded to reduce the spillage of light 
beyond the areas of play. Direct up-lighting is discouraged.

19.Angle floodlights so that they are not directed into the air more than about 25 degrees, measured from the ground to the 
center of the light bulb.

20.Prohibit the use of sweeping laser or searchlight beams. These types of lights are typically projected high into the sky, are
visible for many miles, and serve no practical purpose other than to attract attention.

21.Prohibit lights on communication, navigation, radio, and water towers unless a light is required by Federal Aviation 
Administration (FAA) regulations for aircraft safety, or as required by another agency for safety reasons.

22.LED lighting is both economical and energy saving. Warm-color LEDs are now available to use rather than harsh and 
unhealthy blue-white LEDs. Be aware that LED lighting is very intense so you need to significantly reduce the amount of 
lumens to below 3000K.
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Utilize downward directed dark 
friendly lighting to entrance signs

Galeton Main Street, Potter County

Install dark sky friendly street 
lamps in town centers and 
residential neighborhoods

Wapiti Woods, Weedville, Elk County

Gateway Lodge, Jefferson County

Encourage dark sky friendly
business signage
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Avoid these types of fixtures, which are neither shielded
nor opaque and represent sources of light pollution

Light pathways by a series 
of downward directed lights
that limit light spillage
beyond the pathway

Reduce brightness and glare of 
the light bulb by using opaque
covers such as the ones shown here

Although this street lamp is not
downward directed, the bulb is 

enclosed by an opaque cover, 
reducing  brightness and glare



VALUE TREES AND THE 
LANDSCAPE

The trees of “Penn’s Woods” have supported people in Pennsylvania for thousands of years. 
Statewide our forest base supports a $20 billion forest products industry.  Trees are essential 
to our lives.  They are “green infrastructure” acting as living filters to clean the air we breathe 
and the water we drink. They help heat our homes and cool our streets. They provide us 
flooring, cabinets, medicines, maple syrup, paper and countless other products. Trees are 
sources of inspiration and beauty that help define Pennsylvania. 
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Fifty-eight percent of the state’s land base is 
covered by forest.  This translates into about 
17 million acres statewide with 2.2 million 
acres comprising the state forest system.  
Roughly 2 million acres of this is in the 
Pennsylvania Wilds region. 



VALUE TREES AND THE 
LANDSCAPE
Cost of Tree Removal as Part of Development Projects
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The location and health of trees and vegetation should be carefully 
considered as part of land use and development decisions.  Thoughtless 
or careless removal of trees, particularly on steep slopes and along 
stream corridors, can result in increased municipal costs to control 
drainage, soil erosion, and water quality.  In contrast, using trees as 
“green infrastructure” can be a good return on investment as it can also 
alleviate storm water issues and other environmental concerns 
associated with development. 

Unplanned tree removal also lowers property values. Commercial areas 
with trees attract more customers who stay longer and spend more 
money.  This is important for communities evaluating a streetscape 
project that calls for street trees and other landscaping.  It might be one 
of the best investments a community can make. 

Landscaping for a development or streetscape project should use native 
species and those visually compatible with the natural landscape.  Non-
native invasive plants are very serious threats to long-term health and 
sustainability of area landscapes and forest ecosystems.  

Landscaping can add approximately 10 to 20 percent more value to a 
property – especially landscaping that includes mature trees.

Bellefonte, Centre County



VALUE TREES AND THE 
LANDSCAPE

225

Forest Management Resources

Management of forested land is the responsibility of the 
landowner whether public or private.  The PA Department of 
Conservation and Natural Resources’ (PADCNR) Bureau of 
Forestry encourages landowners to develop management 
plans that promote responsible and sustainable practices.  
“Best Management Practices Manual for PA Forests” published 
by Penn State University and available on DCNR’s website at 
www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/yourwoods/index.htm is a good resource. The Bureau of Forestry also implements 
a certification program under the National Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) to support the long term ecological, 
social and economic sustainability all state forest.  This gives Pennsylvania harvested timber a market 
advantage as many construction projects specify use of FSC certified material.

