8.11 Visual Resources

Visual resources are the natural and cultural features of the landscape that can be seen and that contribute to the public’s appreciative enjoyment of their experience of the environment. Visual resource or aesthetic impacts are generally defined in terms of a project’s physical characteristics and potential visibility and the extent to which the project’s presence would change the perceived visual character and quality of the environment in which it would be located.

Following the CEC Guidelines for preparing visual impact assessments for AFCs, this section documents the visual conditions that now exist in the project area and evaluates the implications that the proposed project would have for the public’s experience of the project area’s aesthetic qualities. Figure 8.11-1 shows the location of the viewpoints, viewsheds, and key observation points referenced in the section. The section also includes an assessment of the project’s cumulative impacts and a discussion of the federal, state, and local laws, ordinances, regulations, and standards that are relevant to the area’s visual resources and that are thus applicable to the project.

8.11.1 Affected Environment

8.11.1.1 Regional Setting

The various components of the Metcalf Energy Center (MEC) project will be developed in the southern portion of San Jose and in nearby areas of unincorporated Santa Clara County at the locations indicated on Figures 2.1-1a and 2.1-1b. The power plant, transmission line connector, and gas line will be sited at the north end of the Coyote Valley, while the water, and wastewater lines will be located primarily in the Edenvale portion of the adjacent Santa Clara Valley.

8.11.1.1.1 Coyote Valley

The Coyote Valley is a 2-mile wide and 7-mile long valley that extends southward from the Santa Clara Valley. Tulare Hill, the 565-foot-high ridge located north of the plant site, largely separates the two valleys, which are connected only by a narrow corridor known as the Coyote Narrows that lies to the east of Tulare Hill. The Coyote Valley is bounded on the east by the Silver Creek Hills and on the west by the Santa Teresa Hills. The valley is drained by Coyote Creek, which is located along the valley’s eastern edge and flows northward through the Coyote Narrows and continues through the Santa Clara Valley until reaching the southern end of the San Francisco Bay. Fisher Creek, which drains the portion of the valley west of Monterey Road, passes along the edge of the power plant site at the base of Tulare Hill, joining Coyote Creek in the Coyote Narrows. 

The hills that frame the valley along its eastern edge rise up to an elevation of over 1,300 feet and are covered with expanses of grassland that are broken up by corridors of woodland that extend down the hillsides along the natural drainage courses. The hills along the valley’s western flanks are somewhat more rugged and more heavily wooded than those on the eastern side. Tulare Hill, at the valley’s northern end, is used for grazing, and is thus covered with closely cropped grasslands. Although the hills surrounding the valley are generally natural in appearance, glimpses of U.S. 101 can be seen on the hillsides along the valley’s eastern edge. PG&E’s Metcalf Substation, located in the Coyote Narrows at the north end of the valley, is a major element in the valley’s landscape. The substation’s tall terminal towers and bus structures are visible in many of the views toward the valley’s north end. The multiple high voltage transmission lines that feed into and out of the Metcalf Substation are visible on the hillsides along the valley’s eastern flanks, on Tulare Hill, and on the slopes of the Santa Teresa Hills at the north end of the valley. Figure 8.11-2a.1 is a view toward the north end of the valley; Tulare Hill is visible on the left, and the Coyote Narrows is visible between Tulare Hill and the Silver Creek Hills on the right.

At present, because of public policies to restrict the expansion of urban development into this area, the Coyote Valley is generally rural in character. Views across the flat valley floor reveal a landscape of large open fields punctuated by scattered farmsteads, non-farm residences, remnant orchards, and rows of trees. The corridor of thick riparian vegetation along Coyote Creek creates a fringe of natural woodlands along the valley floor’s eastern edge. Much of the corridor along the creek has been purchased as public open space and is managed as the Coyote Creek County Parkchain.

The area along Monterey Road just south of Blanchard Road is a visually distinct subarea within the valley. This area is the site of the small community of Coyote, which once functioned as a rural service center. Historic landscape features along this stretch of Monterey Road include, on the west side, a large wooden structure originally built as a feed and grain warehouse, the old Coyote train depot, the old wooden water tower, and a row of heritage walnut trees that line the edge of the road. The old Coyote Grange Hall is located on Monterey Road’s east side. In addition, in Coyote, there are three older homes that front the highway, as well as a number of roadside businesses. Figure 8.11-2a.2 is a view toward the plant site taken from the area in front of the Coyote Post Office.

In terms of more recent development in the Coyote Valley, the most notable is the IBM research and development facility located on the north side of Bailey Road west of Santa Teresa Boulevard. This facility consists of a complex of sleek, four- and five-story modern buildings that have been provided with generous setbacks (Figure 8.11-2a.3). Because the land in the front setback has been given a ruralistic landscape treatment, the IBM buildings appear to be set in a rural landscape context. Another relatively recent landscape change has been the reconstruction of Santa Teresa Boulevard from Tulare Hill, south to Bailey Road as a four-lane boulevard with a landscaped median strip. On the east side of the road, industrial park style landscaping consisting of non-native trees, shrubs, and ground covers have been established along the edge of expanse of open fields that lies between Santa Teresa Boulevard and Monterey Road. The portion of Bailey Road between the IBM complex and Monterey Road has been partially upgraded to boulevard design standards, and industrial park landscaping has been established along the northern edge of the road between Santa Teresa Boulevard and Monterey Road. Figure 8.11-2a.4 is a view of Santa Teresa Boulevard at its intersection with Bailey Road in which the four-lane boulevard treatment and the industrial park style landscaping along the right of way can be seen. The tops of the bus structures in the PG&E Metcalf Substation can be seen at the base of the hills visible in the middleground of the view.

The Coyote Valley is a landscape in transition. Although it is generally undeveloped and rural-appearing at the moment, it is on the verge of a major transformation. Through plans and policies that have been developing over the past two decades, San Jose has designated the northern end of the valley, the area from Tulare Hill south to about 0.70 mile south of Bailey Road and from Monterey Road west to the base of the Santa Teresa Hills for development as a campus industrial park that is formally referred to as the North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial Area. The City’s intent has been to set this area aside for large, single user sites where major companies can consolidate their operations. The City’s vision is that this area would eventually house a total of 50,000 jobs (City of San Jose Department of Planning and Building 1994).

To make the development of the planned industrial campus possible, San Jose created an assessment district for the north Coyote Valley to fund, plan, and construct the transportation improvements, flood control and drainage improvements, sanitary sewers, water supply system, and fire station required to support the planned land uses. The infrastructure improvements planned for the campus industrial park area include two new interchanges with U.S. 101, a network of new arterial and collector roads, realignment of Fisher Creek to its natural course along the west edge of the valley, widening of Coyote Creek, construction of a new water supply system, and construction of a major new sewer line to tie the valley into San Jose’s sewer collection system (City of San Jose Department of Planning and Building 1986). One of the most visually important elements of the planned infrastructure improvements is a parkway that would begin at a new interchange with U.S. 101 east of the community of Coyote. The parkway would travel westward, crossing Monterey Road and the railroad by means of an overpass, continuing straight west across the valley, and after crossing Santa Teresa Boulevard, would turn southward, following a realigned Fisher Creek until terminating in the area south of Bailey Road, opposite the IBM research facility. 

To assure a high level of environmental and aesthetic quality in the future industrial campus, San Jose has developed a set of guidelines that establish criteria for the design of both the public infrastructure improvements and of the industrial complexes to be built on the lands being opened up for development (City of San Jose, Department of Planning and Building, 1985). The overall design concept embodied in the design guidelines is to follow the example of the IBM complex, encouraging the development of tall (up to 90-foot high), dense structures surrounded by generous setbacks that are landscaped in a way that creates a rural and natural feeling. The minimum size established for parcels in the industrial campus is 25 acres, and the intent is to achieve an average parcel size of at least 50 acres. Building coverage is to be limited to 30 percent of the parcel, and at least 35 percent of each parcel is to be maintained in landscaped open space. San Jose is now in the process of reviewing the design guidelines for the campus industrial park, and consideration is being given to increasing the height limit to 120 feet.