PA DCNR Service Foresters can help communities with tree planting/management and sustainable forest 
management techniques. To find the Service Forester that covers your county, go to: 
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/yourwoods/serviceforesters/index.htm .  Penn State Extension’s Urban and 
Community Forestry Program also is an excellent resource on these topics. See more at: 
http://extension.psu.edu/natural-resources/forests/urban-community .

In the Pennsylvania Wilds, retention of mature forests and trees is very desirable as they are a visual symbol of 
the region’s lumber heritage and reinforce thematic elements of the native landscape.  However, it is important 
to recognize that the region is also a working landscape. This Design Guide encourages on-going and 
responsible forest management guided by sound science and the FSC guidelines referenced above. 

http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/yourwoods/index.htm
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/yourwoods/serviceforesters/index.htm
http://extension.psu.edu/natural-resources/forests/urban-community
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1. Provide education on sustainable forest practices administered by the Pennsylvania Bureau of Forestry.
2. Retain forests and the size of forest tracts by prohibiting forest fragmentation and conversion of forests to non-forest uses.
3. Maintain visual landscape and economic benefits of “working forests” by requiring lands harvested for timber to be reforested. 
4. Discourage removal of trees and natural vegetation at the edges of waterways and wetlands, especially in areas that are scenic 

or in prominent public viewsheds.
5. Retain tree groves adjacent to heavily traveled public roadways to reinforce the wooded character of the Pennsylvania Wilds and 

enhance the driving experience.
6. Maintain and prune mature trees as needed in town squares, public parks, and other gathering areas where trees are valued as 

public assets. Replace any dead or dying tree with an appropriate species.
7. Retain mature trees and plant visually prominent trees along main streets and streets with formal sidewalks.
8. Retain tree canopies along streets, especially at entry corridors.
9. When grading occurs for land development projects, save as many mature, native healthy trees as possible. Install tree 

protection markers or fences during construction along wooded edges, and around stands of trees or individual trees that are 
intended to be saved (be sure to include the tree’s root zone)

10.After land clearing or grading for construction projects, revegetate areas not developed as quickly as possible.
11.When landscaping projects are undertaken adjacent to naturally wooded areas, plant trees and other plant materials in random,

natural patterns to emulate the natural condition. This provides a better blend at development interfaces.
12. Incorporate existing native trees and vegetation into the design of new development projects.
13.Never plant non-native, invasive plant materials. Reference:  http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/plants/invasiveplants/index.htm
14.During the installation of new landscaping, use plant materials that are native or naturalized to the region. Not only will the new 

plant materials be more visually compatible with the natural landscape, but they also will be suitable for the climate and soil type. 
For more information, please reference: http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/plants/nativeplants/index.htm

15.Consider the four-season climate to provide a high-quality year-round visual appearance of landscape materials. A palette of 
plant materials should be selected that will look nice all year long. By mixing deciduous trees with evergreens, more visual 
interest will be provided regardless of the season. 

http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/plants/invasiveplants/index.htm
http://www.dcnr.state.pa.us/forestry/plants/nativeplants/index.htm
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Consider the four-season climate when landscaping

Retain mature trees 
in public parks

Preserve treelines
along scenic roads

Retain and preserve mature 
trees between houses and in 
residential and town centers 
to provide visual relief and 
provide shade
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Value the visual 
appeal of trees.

Trees create an impressive 
backdrop to this home.

Preserve mature trees around 
construction sites. The trees provide 

visual screening, shade, erosion 
control, and wildlife habitat.

Retain trees or relocate trees during
construction to screen newly constructed

homes from the roadway. The homeowner has 
enhanced the landscape by planting another

row of younger trees in front.
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Cook Forest State Park
Jefferson County

“Pennsylvania’s state forest represents one of 
the largest expanses of public forestland in the 
eastern United States making it a truly priceless 
public asset.” - PA DCNR State Forest Management Plan



BE ENVIRONMENTALLY 
RESPONSIBLE
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“A good site designer or 
architect can strike a balance 
between development needs

and environmental sensitivity.” 
Firouz Ghaboussi, T&B Planning

Complement the Landscape

A tremendous opportunity exists to consider the  natural 
environment  in  all  future land use  and  construction  decisions  
made  in  the Pennsylvania  Wilds.  When  environmentally 
responsible design practices are used, buildings are  more  
thoughtfully  placed,  designed,  constructed, and retrofitted in an 
environmentally sensitive manner. Environmental impacts of the 
construction  process  and  over  the  life  of the buildings also are 
minimized which is good for the bottom line.