In addition to planning for the industrial campus at the north end of the valley, San Jose has also set aside the portion of Coyote Valley south of the industrial campus area as an urban reserve. The city’s 1994 General Plan specifies that when building permits are issued that would lead to the addition of 5,000 new jobs in the North Coyote Campus Industrial Area and when specific fiscal conditions are met, the valley lands in the area between Laguna Avenue and Palm Avenue can be opened for urban development. The city’s vision for the urban reserve area is for it to be developed as a high density urban enclave with 20,000 to 25,000 dwelling units and a mix of supporting businesses and services (City of San Jose, Department of Planning and Building, 1994).

Plans have been announced recently by Cisco Systems to develop a headquarters complex housing 20,000 jobs on a portion of the lands in the North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial Area. Development of this complex will require construction of the new freeway interchanges, access roads, drainage improvements, and other infrastructure facilities required to support the north valley’s new role as an industrial campus. Development of the campus industrial area will then set the stage for the development of the urban reserve lands to the south. With the development of the industrial campus and the major new infrastructure it will require and with the intensive urban development planned for the urban reserve area, the appearance of the Coyote Valley will soon be significantly transformed. Although the design guidelines for the industrial campus call for preserving the area’s natural and rural ambience, the appearance of the area will be changed. Views across now-open valley lands will be replaced with views of large buildings surrounded by new naturalistic and orchard-like landscaping. The new buildings, which could be up to 10 stories high, and the new landscape plantings will have the effect of blocking most of the existing long-distance views across the valley floor.

8.11.1.1.2 Edenvale

Edenvale is the name given to the district of San Jose in the southern arm of the Santa Clara Valley that is defined by the Silver Creek Hills on the east, Santa Teresa Ridge on the west, and Communications Hill on the north. In the not too distant past, Edenvale was a rural area with a landscape dominated by orchards. In the past three to four decades, this area has been transformed by San Jose’s southward expansion and is now a low density urban area whose appearance is characterized by four-lane arterials, industrial areas with one-story tilt-up buildings, shopping centers, low rise apartment complexes, and subdivisions of single-family homes. The slopes of the surrounding hills remain open and undeveloped, and a corridor of open, natural-appearing lands has been preserved in the riparian corridor along Coyote Creek.

8.11.1.2 Project Site

8.11.1.2.1 Power Plant

The site that will be used for the MEC power plant, access road, and landscape setback area is a 20-acre area of flat valley floor land located adjacent to the southern base of Tulare Hill and immediately west of Monterey Road and the UPRR ROW. This site will be created by combining land from what are now two separate parcels. Ten acres of the open agricultural land visible in front of the tree line in Figures 8.11-2b.5 and 8.11-3a will be combined with another 10 acres of flat land that lies on the other (northern) side of row of trees. The 10 acres of flat land located on the north side of the tree line is part of a 126-acre parcel that includes much of Tulare Hill, the large ridge visible in the background in these figures. 

Fisher Creek bounds the plant site on its western and northern edges, separating it from the toe of Tulare Hill. The edge of the site along the creek consists of a 50-foot-wide levee that is several feet higher than the remainder of the site. Figure 8.11-2b.5 is a view toward the site from Blanchard Road at the UPRR tracks. The site includes the flat area behind the line of trees visible in the middleground, as well as much of the land visible in the area in front of the tree row. The site also includes an approximately 150-foot-wide strip of land immediately west of the UPRR tracks that will be used for an access road that will connect the plant site to Blanchard Road to the south. Figure 8.11-3a is a view toward the plant site from Blanchard Road at a point about 250 feet west of the railroad tracks. It provides another view of the portion of the plant site that lies south of the row of trees and of part of the area that will be included in the connector strip along the railroad tracks.

Figure 8.11-2b.6 is a view from the railroad tracks into the portion of the site that lies north of the trees, and Figure 8.11-2b.7 is a view across the site’s northern area from the levee along Fisher Creek at the property’s west side. As the photographs suggest, the portion of the site south of the row of trees consists of open agricultural lands and the area north of the trees consists of open grassland with scattered trees, small structures, and piles of debris. The portion of the site north of the tree line has an unkempt appearance related to the presence of one-story structures and pens made of improvised materials that are used for poultry-raising operations, piles of old pallets and building materials, several deteriorating mobile homes, and collections of junked automobiles. The rough sheds used for poultry raising are the only structures on the site, and they are approximately 8 feet high. Because this part of the site and the adjacent slopes of Tulare Hill are used for cattle grazing, the grass cover in these areas is closely cropped. 

The slopes of Tulare Hill to the immediate north of the site are crossed by a wide electric transmission right-of-way that accommodates four 230-kV and one 500-kV transmission lines that connect to the nearby PG&E Metcalf Substation. Immediately across Fisher Creek from the plant site is a set of four 230-kV transmission towers and one 500-kV tower, which are visible in Figure 8.11-3a. Figure 5.5-2 in Chapter 5 is a cross-section across this transmission corridor in this area that provides the dimensions of this tower set. The tallest of these towers is the southernmost, which is 174 feet high. Because the base of this tower is 2 feet higher in elevation higher than the plant site, the top of this tower is 176 feet above the existing surface of the site. 

8.11.1.2.2 Transmission Line Route

The alignment of the proposed transmission line route is indicated on Figure 2.1-1. This route would extend from the switchyard located at the north end of the plant site to the closest transmission tower on the north side of Fisher Creek. This tower is the one highlighted in the paragraph above and visible in Figure 8.11-3a. This transmission route would extend a total distance of approximately 200 feet and would cross a small area of the plant site, extend across Fisher Creek, and cross a short distance into the existing transmission corridor before terminating at the corridor’s southernmost transmission tower. Figure 8.11-2b.8 is a close-up view of the area the transmission link would cross.

8.11.1.2.3 Natural Gas Line Route

The proposed route for the natural gas line that would supply the project is indicated on Figure 2.1-1b. This mile-long route would begin at an existing PG&E gas main that runs along the east side of U.S. 101. It would pass under U.S. 101 and follow existing roads to a point just east of Coyote Creek, and then would pass under Coyote Creek, Monterey Road and the UPRR tracks to the site. Several alternative routes were also considered; these routes are also indicated on Figure 2.1-1b.

8.11.1.2.4 Water and Sewer Lines

The route proposed for the water line that will transport recycled water to the MEC plant site for use as cooling water is indicated on Figures 2.1-1a and 2.1-1b. This route will begin at a connection with the existing recycled water pipeline at Senter Road and Capitol Expressway in San Jose’s Edenvale District and continue for a mile along Capitol Expressway to the UPRR corridor, where it will turn and follow the UPRR ROW for 6.3 miles until reaching the power plant site. Several alternative routes were also considered; these routes are also indicated on Figures 2.1-1a and b.

Industrial wastewater from the power plant will be conveyed to an existing sewage collection main near Monterey Road and Capitol Expressway in the Edenvale District by means of a pipeline that will be located in the same trench used by the pipeline that will transport the recycled water to the plant.

The domestic and process makeup water that will be supplied to the power plant by the San Jose MUNI will be obtained at wells located just west of the UPRR ROW about 400 feet north of Bailey Avenue. From there, it will be transported to the plant by means of a 1.25-mile-long pipeline whose route within the UPRR ROW is indicated on Figure 2.1-1b.

8.11.1.3 Project Site Visibility

Figure 8.11-1 provides a generalized indication of the project viewshed, that is, the areas from which the proposed power plant are likely to be visible. Because the proposed gas, recycled water, industrial wastewater, and domestic water line would be entirely underground and thus not visible, they were not a consideration in the creation of this map. 

Identification of the project’s viewshed was based on review of project engineering drawings, visual simulations of the project’s appearance from five representative viewpoints, study of topographic maps and air photos, and extensive field observations. The viewshed indicated on Figure 8.11-1 is generalized in nature in that there are areas within the boundaries of the potential viewshed where views toward the power plant might be blocked to some extent by structures, trees, or other features in the viewer’s immediate foreground. For example, trees along Coyote Creek provide partial to full screening of views toward the plant site from the recreational corridor along the creek (Figure 8.11-2c.10). In another example, most views toward the site from the south from Monterey Road are screened by the walnut trees that line the road’s west side. Figure 8.11-2c.11 represents the view looking north up Monterey Road toward the site from the Encinal School, which is located on the east side of Monterey Road at Bailey Road. In areas of the Coyote Valley and surrounding hillsides where there are open views toward the site, the proposed plant has the potential to be visible over long distances. However, as a practical matter, the boundaries of the area of potential visibility were set at 3 miles from the plant in cases where views were not otherwise blocked by topographic obstructions. This figure was selected because elements of a view that are 3 miles or more away are considered to be a part of the background, the landscape zone in which little color or texture is apparent, colors blur into values of blue or gray, and individual visual impacts become least apparent (USDA Forest Service 1973, pp. 56-57).

As Figure 8.11-1 indicates, most of the area from which the plant has the potential to be seen lies in the Coyote Valley and on the slopes of the surrounding hills. From the north, the area of potential visibility is restricted by Tulare Hill. The areas north of the plant site from which taller plant elements are potentially visible include a short stretch of Monterey Road just north of Metcalf Road, the County-operated recreation area at Coyote Parkway Lakes (Figure 8.11-2c.11), and a small portion of the residential area at the southern end of Basking Ridge Road east of U.S. 101 and 1.6 miles northeast of the plant site. 

It is important to note that as the North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial Area begins to develop and the valley floor begins to fill up with 90- or 120-foot buildings and associated landscaping, the views toward the site will be changed substantially. Many of views toward the power plant site that now exist will disappear because they will be blocked by buildings and landscape plantings in the foreground of the view. Views that remain will be altered in that the plant site will be viewed in the context of an industrial park landscape rather than one that is primarily rural in character.

8.11.1.4 Sensitive Viewing Areas and Key Observation Points

To structure the analysis of the project effects on visual resources, an identification was made of the view areas most sensitive to the project’s potential visual impacts, and in consultation with CEC staff, five Key Observation Points (KOPs) were selected for the development of photo simulations that could be used as a basis for visualizing the plant’s potential effects. In evaluating the sensitivity of the viewing areas potentially affected by the project, consideration was given to distance from the project site, numbers of viewers, and the presence of residential or recreational uses. The sensitive viewing areas selected for analysis and the views from the KOPs defined as the basis for development of visual simulations are described below. 

To respond to the CEC’s requirement that an assessment be made of the visual quality of the landscapes potentially affected by the project, the discussion of the views seen from the KOPs includes ratings of the visual quality of the landscapes that they represent. These ratings were developed based on a series of in-field observations carried out during the period from January through March 1999, review of photos of the affected area, review of methods for assessment of visual quality, and review of research on public perception of the environment and scenic beauty ratings of landscape scenes. The final assessment of the visual quality of the views from each of the KOPs was made based on professional judgement that took a broad spectrum of factors into consideration in a holistic way. The final ratings assigned fit within the rating scale summarized in Table 8.11-1. This scale, which is based on the scale developed for use with an artificial intelligence system for evaluation of landscape visual quality (Buhyoff et al., 1994), provides a useful framework for the qualitative ratings because it is based on research on the ways in which the public evaluates visual quality, and provides an intuitively meaningful description of what it means for a landscape to have been assigned a particular rating.

Table 8.11-1

Landscape Visual Quality Scale Used in Rating the Areas Potentially Affected by the Metcalf Energy Center

Rating
Explanation

Outstanding Visual Quality
A rating reserved for landscapes with exceptionally high visual quality. These landscapes will be significant regionally and/or nationally. They usually contain exceptional natural or cultural features that contribute to this rating. They will be what we think of as "picture post card” landscapes. People will be attracted to these landscapes to be able to view them.

High Visual Quality
Landscapes that have high quality scenic value. This may be due to cultural or natural features contained in the landscape or to the arrangement of spaces contained in the landscape that causes the landscape to be visually interesting or a particularly comfortable place for people. These are often landscapes which have high potential for recreational activities or in which the visual experience is important.

Moderately High Visual Quality
Landscapes which have above average scenic value but are not of high scenic value. The scenic value of these landscapes may be due to man-made or natural features contained within the landscape, to the arrangement of spaces, in the landscape or to the two-dimensional attributes of the landscape.

Moderate Visual Quality
Landscapes, which have, average scenic value. They usually lack significant man-made or natural features. Their scenic value is primarily a result of the arrangement of spaces contained in the landscape and the two-dimensional visual attributes of the landscape.

Moderately Low Visual Quality
Landscapes that have below average scenic value but not low scenic value. They may contain visually discordant man-made alterations, but the landscape is not dominated by these features. They often lack spaces that people will perceive as inviting and provide little interest in terms of two-dimensional visual attributes of the landscape. 

Low Visual Quality


Landscapes with low scenic value. The landscape is often dominated by visually discordant man-made alterations; or they are landscapes that do not include places that people will find inviting and lack interest in terms of two-dimensional visual attributes.

Note: Rating scale based on Buhyoff et al., 1994.

8.11.1.4.1 Blanchard Road Area and KOP 1

KOP 1 was selected to represent the view from the closest residences to the site, the cluster of three residences located along Blanchard Road approximately 1,200 feet directly south of the project site. There are two additional residences located further west along Blanchard Road, but these homes are further from the plant site, and views from these residences toward the site are blocked by Tulare Hill. Traffic count data is not available for Blanchard Road, but because it is a dead-end road that serves just a handful of residences, traffic levels can be assumed to be light. 

In the longer run, as the lands in this area are converted to industrial campus use, it is conceivable that the residential uses now located along Blanchard Road will be replaced by development of office complexes. Taking this possibility into account, the view from this KOP can also be thought of as representing views toward the plant site from the portions of the industrial campus area that could be closest to the site.

The major elements in the existing view from KOP 1 (Figure 8.11-3a) include the flat open field that comprises the foreground, the band of large trees along the field’s north end, the grass-covered slopes of Tulare Hill, the cluster of tall transmission towers at Tulare Hill’s eastern toe, and the additional towers on the hill’s upper slopes. Tulare Hill and the border of old trees make this view interesting and engaging, but the scenic values are diminished by the presence of the visually prominent, skylined transmission towers at the view’s focal point at the toe of the hill. This view’s visual quality could be classified as falling somewhere between moderately low and moderate on the visual quality scale. 

8.11.1.4.2 Monterey Road and KOP 2

KOP 2 was selected to represent the point in close proximity to the plant site that has the greatest public visibility. It is a view from the east side of Monterey Road at the intersection with Coyote Ranch Road and approximately 500 feet south of the intersection with Blanchard Road. This viewpoint is approximately 1,900 feet south of the plant site. Although Monterey Road no longer carries as much traffic now as it did when it functioned as U.S. 101, it is still a heavily used road, with a daily traffic volume of over 22,000 vehicles per day. This view is seen by Monterey Road’s northbound travelers. Because of the traffic light at Blanchard Road, traffic often stops here, providing both drivers and passengers of northbound vehicles the opportunity to view the plant site for a minute or more. This view also generally represents the view toward the plant site seen by employees and customers of the commercial and service establishments on the east side of Monterey Road in the community of Coyote and of the residents of the three homes located along the east side of the road in this area. 

This viewpoint is located at the western edge of open space lands that are a part of the Coyote Creek County Parkchain. In the area between Metcalf Road and Coyote Ranch Road, most recreational use of these lands is concentrated on a paved bicycle trail and a parallel equestrian trail that lies 300 to 900 feet east of Monterey Road. The bicycle trail is part of a bike trail system that extends along Coyote Creek from Capitol Expressway in the Edenvale District, south to the outskirts of Morgan Hill. Figure 8.11-2c.9 is a view of this trail as seen from Coyote Ranch Road. The County Park District does not keep statistics on the numbers of people using the bike and equestrian trail in this area. However, District staff reports that the bike trail receives some use by bicycle commuters during the week, and is heavily used by bicyclists, skaters, and walkers on weekends. The equestrian trail is less heavily used. District staff notes that use of the equestrian trail has remained relatively steady but that use of the bike trail has been growing, and that on summer weekends, the parking lots in the staging areas are filled to overflowing.  As indicated in Section 8.11.1.3, views toward the project site from this segment of the trail are partially to fully screened by the dense riparian forest that exists in this portion of the parkchain.