In the design of a large-scale development or in site-specific 
design, it is important to consider  the  property’s environmental 
resources and to properly  designate  areas  for  development vs. 
areas to retain as natural open space. In building construction, the 
architect should consider design elements that reduce  energy 
needs and building materials that are made from renewable and 
recycled materials.
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Think Cumulatively
As part of the development process, a cumulative 
analysis should be conducted by looking beyond the 
boundaries of the property and the municipal 
jurisdiction, and taking into consideration other 
contributing factors to a collective impact on the natural 
resource.  The environmental effects of past projects, 
other approved projects, projects under construction, 
and probable future projects should all be considered.

Building one house on a steep slope may not seem significant when evaluating a single 
property in isolation. However, the extent of visual change to the natural appearance of that 
slope may be substantially compounded or increased if a series of other homes were built on 
other surrounding parcels. The construction of that one home also may induce the development 
of other properties that may have not otherwise developed.  For these reasons, it is very 
important to consider the cumulative effect of development.
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Protect Forests, Nature Parks, and Wild Areas
There are over two million acres of public lands in the Pennsylvania Wilds including forest lands, state 
parks, wild and natural areas. 

The placement and design of land development and construction projects on properties surrounded by 
or located on the borders of these lands can have a negative impact, both visually and ecologically, on 
these public lands and their natural resources.  Important items to consider when making land use 
decisions on the borders of these areas are:

Detriments to the forest’s scenic qualities as viewed by the public;
Forest fragmentation or the potential  to encourage  fragmentation;
Indirect  environmental impacts  from invasive plant species,  water  runoff,  artificial light intrusion, 
and human trespass.

Protecting forests, nature parks, and wild areas from the ill effects of 
fragmentation and disruptive development is vital to the 
environmental and scenic integrity of the Pennsylvania Wilds.
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Consider the Value of Natural Resources 
When developing any previously undeveloped site, consider the natural 
resources that exist on the property and the value in protecting them.
Development should work around natural features rather than be 
imposed on them.  Conserving sensitive natural resources achieves the 
following benefits:

Increased scenic quality
Conserved visual resources
Protected water quality and quantity
Protected functions and values of ecological systems
Protected wildlife habitats and movement corridors
Protected agricultural lands
Reduced forest fragmentation
Preserved historic sites and resources

Except for resources that may be isolated (like an historic building) 
conserved areas provide the greatest scenic and ecological benefits 
when connected to other conserved areas on-site or off-site.  Isolated or 
fragmented blocks of  preserved  open  space  surrounded  by  
development  do  not  retain  the same scenic or biological values as 
large connected blocks.  Small blocks of open space may be viewed as 
undesirable vacant lots as opposed to valued  resources.   Small  
isolated  blocks  also  experience  edge  effects  on  all four sides, and 
are cut off from interlinked systems that promote healthy biodiversity.

This residential subdivision uses          
bio-filtration techniques and clustered 
development to ensure that important 
environmental resources are protected 
Homes are concentrated in areas of low 
environmental  sensitivity, preserving the 
natural slope and drainage area, around 
which a community trail was created. 
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Use Natural Solutions
Natural systems or “green infrastructure” should be used to the 
greatest extent possible to minimize negative environmental effects 
caused by the human-built environment. In many cases, natural 
systems are more cost effective and more visually pleasing than 
traditional engineering solutions.

For example, grass channels can be used along roadways instead 
of curbs and gutters to filter and convey runoff. Topographic 
landforms can provide natural buffers between development and 
open space to limit impacts of noise and artificial light. Rainwater 
can be captured and reused for landscape irrigation. Runoff from 
lawns can be filtered by rain gardens instead of being immediately 
directed to storm drains. The list goes on and on.

There are many sustainable engineering and design solutions that 
respect natural environmental conditions and enhance visual 
appearances. Each solution needs to be tailored to the particular 
conditions of a particular property or project. Design professionals 
such as engineers and architects should be encouraged to explore 
such solutions and incorporate them to the extent feasible             
into development and construction projects.
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Use Natural and Locally Produced Products

Transportation of building materials is costly in both energy use 
and pollution generation. Builders are encouraged to use locally 
produced materials such as local hardwoods. Lumber should 
only be used, however, from certified well-managed forests.
(Also see Chapter 3 regarding use of wood as a thematic 
element). Brick is also an appropriate building material that is 
made from an abundant resource (clay), and the production 
process is relatively free of harmful by-products.

The American Institute of Architects notes that specifying 
materials and products from local or regional sources has many 
beneficial results, including:

Stimulates the local economy
Reduces the pollution caused by transportation from distant 
sources
Increases the availability of local and regional environmental 
materials and products
Encourages the formation of local or regional environmental 
businesses
Promotes the awareness of the origin of the materials and 
products

Creative use of on-site materials and other 
locally available materials also will enhance the 
visual identity of the region. Rocks found on a 
site can be used to build retaining walls, 
walkways, and benches.
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“The people have  a right to clean  air,  pure  water,  and  to  the preservation of the 
natural, scenic, historic and esthetic values of the environment. Pennsylvania’s public 
natural resources are the common property of all the people, including generations  yet  
to  come. As trustee of these resources, the Commonwealth shall conserve and 
maintain them for the benefit of all the people.” 

Pennsylvania Constitution; Article I, Section 27
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Conserve Energy

In building construction, reducing energy loads of heating, cooling, and lighting systems can produce 
several economic and public health benefits. Using non-toxic, renewable or recycled-content materials 
also can conserve energy and protect the environment. Recent advances in “green building” have been 
shown to result in long- term economic benefits over the life-time of building operation.  

PA DCNR has been a leader in this field with the design and construction of several of its facilities in the 
region such as the Elk Center, Bald Eagle Nature Inn and Sinnemahoning Wildlife Center.  Each of 
these buildings are certified under the Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED®) 
program. This illustrates the conservation values and stewardship ethic that are part of the 
Pennsylvania Wilds effort and something worth highlighting as part of the visitor experience in the 
region. 

LEED®  is the preeminent program for the design, construction, 
maintenance and operations of high-performance green buildings. 
Learn more at: www.usgbc.org/leed

http://www.usgbc.org/leed
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Mitigate Environmental Impacts
If a development or construction project is determined to 
have a measurable, negative environmental effect, 
impacts should be mitigated. The determination of 
whether a project will have a significant environmental 
effect requires careful judgment, based to the extent 
possible on scientific and factual data.  A mitigation 
measure is a strategy taken to reduce or eliminate a 
project’s expected environmental damage. Mitigation must 
have a direct nexus or correlation to the level and nature 
of the impact.

It is recognized that it may not be physically practical or 
economically feasible to fully mitigate all environmental 
impacts of every project. In this case, the government 
body approving the development or construction project 
should consider the circumstances surrounding the project 
and explain their decision to approve the project, despite 
expected environmental damage. There may be reasons 
why a project’s benefits outweigh its environmental costs.
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1. Avoid forest fragmentation whenever possible. 
(Fragmentation occurs when a forest becomes 
isolated or separated from its original forest block, 
resulting in negative impacts to scenic forest views 
and biodiversity.)

2. Assist the Bureau of Forestry in providing information 
to interested landowners adjoining forest property 
boundaries about environmentally responsible 
practices for lands adjoining forests.

3. Identify and map large tracts of mature upland 
forests. Where possible, promote reforestation and 
linkage of these forest tracts to avoid their isolation 
and to mitigate some of the adverse visual and 
environmental impacts of forest fragmentation.

4. Consult County Natural Heritage Inventories to 
understand where ecologically significant places lie 
and what activities are recommended for the health 
and survival of the plants and animals that live there.

5. Consider the Growing Greener: Conservation by 
Design approach when preparing or revising a 
subdivision and land development ordinance or 
designing a residential subdivision.

6. Update comprehensive plans and official maps to reflect long-
range environmental conservation goals. When environmental 
resources  and  other site  conditions are thoroughly reviewed 
and addressed as part of the comprehensive plan and official 
map, they will be more effective tools to achieve the 
governmental body’s planning objectives and become more 
effective in serving as the basis for the evaluation of future 
permits for individual projects within the plan area.