In the view from this KOP (Figure 8.11-4a), the wide divided roadway in the foreground of the scene is perhaps the most dominant visual element. Unlike much of the rest of Monterey Road in Coyote and Edenvale, the west side of the road in this view is not lined with the historic Keesling walnut trees that frame the views from the road in these nearby areas and give Monterey Road a distinctive visual character (refer to section 8.2.1.2.1 Biological Resources for more information on these trees). Keesling walnut trees may have once existed along this stretch of the road, but were probably removed at the time the area along the west side of Monterey Road north of Blanchard Road was used as the site of a highway weigh station. Because of the absence of these trees, views toward the project site are open. The elements in the middleground of this view include Tulare Hill, the row of trees along the south end of the project site, and the transmission towers at the toe of the slope of Tulare Hill. The scenic quality of this view and other views along this stretch of Monterey Road extending from Coyote to the north can be classified as moderately low. 

8.11.1.4.3 Monterey Road and Railroad Overcrossing and KOP 3

KOP 3 was selected to represent views toward the plant site from the roadway that is planned to provide the major access into the future Coyote industrial campus. This roadway, which is to be developed to parkway standards, will begin at a new intersection constructed at U.S. 101, and will travel westward, making an elevated crossing of Monterey Road and the UPRR tracks. After crossing the railroad, the road will slope down to ground level and will curve through the industrial park, serving as its major arterial. In the future, as the industrial campus develops, KOP 3 will become a visually critical point. Its location at the parkway’s overcrossing of the railroad will be the “gateway” to the new industrial campus. This will be the point at which the view toward the new campus district will be fully visible to parkway travelers and much of the campus area will appear to spread out before them. Although this roadway is included in the North Coyote Valley Development Plan, detailed planning of the facility has not yet begun. County staff indicate that construction of the parkway would probably not be included as a condition for development of the Cisco Systems campus now being proposed, and in most likelihood would not be required until more of the industrial campus builds out. City staff’s view is that assuming that economic conditions permit the development of the industrial campus to begin soon and to continue at a steady pace, it is possible that the construction of the parkway and overpass would begin 5 or 6 years from now. The city’s current projections are that when the industrial campus is built out, the average daily traffic on the overpass will be approximately 37,000 vehicles.
The photograph of the view from KOP 3 was taken at the eastern edge of the UPRR tracks at the point where they would be crossed by the planned parkway. The photograph was taken from a height of 35 feet to represent the view of a passenger in a car travelling on the overpass. For westbound travelers on the overpass, the primary view would be a view due west, oriented to the central area of the Valley and the Santa Teresa Hills beyond (Figure 8.11-2c.12). However, for the purposes of analysis of the MEC’s potential effects, the view used is a view directly north toward the plant site, which is the view that would be seen by a passenger looking out a side window (Figure 8.11-5a). At this point a viewer would be approximately 0.5 mile distant from the plant site. 

In the view from KOP 3, the most striking foreground elements are the historic Coyote feed and grain warehouse visible below and to the right in the view, and nearby, a large historic tree. The highly contrasting white gravel on the linear UPRR ROW draws the eye toward the middleground, toward the plant site at the eastern toe of Tulare Hill. Important elements in the middleground of this view include the agricultural complex at the left side of the scene, Tulare Hill, and the transmission towers visible on the hill’s lower and upper slopes. This view’s visual quality could be classified as moderate.

8.11.1.4.4 Santa Teresa Boulevard and KOP 4

KOP 4 is a viewpoint along the east side of Santa Teresa Boulevard, 0.9 miles southwest of the plant site. It was selected to represent views toward the site from Santa Teresa Boulevard, and from the central portion of the property between Blanchard Road and Bailey Road that is slated for eventual development as an industrial campus. Santa Teresa Boulevard is a four lane road with a landscaped median strip and a road-edge that has been landscaped with industrial park type landscaping. At present, this road carries 7,500 vehicles per day. In the future, as the lands in this area are converted to an industrial campus, traffic volumes can be expected to increase considerably. In addition, there are plans to eventually extend San Jose’s light rail system along Santa Teresa Boulevard to serve the future industrial campus and the urban development to take place in the urban reserve area to the south. 

The view from this KOP (Figure 8.11-6a) takes in the landscaped area immediately adjacent to Santa Teresa Boulevard, the future industrial campus lands to the east, and, in the background, the Silver Creek Hills that define the valley’s eastern edge. Old Coytote’s historic water tank and feed and grain warehouse can be seen in the far middleground at the right edge of the view. In the center of the view, just to the right of the toe of the slope of Tulare Hill, the taller structures in PG&E’s Metcalf Substation are clearly visible. On the hills to the east, the towers of a number of major transmission lines are prominently visible as they travel down the slopes and converge on the substation. To the west of the plant, the group of towers located to the immediate north of the plant site can be seen at the base of Tulare Hill. At present, this view could be classified as having moderately high scenic quality.

8.11.1.4.5 U.S. 101 Corridor and KOP 5

KOP 5 represents the view toward the plant site from the U.S. 101 corridor located on the lower slopes of the hills to the east of the plant. U.S. 101 is one of California’s major north-south routes and is developed to freeway standards. On an average day, it carries nearly 88,000 vehicles. For much of the area along U.S. 101, views toward the plant site 

are blocked by intervening topography and vegetation. However, there are some areas to the east and southeast of the plant where travelers on the highway have some potential to be able to see the plant. KOP 5 captures the view at a point 0.6 mile southeast of the plant site that is one of the closest areas along the highway from which the site can be seen.

In this view (Figure 8.11-7a), the foreground area along the freeway has been landscaped with pines and other vegetation which have grown up enough to partially screen the view to the west. The transmission towers located at the toe of the slope of Tulare Hill and just north of the plant site are visible in the center of the photo. A set of large transmission towers adjacent to the Metcalf Substation are visible in the middleground at the right side of the photo, and the large towers at the crest of Tulare Hill are visible in the background in the photo’s left half. The cluster of palm trees in the middleground surround Coyote Ranch, an historic farmstead located in the riparian and recreational corridor to the southeast of the plant site. At present, the visual quality of this landscape could be classified as low to moderately low.

8.11.2. Environmental Consequences

8.11.2.1. Analysis Procedure

This analysis of the visual effects of changes that might be brought about by the MEC Project is based on field observations, and review of the following information: local planning documents, project maps and drawings, photographs of the project area, computer-generated visual simulations from each of the KOPs, and research on design measures for integrating electric facilities into their environmental settings.

Page-size photographs are presented to represent the “before” conditions from each KOP (Figures 8.11-3.a, 8.11-4.a, 8.11-5.a, 8.11-6.a, 8.11-7a). Visual simulations were produced to illustrate the “after” visual conditions from each of these points, providing the viewer with a clear image of the location, scale, and visual appearance of the proposed project. These simulations are presented as the b and c variants of Figures 8.11-3.through 8.11-7.

The computer-generated simulations are the result of an objective analytical and computer modeling process described briefly below. The images are accurate within the constraints of the available site and project data.

Site reconnaissance was conducted to view the site and surrounding area, to identify potential key viewpoints, and to take representative photographs of existing visual conditions. A single lens reflex (SLR) 35 mm camera with a 50 mm lens (view angle 40 degrees) was used to shoot site photographs. 

For the views from viewpoints selected as KOPs, computer modeling and rendering techniques were used to produce the simulation images. Existing topographic and site data provided the basis for developing an initial digital model. The project engineers provided site plans and digital data for the proposed generation facility, and site plans and elevations for the components of the transmission system. These were used to create three-dimensional (3-D) digital models of these facilities. These models were combined with the digital site model to produce a complete computer model of the generating facility and portions of the overhead transmission system. 

For each viewpoint, viewer location was digitized from topographic maps and scaled aerial photos, using 5 feet as the assumed eye level. Computer “wire frame” perspective plots were then overlaid on the photographs of the views from the KOPs to verify scale and viewpoint location. Digital visual simulation images were produced as a next step based on computer renderings of the 3-D model combined with high-resolution digital versions of base photographs. The final “hardcopy” visual simulation images that appear in this AFC document were produced from the digital image files using a color printer.

The visual impact assessment was based on evaluation of the changes to the existing visual resources that would result from construction and operation of the MEC Project. These changes were assessed by evaluating the “after” views provided by the computer-generated visual simulations, and comparing them to the existing visual environment. In making the determination of the extent and implications of the visual changes, consideration was given to: 

· The specific changes in the affected visual environment’s composition, character, and any specially valued qualities;

· The affected visual environment’s context;

· The extent to which the affected environment contains places or features that have been designated in plans and policies for protection or special consideration; and

· The numbers of viewers, their activities, and the extent to which these activities are related to the aesthetic qualities affected by the likely changes. 