7. Use sustainable engineering and design solutions to reduce 
environmental impacts and enhance the visual appearance of 
technical functions (bio-filtration techniques and rain gardens 
for water runoff, rock fills for water recharge, natural 
landforms for noise attenuation, etc.)

8. Update zoning ordinances and land development ordinances 
to allow landowners and developers to cluster development 
on smaller lot sizes in exchange for conserving 
environmentally sensitive open space.

9. Incorporate Transferable Development Rights (TDR) 
provisions into county and municipal ordinances to allow for 
the complete conservation of environmentally sensitive and 
scenic open spaces in exchange for increased development 
intensity on properties that would result in less environmental 
damage and less visual intrusion. (See PA MPC §619.1).
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1. Apply conservation and protective easements or 
use other mechanisms to ensure permanent 
protection of properties intended to be 
preserved as perpetual open space.

2. Design development projects to value, 
conserve, and work around on-site sensitive 
resources instead of destroying or imposing on 
them.

3. Consider cumulative impacts that can result 
from individually minor but collectively significant 
activities taking place over a period of time, and 
require mitigation for the project’s contribution to 
the larger environmental impact.

4. Give serious consideration to site design and 
building construction alternatives that provide a 
greater level of environmental protection than 
may be first proposed.

5. Use locally produced products in construction 
(such as hardwood, brick, and stone) as a 
primary building material.

6. Encourage the installation of products bearing an 
ENERGY STAR® label. (ENERGY STAR® homes can 
reduce energy usage by 25 to 30%.) Learn more at: 
www.energystar.gov

7. Install high-efficiency  heating and  cooling equipment 
(furnaces, boilers, air conditioners and their distribution 
systems), which produce less pollution during 
operation.

8. Install water-efficient equipment (water-conserving 
toilets, showerheads, and faucet aerators) to reduce 
water use and demand on septic systems or sewage 
treatment plants.

9. Consider the installation of solar panels in new 
construction. (At 2007 electricity rates, the average 
household could save about $600 a year with a 5 kW 
system, or solar panels that generate more than half of 
the electricity consumed in the home.)

http://www.energystar.gov/
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When buildings are proposed in areas that may obstruct or impact a scenic view, a line of sight study can be 
prepared to demonstrate if views would be blocked or changed. In a line of sight study, an imaginary line is 
drawn from the public viewing point (such as a scenic vista point) to illustrate whether the proposed structures 
would block scenic views or be visible from the view point under study.

Technique 1: Prepare Line of Sight Studies

Example of line-of-sight study from a proposed street to residential homes.
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The sensitivity of scenic views and vistas as seen from public roads, trails, visitor destinations, and other public 
use areas should be classified as Very High, High, Moderate, or Low by each county and municipality. Such 
classifications can assist property owners, investors, and municipal officials in determining the extent to which 
design guidelines need to be applied to development projects in their visual foregrounds. Areas classified with 
very high sensitivity should be controlled with strict design guidelines, while in less sensitive areas more 
flexibility can be allowed.

Technique 2: Establish and Apply Visual Sensitivity Classifications

A ‘Visual Sensitivity Map’ prepared using a GIS program to determine 
areas of visibility from a particular vantage point
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When buildings that are exceptionally tall, large, or have characteristics that may be unbecoming to the region’s character 
are proposed in areas that may degrade scenic views, a careful review of the building design, placement, height, profile, 
and exterior building materials and color scheme should occur. Through this review process, county and municipal officials 
can ensure that the structure will have a subtle appearance, be complementary of the region’s rustic character, and 
minimize impact to its surroundings.

If the application materials submitted for review and approval do not provide enough detail to enable informed decision-
making in regards to scenic quality, more information should be requested of the applicant such as architectural drawings, 
material and color boards, roof profiles, etc. When necessary, a visual simulation study can be prepared. Visual simulation 
studies show before and after views of proposed developments on a photograph and provide realistic representations using 
artist renderings or computer modeling.