To determine the significance of the likely changes under the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA), the changes were evaluated in light of the direction given in the CEQA Guidelines. Appendixes G and I, of the Guidelines indicate that a project will have a significant effect on the environment if it will:

· Have a substantial, demonstrable negative aesthetic effect,

· Obstruct any scenic vista or view open to the public, or

· Create an aesthetically offensive site open to public view.

8.11.2.2 Project Appearance

8.11.2.2.1 Power Plant

The features of the proposed nominal 600 MW natural gas fired combined cycle power plant are described in detail in Chapter 2, Project Description. Figure 2.2-1 depicts the layout of the project features on the site. Figure 2.2-2 presents elevations of the major plant structures. Figure 2.2-3 is an artist’s rendering of the project. Table 8.11-2 summarizes the dimensions of the power plant’s major features. 

Table 8.11-2

Dimensions of the Major Power Plant Features


Feature
Height
(feet) 
Length
(feet)
Width
(feet)
Diameter
(feet)

HRSG Units
105
125
40
--

HRSG Stacks
145
--
--
18

Turbine – High Bay Screening Walls
70
385
77
--

Turbine – Low Bay Screening Walls
44
220
34
--

Gas Turbine Air Inlets
79
44
40
--

Auxiliary Boiler Stack
100
--
--
2

Cooling Tower (10 cells) 


To top of deck


To top of cone
65

75
480
54
30

(each cell)

Water Storage Tank
40
--
--
40

Demineralized Water Storage Tank
24
--
--
33

Administration Building
30
75
50
--

Warehouse/Maintenance Bldg.
30
100
75
--

Water Treatment and Lab Building
25
80
70
--

Circulating Water Pump House
25
70
43
--

Gas Compressor Building
16
80
50
--

The substation that will be developed on the north end of the plant site will use conventional air-insulated outdoor switchgear. The switch and bus structures will range from 18 to 26 feet in height. The tap structures, the two H-frame pole structures that will serve as the take-off for the conductors that will connect the switching station to the nearby transmission line, will be 70 feet high. The layout of the substation is indicated in Figure 5.2-2 and Figure 5.2-4 provides a plan and elevation for the tap structures. 

In response to the high standards of design San Jose has developed for the North Coyote Industrial Campus, Calpine/Bechtel used the services of a specialized architectural firm to develop a design treatment for the power plant. The treatment devised is intended to make the plant consistent with the design qualities of the office structures that will be developing on the adjacent industrial campus lands and to make the plant attractive in its own right. The level of architectural enhancement that the design of this plant has received goes far beyond the level of design refinement normally accorded to generating facilities, and has been applied on an exceptional basis in this case in order to respect the City’s very specific design policies for the North Coyote area.

Features of the power plant’s design intended to increase its attractiveness and its consistency with the industrial campus aesthetic include:

· Use of wall structures with alternating horizontal bands of surface materials for the administration building and other smaller buildings on the site to make them look like low-rise office buildings.

· Enclosure of the turbines on three sides by 75-foot-high walls, which like the buildings, will have alternating bands of surface materials. These walls will simulate the appearance of a 6-story mid-rise office building that will be similar in scale and form to the 6- to 9-story office buildings that will be developed on the industrial park lands to the south. 

· Screening of the north and east sides of each of the HRSG units with structures composed of a steel mesh material that is supported by a framework composed of light metal piping. The tops of the screens on the east sides of the HRSG units form arcs that curve upward from the ground level on the south to the top of the HRSG units on the north. The portions of the screens on the front (north side) of the HRSG units will arc backward as they rise to soften the industrial image of the HRSGs and to reduce their apparent scale. Because of the use of mesh rather than a solid material, the screens will have a light appearance and will partially screen and partially reveal the sides of the HRSG equipment.

· Screening of the sloping back (south) sides of the HRSG units by canopies designed to appear to hover above the units. The canopies will be made of thin metal sheeting and will curve to follow the arcs formed by the mesh screening walls. 

· Placement of the administration building and other smaller structures on the south edge of the plant to create a transition in scale between the future industrial campus buildings to the south and the plant’s taller features.

· Use of a color scheme intended to integrate the plant into its setting. The tallest elements of the facility, the 145-foot-high HRSG stacks will be painted a cool gray to reduce their apparent size and reduce the stacks’ contrast with the sky. A warm gray color has been selected for the buildings and turbine screening wall, for the pipes supporting the mesh screens around the HRSG units, and for the metal canopies over the sloping backsides of the HRSG units. This color was chosen to help the plant’s features appear to recede into the backdrop provided by Tulare Hill when the plant is viewed from Monterey Road and to relate the structures to the buildings that will be developed in the future industrial campus to the south. Industrial gray will be used for the turbine inlet air filter housings to create an element of visual contrast and to break up the apparent mass of the turbine screening wall

The plant site will be landscaped in accordance with a landscape scheme that has been developed with the objectives of:

· Providing maximal screening of the plant

· Integrating the plant into both the existing landscape and the landscape that will be created by the development of the future industrial campus

· Providing mitigation for existing biological resources affected by the plant’s development

The tree species specified in the plan were selected for their ability to provide good screening in a short period of time, for their consistency with the plant lists included in the City’s design guidelines for the North Coyote Industrial Campus, and for their appropriateness in providing mitigation for biological resources. 

The landscape plan calls for planting a row of tall growing evergreen trees (pinus halepensus, redwood, or similar species) 15 feet on center along the east side of the plant site and access road in the area along the UPRR tracks. On the south side of the plant site, in the area south of the access road, a row of tall, evergreen screening trees is also called for. In this area, the plan specifies eucalyptus saligna or similar species. In the area along the southern edge of the plant site and along the western edge of the access strip that connects the site to Blanchard Road, informal clusters of oak and other trees will be established.

The MEC will require nighttime lighting for operational safety and security. To a large degree, the off-site visibility of this lighting will be limited by the structures that will be used to screen the plant’s major features. To further reduce the off-site impacts of this lighting, lighting at the facility will be limited to areas required for safety and security, and will be shielded from public view to the extent required. Lights will also be directed on-site so that significant light or glare will not be created. Fixtures of a non-glare type will be specified.

The process of cooling the steam used in generating power in the steam turbine generator can cause the formation of visible water vapor plumes above the cooling tower during periods of cold weather and high humidity. To eliminate most water vapor plume formation, the MEC will be using a special plume-abated cooling tower design that will practically eliminate visible plumes.

The cooling tower technology that will be used to reduce plume is referred to as a “wet/dry” cooling tower.  The wet/dry cooling tower incorporates an air-cooled or “dry” heat exchanger section along with the conventional wet evaporative cooling section.  The dry heat exchanger typically consists of finned tubes with the warm circulating water passing through the tube and the ambient cooling air passing over the exterior finned surface of the tubes.  The combination of evaporative and non-evaporative heating results in reduction of the relative humidity of the air leaving the wet/dry cooling tower.  Because the relative humidity is reduced below the saturation point, the water vapor in the plume will not condense and therefore will not be visible.

Plume abatement capability for a maximum allowable plume length is specified to be effective for any condition less severe than the winter design point, defined by the ambient dry bulb temperature, relative humidity, cooling range, circulating water flow rate, and maximum and minimum cold water temperatures.  The specific design conditions for the MEC project will be developed to provide the plume abatement capability necessary to satisfy the concerns of local neighbors to the project.

Under almost all circumstances, no visible water vapor plumes will be seen emanating from the plant’s HRSG stacks. However, there may be a few occasions during the year when temperatures are low and humidity is high that condensed steam may be visible coming out of the stacks. These conditions are expected to occur primarily at night and in the early morning hours. 

8.11.2.2.2 Transmission System 

The transmission system associated with the project is described in Section 2.2.5.1. Figure 5.2-4 provides a plan and elevation that depict the connection between the switching station and the nearby transmission tower. The transmission conductors will leave the switching station using two, 70-foot-high H-shaped take-off structures and will travel approximately 200 feet to tie into the existing 174-foot-high transmission tower by means of a double circuit tap structure.

The new take-off structures will be given a flat, neutral gray finish that will minimize reflectivity, be harmonious with the colors of the adjacent power plant buildings and transmission structures, and help them fade into the hill backdrop.

Non-specular conductors will be used to reduce their visibility. Non-reflective and non-refractive insulators have also been specified.

8.11.2.2.3 Pipelines

The design features of the natural gas, recycled water supply, domestic water supply, and industrial wastewater pipelines that would be built to serve the MEC are described in Sections 6 and 7. Because these lines would be buried and the surface conditions restored, there would be no long-term changes to the visual environment. 

Any visual effects associated with the pipelines would be restricted to the construction phase. During construction, the area along the rights-of-way would be temporarily disrupted by machinery, excavated piles of dirt, construction vehicles, and other disturbances associated with pipeline construction. However, these effects would be minor and temporary, and would not be significant.

8.11.2.3 Assessment of Visual Effects

8.11.2.3.1 Blanchard Road Area and KOP1

Figure 8.11-3b is the simulation that represents the view of the completed power plant as it would appear from KOP 1. As this simulation suggests, the plant will be clearly visible from Blanchard Road and will become the major element in the near middleground of the view. The project will change the existing view in that the row of trees and the small structures visible behind it will be replaced by the large horizontal cooling tower and turbine-screening structures and the vertical HRSG units and stacks. A new row of trees planted as screening along the plant site’s southern edge (shown as 30 feet high in the simulation) will hide the lower portions of the facility from view and will play a role in integrating the plant into the overall landscape composition. In terms of their scale, the plant features will be bulkier than the existing elements in the view, but will appear no taller than the existing transmission towers that will continue to be prominently visible on Tulare Hill. Because the top of the cooling tower will be below the crest of the hill, this structure will be to some degree visually absorbed into the backdrop, which will reduce its visual prominence. In contrast, the tops of the HRSG units and HRSG stacks and the east end of the turbine screening walls will have a higher degree of visual prominence because they will protrude above the ridgeline and will be silhouetted against the sky. In addition, these features will block views toward the Tulare Hill ridgeline as it slopes down toward the east.

The presence of the power plant will change this view from one that is now a rural scene with large electric transmission lines to a scene that is less rural and more developed in character. Although the character of this scene will change substantially, the overall quality of the view will not be significantly altered. As indicated in section 8.11.1.4, this view can now be classified as falling somewhere between moderately low and moderate on the visual quality scale. Given the fact that the plant will have an orderly appearance and will be surrounded by significant tree plantings that are well related to existing and planned future landscape patterns, the visual quality rating of the view would not necessarily be decreased once the plant is in place.

At present, although there are four residences located near this KOP, this view is potentially visible from only from the easternmost home on the north side of Blanchard Road. From the other homes, the view is blocked by intervening structures, plantings and stored vehicles. As the industrial campus planned for this area develops, there will be an economic incentive for the homes that now exist at this location to be removed. As a consequence, there is a high probability that there will be no residential viewers in this area in the longer-term future. In addition, as this area converts to industrial campus use, the area in the foreground that is now open is likely to be developed with six- to nine-story office buildings and associated plantings. This change will have the effect of significantly blocking views toward the plant and of creating a highly developed setting within which any views of the plant would occur.

8.11.2.3.2 Monterey Road and KOP 2

Figure 8.11-4b is the simulation that represents the view of MEC as it would appear from KOP 2 along Monterey Road just south of the intersection with Blanchard Road. As this simulation indicates, the plant will be clearly visible from Monterey Road and will become the major element in the near-middleground of the view. The project will change the existing view toward the eastern end of Tulare Hill in that the row of trees now visible at the base of the hill will be removed and the large horizontal turbine-screening and cooling tower structures and the vertical HRSG units and stacks will appear as clearly visible elements in the view. A new row of trees planted as screening along the western edge of the railroad track (shown as 30 feet high in the simulation) will hide the lower portions of the turbine screening structure and much of the cooling towers. In terms of their scale, the plant features will be bulkier than existing elements in the view, but will appear no taller than the existing transmission towers that will continue to be prominently visible on Tulare Hill. Because the top of the cooling tower and the western end of the turbine-screening wall will be below the crest of the hill, these features will, to some degree, be visually absorbed into the backdrop, reducing their visual prominence. However, the tops of the HRSG units and HRSG stacks and the east end of the turbine screening walls will protrude somewhat above the ridgeline and will be silhouetted against the sky and will thus have a higher degree of visual prominence. In addition, these features will partially block views toward the Tulare Hill ridgeline as it slopes down toward the east.

The development of MEC will change this view from one that is now a rural scene in which large electric transmission lines are prominently visible to a scene that is less rural and more developed in character because of the presence of the power plant’s large rectangular forms. Although the character of this scene will be changed to a large degree, the overall quality of the view will not be decreased. As indicated in section 8.11.1.4, this view can now be classified as moderately low on the visual quality scale. Because the plant will make use of attractive forms and will have an orderly appearance, it can be argued that it will add an element of positive visual interest to a view that now has a somewhat disturbed visual image. The extensive tree plantings along the railroad tracks will have a positive visual effect in that they will restore some of the visual definition to the corridor along Monterey Road that was lost when the trees along the western edge of the highway were removed years ago to accommodate the weigh station that once occupied this area.

8.11.2.3.3 Monterey Road and Railroad Overcrossing and KOP 3

Figure 8.11-5b is a simulation of the view toward MEC from KOP 3, a point on the proposed industrial campus parkway’s elevated overcrossing of the UPRR tracks. As this simulation indicates, the plant will be nearly fully visible from the overcrossing and will become an important element in the view’s middleground. The project will change the existing view in that the row of trees visible along the base of Tulare Hill’s eastern end will be removed, and in their place, the MEC’s large horizontal cooling tower and turbine-screening structures and vertical HRSG units and stacks will be inserted. A new row of trees planted along the plant site’s southern edge (shown as 30 feet high in the simulation) will partially screen the lower portions of the facility from view. These trees, as well as the row of trees planted along the railroad tracks and the naturalistic clusters of trees planted along the west side of the access road will create an element of visual interest in the area in front of the plant and will help to integrate the plant into the overall landscape composition. In terms of their scale, the plant features will be bulkier than existing elements in the view, but will appear no taller than the existing transmission towers that will continue to be prominently visible on Tulare Hill. In this view, the plant’s horizontal elements relate visually to the horizontal lines of the existing shed structures located west of the residences along Blanchard Road. 

The top of the cooling tower and the western end of the turbine screening wall will be below the crest of the hill, and as a result, these features will be to some degree visually absorbed into the backdrop, reducing their visual prominence. However, the tops of the HRSG units and HRSG stacks and the east end of the turbine screening walls will extend above the ridgeline and will be silhouetted against the sky and will thus have a higher degree of visual prominence. In addition, these features will partially block views toward the Tulare Hill ridgeline as it slopes down toward the east. Although the plant will be prominently visible in this view, it will not be the dominant visual element in that it will be seen as just one element in a panoramic landscape composition.

The railroad corridor and transmission towers are already highly visible features in this view and create a scene in which utility facilities are a major part of its visual image. The addition of the power plant to this view will intensify the utility-oriented quality of the scene but will not substantially change its existing character. The development of MEC will not lead to a significant alteration in the overall quality of this view. As indicated in section 8.11.1.4, this view can now be classified moderate on the visual quality scale. Given the fact that the plant will not be a dominant element in the view, and that it will have an orderly appearance and be surrounded by significant tree plantings that are well related to existing and planned future landscape patterns, the visual quality rating of the view can be expected to remain the same.

As the industrial campus planned for this area becomes a reality, the flat valley floor lands visible in the foreground and middleground of this view can be expected to be developed with 6- to 9-story office buildings surrounded by heavily landscaped grounds and parking areas. As a result of this transformation, much of the view toward the power plant from this location is likely to be blocked by large buildings and to a lesser extent by new landscape plantings. Besides creating a partial blockage of views, this change will also have the effect of altering the context in which the plant is seen, making the plant a background element in a view whose foreground is dominated by large, rectangular structures. 