Technique 3: Evaluate Architectural Drawings & Visual Simulations

Example of a visual 
simulation study: This 
study depicts the existing 
natural conditions of a 
project site and how a 
proposed residential 
development will appear 
from an adjacent public 
roadway.

Before After



TOOLBOX: 
Complementing the Landscape

244

When grading is proposed on a steep slope that is considered a distinct or significant visual feature of the landscape, 
prepare a slope gradient study. The analysis is based on a topographic map using ten foot contour intervals or less. The 
resulting illustration will map and quantify (in acreage or square feet) slope gradient categories for the entire property. The 
suggested categories are:

Less than 15% slope

15% and greater up to 25% slope

25% and greater up to 50% slope

50% and greater slope

Technique 4: Prepare Slope Gradient Studies

Also label all major peaks, summits, ridges, canyon 
bottoms, and significant geologic rock outcroppings. Next, 
plot the limits of grading on the exhibit. This information will 
assist county and municipal governments in determining if 
the proposed extent of ground disturbance and proposed 
grading techniques are appropriate given the specific 
topographic conditions of the site. In general, mass grading 
is not recommended on steep slopes exceeding 15%. 
Slopes with natural gradients above 25% are a high priority 
for preservation as open space.

A slope gradient study maps the steepness of natural 
slopes to assist in evaluating the appropriateness of 
grading. Steeper areas are signified by red and yellow 
colors.
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An  aspect study shows cross-sections of a landscape 
facing a given direction. The  illustrations  plot  the 
natural  ground  surface  elevations before the grading  
operation  compared  to  ground  surface elevations 
after the grading operation.  This will clearly show cut 
and fill depths. The desired result is a development that 
does not appear to have significantly altered the 
topographic character and fits into the existing natural 
environment as much as possible.

Technique 5: 
Prepare Aspect Studies

DCNR, through a cooperative effort with the Natural Lands 
Trust and other state agencies, developed a  community 
planning program called Growing Greener: Conservation by 
Design.  It helps communities weave open space, natural 
areas and trails into residential housing development.

Refer to the Conservation by Design techniques, which are 
primarily  intended  to  connect  and  conserve  open  
space  in  communities. Many  visual  quality  benefits  are  
derived  from  using  this  approach. Concentrating  
development  and  conserving  connected  greenways 
provides needed visual relief in developed areas.

Learn more at the following link: 
http://conservationtools.org/guides/category/20-channeling-
growth-conserving-land

Technique 6: 
Use Growing Greener Techniques

http://conservationtools.org/guides/category/20-channeling-growth-conserving-land
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Require that applicants for land development permits, 
sign permits, or building permits prepare a lighting plan 
showing location, type, style, height, lumen output, and 
luminance levels in order to verify that lighting conforms 
to the recommendations in this Design Guide.

Technique 7: 
Require Lighting Plans

Few municipalities within the Pennsylvania Wilds region 
have lighting ordinances. To ensure our dark skies can be 
enjoyed for generations to come, municipalities should 
develop their own lighting ordinances. Although all 
effective lighting ordinances have certain basic 
requirements, variations exist to address a municipality’s 
individual needs. For a lighting ordinance to be effective, it 
must regulate illuminate levels, fixture shielding, fixture 
maximum mounting heights, hours of operation, and 
method of control. For sample language for a lighting 
ordinance, contact the Pennsylvania Outdoor Lighting 
Council. http://www.polcouncil.org

Technique 8: 
Develop Lighting Ordinances

This light pollution map is based on information from the World Atlas 
of Artificial Sky Brightness. Black areas contain few, if any, sources of 
artificial light, and blue and green areas contain some artificial light. 
Yellow, orange, red, and white areas represent increasing amounts of 
artificial light. The Pennsylvania Wilds region is mostly blue, green, 
and yellow. If municipalities enact lighting ordinances and require new 
development to conform to lighting plans, the beauty of our dark skies 
will be preserved for many generations.

http://www.polcouncil.org/
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The Right to Practice Forestry Act prohibits local 
governments from using a zoning ordinance to unreasonably 
restrict forestry activities. Timbering cannot be outright 
prohibited. However, for other types of land clearing, such as 
that needed for new construction, redevelopment, or 
infrastructure projects, governmental bodies are encouraged 
to discuss tree removals with property owners, builders, 
engineers and architects. Require the plotting of mature trees 
over a certain trunk diameter (12-inches for example) as part 
of application submittal requirements for clearing, grubbing, 
grading, and building permit applications. All mature trees 
proposed for removal should be clearly identified. Thousands 
of trees can be saved in the Pennsylvania Wilds by merely 
discussing tree preservation goals with property owners and 
applicants.

Technique 10: 
Develop a Recommended Plant Palette
Regional governments, counties and/or municipalities can 
develop a recommended list of plant materials that are 
appropriate, given climate conditions, soil types, precipitation 
levels, and wind speeds. All new landscaping projects would 
specify selected plant materials from the approved list.

Technique 9: 
Monitor / Regulate Large Tree Removals

As part of zoning and land development ordinances, 
applicants for grading permits, land development permits, 
building permits, etc. can be required or asked to prepare a 
landscaping plan. Plant materials should be selected from the 
agency’s recommended plant list, or if no list exists, plant 
materials should be appropriate to the region’s climate and soil 
type. Landscape plans should show the quantity, sizes, and 
common names/scientific names of plant materials. Review 
and approval of landscape plans should always occur prior to 
issuance of the permit.

Technique 11: 
Review Landscape Plans

Example of a graphic
from a Landscape Plan
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At  the  initial  sketch  plan  stage  of  considering  a  land  development  proposal,  
municipal  officials  can  work  with  the  applicant  to  assess  the  property’s  
environmental  setting  and  identify the existing natural features. On a topographic map 
or aerial photograph, plot the following resources:

Steep slopes (over 15% grade)

Large rock outcrops

Unique topographic landforms

Wetlands, wetland buffers, and waters

Floodplains

Known locations of sensitive plant and animal species

Wildlife movement corridors

Mature trees (over 12-inch caliper)

Historic sites and buildings

Known archaeological resources

Prime agricultural soils

Known mineral resource deposit areas

Surrounding land uses within reasonable distance (600 feet)

Technique 12: 
Prepare an Environmentally Sensitive Lands Evaluation

Example of an environmentally 
sensitive lands evaluation map

Next, plot the limits of proposed grading/construction on the map to 
clearly show resources that would be lost vs. the resources that would 
be preserved. Evaluation of this map can assist county and municipal 
officials in determining if the proposed project’s design is appropriate 
given the conditions of the site and recommendations provided by this 
Design Guide. Natural features of environmental importance should be 
preserved at every opportunity and development should be directed to 
the least environmentally sensitive portions of the site.
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If a development or construction project is determined to have a measurable, negative environmental effect, municipal 
governments should require environmental mitigation. The determination of whether a project will have a significant environmental 
effect requires careful judgment on the part of the municipality, based to the extent possible on scientific and factual data.

A mitigation measure is a strategy taken to reduce or eliminate a project’s expected environmental damage. Mitigation must have 
a direct nexus or correlation to the level and nature of the impact.  There are three primary methods of mitigation:

Avoid: Some mitigation measures are designed to avoid a potential impact. For example, prohibiting tree removals during bird 
breeding seasons to avoid impacts to nests and eggs; or ceasing grading during periods of high wind to avoid dust being blown
long distances.

Repair/ Restore/ Rehabilitate: In some instances, mitigation measures are designed to repair, restore or rehabilitate a damaged 
area. For example, revegetating a graded slope with native plant materials; removing fill placed in a floodplain and restoring 
natural water flows; or refurbishing an historic structure.

Compensate: Other types of mitigation measures may compensate for environmental loss by providing substitute resources or 
environments. For example, planting trees to replace those removed during construction; providing a conservation easement over 
20 acres of land with equal biological functions and values as 20 acres lost by grading; or providing roadway improvements along
segments impacted by newly generated traffic.

Fee payments also can compensate for impacts, so long as: a) there is a proportional nexus between the fee amount and the level 
of impact; b) the fee is paid into an approved fee program; and c) the fees are earmarked for the repair, restoration, rehabilitation, 
or compensation of the impacted natural resource (see MPC §§ 504-A to 508-A).

Technique 13: 
Mitigate Impacts to Natural Resources