8.11.2.3.4 Santa Teresa Boulevard and KOP 4

Figure 8.11-6b is the simulation that represents the view toward the power plant from KOP 4, a point along Santa Teresa Boulevard, 0.9 miles southwest of the site. As this simulation indicates, because of the distance involved, the plant will be a moderately sized element in the far middleground of the view. Because the entire plant will be well below the ridgeline of the hills in the background, none of the plant will be skylined. With the assistance of its flat, neutral gray colors, the plant will be, to a large degree, visually absorbed into the hill backdrop. 

In this view, the plant is seen in the context of the taller electrical equipment in the PG&E Metcalf Substation that is visible to the east of the plant. Because the power plant will be a relatively minor feature in this panoramic view and because of the presence of the substation and related transmission lines in the areas visible near the plant, the addition of the power plant will not substantially change this view’s existing character. As indicated in section 8.11.1.4, this view can now be classified as having moderately high visual quality. Because the plant will appear as a secondary feature in this panoramic scene and because it will be reasonably well absorbed into the backdrop, its presence will not create a major change in the view’s level of visual quality. 

As the industrial campus planned for this area starts to be built out, the flat valley floor lands visible in the foreground and middleground of this view can be expected to be developed with 6- to 9-story office buildings surrounded by heavily landscaped grounds and parking areas. As a result of this transformation, the view toward the power plant from this location is likely to be significantly blocked by large buildings and by foreground landscape plantings. To the extent that the power plant will be visible from this location or from other areas in the middle of the industrial campus, it will be seen as a background element in a view whose foreground is dominated by large, rectangular structures and dense landscape plantings.

8.11.2.3.5 Highway 101 Corridor and KOP 5

Figure 8.11-7b is the simulation that represents the view toward the power plant from KOP 5, a point along U.S. 101, 0.6 miles southeast of the site. As this simulation indicates, from this view the main elements of the plant that will be visible will be the HRSG units and HRSG stacks. The plant’s other features will be hidden from view by the berm and vegetation along the west edge of the highway’s ROW. Because of the distance involved, the plant will be a moderately-sized element in the view’s near-middleground. The entire plant will be well below the ridgeline of the hills in the background, none of the plant will be skylined. With the help of its flat, neutral gray colors, the plant will be, to some degree, visually absorbed into the backdrop. From this view, the curved screening that will be placed around the HRSG units will help to relate these structures to the curved forms of the backdrop provided by Tulare Hill.

In this view, the plant is seen in the context of the tall PG&E transmission towers near Metcalf Substation at the right edge of the view and the skylined towers at the crest of Tulare Hill behind the plant. Because the power plant will be a secondary feature in this panoramic view and because of the presence of the many highly visible transmission lines in the scene, the addition of the power plant will not substantially change this view’s existing character. As indicated in section 8.11.1.4, this view can now be classified as having low to moderately low visual quality. The addition of the plant’s HRSG units to this view will not appreciably alter this scene’s existing visual quality rating.

In the near future as the plantings along the freeway’s western edge gain more height, it is likely that the views toward the plant will become partially to fully screened and that there will be relatively few places along the nearby stretches of U.S. 101 from which the plant will be visible.

8.11.2.3.6 Water Vapor Plume

As indicated in Section 8.11.2.2, natural gas-fired combined cycle plants have the potential to create water vapor plumes emanating from the HRSG stacks and cooling towers. Such plumes, if not abated, could constitute a visual issue in the north Coyote Valley. Although several small plumes are generated by facilities in the south end of the Coyote Valley near Morgan Hill, at present, no large plumes are visible in the valley’s north end. If left unabated, the addition of large plumes to the sky over the valley would have the potential to conflict with the valley’s current rural character and with the image that San Jose is trying to create for the planned industrial campus. 

Because of the special plume-abated cooling tower design that will be used at the MEC, cooling tower plumes will be a rare occurrence, appearing a few times at most during the coldest days of a year. In addition, under almost all circumstances, no visible plumes will be seen emanating from the plant’s HRSG stacks. However, on a few occasions during the year when temperatures are very low and humidity is high, water vapor plumes coming from the stacks may be visible. When cooling tower and HRSG plumes do occur, they will tend to be present at night and in the early morning hours. Because of the measures that will be taken to reduce lighting at the plant, any plumes that are created will not be illuminated at night and will thus not be highly visible during the night-time hours. 

8.11.2.3.7 Light and Glare

MEC’s effects on visual conditions during hours of darkness will be very limited. As indicated in Section 8.11.2.2, some night lighting will be required for operational safety and security. However, during much of the night, the plant will remain in darkness. Lighting will be turned on in an area-by-area basis only as needed for periodic security and safety rounds and for emergency operations. At times when lights are turned on, the lighting will not be highly visible off-site and will not produce off-site glare effects. The off-site visibility and potential glare of the lighting will be restricted by the screening structures to be placed around the facility’s major equipment, specification of non-glare fixtures, and placement of lights to direct illumination into only those areas where it is needed. The landscape screening to be installed around the site will further reduce the visibility of facility’s night lighting, particularly in views from areas located close by. It is important to note that since the HRSG units and HRSG exhaust structures are not tall enough to require FAA safety lighting, there will be no blinking safety lights on the MEC site.

8.11.3 Assessment of Significance of Overall Visual Impacts

In the views from each of the five KOPs used as the basis for analysis, the proposed power plant will create visible changes in the landscape. These changes will be most noticeable in the views from KOPs 1, 2, and 3 where the plant will appear in the near middleground of the view and become one of the most important elements in the scene. They will be less important in the views from KOPs 4 and 5 where the plant will appear as a smaller element in a larger landscape panorama. Although the presence of the plant will change the current character of the view from two of the KOPs (KOPs 1 and 2), it will not cause a substantial change the visual quality of areas seen from either of these two or any of the other three KOPs. The limited effect that the plant will have on landscape quality can be attributed to the fact the plant and its landscaping have been designed to make a positive architectural statement and to relate to the patterns of the area’s existing and planned landscape. 

Calpine/Bechtel have decided to use a plume-abated cooling tower in this specific setting because of the high standard for visual impact reflected in San Jose’s plan for North Coyote Valley. Visible water vapor plumes related to the plume-abated cooling tower and HRSG unit will occur during daylight hours on a very limited number of occasions over the course of the year. As a consequence, the plumes will not become a regular, established part of the Coyote Valley’s visual image, and the visual impact will not be significant.

While the design presented generally meets the known requirements for North Coyote Valley Industrial Campus Area, other approaches to screening could be considered. 

These could include lower profile or smaller screening structures as well as other architectural design refinements. In addition, further color studies could be undertaken to identify an optimal color palette that will enhance the plant’s attractiveness, minimize its apparent size, and maximize its integration into its existing and future landscape context.

Although there are aspects of the plant’s architectural treatment, color, and landscaping that can be further refined, the plant as it is now sited and designed would not have a significant impact on the project area’s visual resources in that:

· It would not have a substantial, demonstrable visual effect

· It would not obstruct any scenic vista or view of high quality or special significance 

· It would not create an aesthetically offensive site open to public view

8.11.4 Cumulative Impacts

At present, in the area in the immediate vicinity of the MEC site, there are no major projects that are undergoing permit review. However, as described in Section 8.11.1.1 Regional Setting, the Coyote Valley is on the verge of undergoing major land use changes related to the development of the 1,440-acre North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial Area immediately south of the plant, and in the longer run, development of the Coyote Valley Urban Reserve in the area south of Laguna Avenue. The industrial campus is expected to ultimately accommodate 50,000 jobs, and the urban reserve area is planned to be a high density urban community with 20,000 to 25,000 dwelling units and a mix of supporting businesses and services. Cisco Systems has recently announced its interest in using a 400-acre site in the industrial campus to develop a headquarters complex that would accommodate 20,000 jobs. In light of this announcement, it is anticipated that development of the industrial campus will begin in the near-term future. 

Current plans for the industrial campus area will permit buildings up to 90 feet high to be developed, and consideration is now being given to raising this height limit to 120 feet. Under the current plans and design guidelines for the industrial campus, the flat valley floor lands south of the plant site will eventually be criss-crossed by a network of heavily landscaped boulevards and the now open lands will be transformed into office complexes consisting of 6- to perhaps 9-story buildings that will be clustered in the center of large (25-acre or more) parcels and surrounded by heavily landscaped parking lots and open areas. The MEC’s structures and landscape scheme will be generally similar in appearance to the structures and site landscaping that can be expected to be developed in the industrial campus. MEC will, to a small degree, contribute to the overall transformation of the Coyote Valley from an open, rural landscape to one that contains large buildings in park-like settings.

8.11.5 Laws, Ordinances, Regulations, and Standards

8.11.5.1 Introduction 

This section describes the LORS relevant to the visual resource issues associated with the MEC project (see Table 8.11-3). No federal, state, or regional laws, ordinances, regulations, or standards are known that would apply to the project’s visual resource issues. However, visual resource and urban design concerns germane to the project are addressed in San Jose’s General Plan, North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial Area Master Plan and Guidelines, and Zoning Ordinances.

As discussed in Section 8.4.2.1 of the Land Use analysis, a part of the MEC site lies within San Jose and the rest is under the jurisdiction of Santa Clara County, but lies within San Jose’s Urban Service Area and Sphere of Influence. Calpine/Bechtel is now in the process of preparing an application to San Jose to have the unincorporated portion of the site annexed to the City. Once unincorporated part of the site is annexed, San Jose’s plans and zoning ordinance will be the source of the local policies and regulations applying to the project. 

At present, San Jose General Plan designates the project site for Campus Industrial Use. On March 1, 1999, Calpine/Bechtel applied to San Jose to request a General Plan amendment to change this plan designation to Public/Quasi-Public. In June, 1999. Calpine/Bechtel will be submitting an application to the City for zoning authorization for the project under the Planned Development Provision of the zoning ordinance. Information on the timing and administrative details of these applications is presented in Table 8.4-4 in the Land Use Section of this AFC.

Table 8.11-3

Applicable Laws, Ordinances, Regulations, and Standards 




Document



Applicability
Place in AFC Where Conformance is Discussed 



Agency/Contact

San Jose General Plan 2020 (1994)
Establishes the City’s policies for land use, circulation, community facilities and environmental resource management. Includes specific policies for urban design and scenic routes.
Table 8.11-4.
San Jose Department of City Planning and Building

Laurel Prevetti

801 North First Street, Room 400

San Jose, CA 95110

(408) 277-4576

North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial Area Master Plan
Sets land use standards for the North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial Area and establishes detailed criteria for the design of planned roadways and privately developed industrial campuses.
Table 8.11-5
Same as above

San Jose Zoning Ordinance

Establishes classes of zoning districts governing the use of land and placement of buildings and improvements. Includes design review guidelines.
Discussion of San Jose Zoning Ordinance provided below
Same as above

8.11.5.2 San Jose General Plan

Table 8.11-4 describes the consistency with the San Jose General Plan relative to visual resource issues.

Table 8.11-4

Consistency with the San Jose General Plan

Element and Section/
Goal/Policy

Consistency

Community Development/Urban Design

11. Non-Residential building height should not exceed 45 feet except:

In the North Coyote Valley and South Edenvale Areas designated for Campus Industrial Use, the maximum building height is 90 feet. (p.57)

For public or quasi-public uses on properties in any area of the community with a Public/Quasi-Public designation, the maximum Building height is 95 feet. (p. 57)

For structures, other than buildings, where substantial height is intrinsic to the function of the structures and where such structures are located to avoid significant adverse effects on adjacent properties, height limits may be established in the context of project review. (p.58)
Because Calpine/Bechtel has requested a General Plan amendment to change the plant site’s plan designation to Public/Quasi-Public, the 95-foot height limit rather than the Campus industrial Use District’s 90-foot height limit will apply to this area. With the exception of the HRSG units and HRSG and auxiliary boiler stacks, all elements of the MEC project will fall within this height limit. For these taller elements, a request for an exception to the height limit will be requested as a part of the Planned Development Zoning application, bringing about consistency with Urban Design Policy 11.

17. Development Adjacent to creekside areas should incorporate compatible design and landscaping including plant species which are native to the area or are compatible with native species. (p.60)

24. New development projects should include the preservation of ordinance-sized and other significant trees. Any adverse effect on the health and longevity of such trees should be avoided through appropriate design measures and construction practices. When tree preservation is not feasible, the project should include appropriate tree replacement. (p. 60)


It will not be feasible to retain all of the trees now growing on the project site. To mitigate their loss, the trees that are removed will be replaced using the planting scheme described in this section. This scheme will include native species selected for their value in maintaining the site’s ecological functioning as well as trees selected for their ability to screen the plant and to integrate it into the surrounding area’s existing and future landscape patterns.

Aesthetic, Cultural, and Recreational Resources/Scenic Routes

4. Any development occurring adjacent to Landscaped Throughways should incorporate interesting and attractive design qualities and promote a high standard of architectural excellence. (p. 90)
U.S. 101, which is classified as a Landscaped Throughway is the only city-designated scenic route in the near vicinity of the MEC plant site. This policy does not apply to the plant in that the plant is not adjacent to the highway, but rather is more than a half mile from it. However, the plant design, with its architectural enhancements, is in conformance with the spirit of this policy.



8.11.5.3 North Coyote Valley Campus Industrial Area Master Plan and Guidelines

The elements of this document’s guidelines for private improvements that have the greatest potential relevance to the MEC project are presented in Table 8.11-5 and discussed below.

8.11.5.4 San Jose Zoning Ordinance

In June, 1999 Calpine/Bechtel will be submitting an application to San Jose for zoning authorization for the project under the Planned Development Provision of the City’s zoning ordinance. Under the ordinance’s Planned Development District regulations, development standards such as building height and setbacks are established at the time the project’s Planned Development Permit is approved. Once this plan is approved, all development that takes place on the site must be in strict conformance with the plan’s provisions. Because the design standards for the project will be set at the time the project is approved, it can be assumed that if the City issues a Planned Development Permit for the project, the project’s design will be in conformance with the zoning ordinance.

8.11.6 Mitigation Measures

8.11.6.1 Power Plant

The following mitigation measures have been included in the project design to reduce the impacts of the power plant:

· Enhanced architectural design, including

· Use of wall structures with alternating horizontal bands of surface materials for the administration building and other smaller buildings on the site to create the illusion that they are low-rise office buildings.

· Enclosure of the turbines on three sides by 75-foot-high walls with alternating bands to simulate the appearance of a six-story mid-rise office building.

· Screening of the north and east sides of the HRSG units with screens made of light piping and steel mesh.

· Screening of the sloping back sides of the HRSG units with canopies made of thin metal sheeting that appears to hover above the units.

· Placement of the administration building and other smaller structures on the south edge of the plant to create a transition in scale between the future industrial campus buildings to the south and the plant’s taller features.

· Plume abatement of cooling towers.

· All structures, stacks, buildings, and tanks will be constructed of materials that will restrict glare, and will be finished with flat tones intended to blend with the surrounding environment. The project applicant will consult with the CEC on final selection of colors for the project’s features.

Table 8.11-5

Consistency with the North Coyote Valley Industrial Area Master Plan and Guidelines

Relevant Private Improvement Guidelines
Consistency

Rural Building Massing Concept

Buildings will be set back from roadways far enough to permit views to the surrounding hills and to establish a rural pattern of buildings clustered at the centers of large sites.
The major plant features on the site will be set back to the extent feasible. 

Setbacks

Overall height of Structures in Feet/Minimum Setback

30/100

45/150

60/200

90/300

All buildings will be set back at least 200 feet from the Coyote Valley Parkway and 100 feet from both the flood channel and common property lines. Small support and service structures will be included within these areas as permitted by design review.
All of the plant’s structures and equipment will be set back 1,000 feet or more from Blanchard Road. 

The eastern end of the turbine screening structure will be located approximately 220 feet west of the edge of Monterey Road, placing this 75-foot-high structure almost within the setback range indicated by these setback standards. The easternmost of the 105 feet high HRSG units will be located over 350 feet from the edge of Monterey Road, placing it within a setback range consistent with these standards.

In places, the setback of some of the plant’s buildings and equipment from Fisher Creek will be 65 feet, requiring an exception to this design guideline to be made.

Building Edge

Vary the setback of buildings to increase visual interest. Break up building mass to allow views between buildings to surrounding landforms.
The architectural treatment devised for the plant provides for varied setbacks and articulated building masses.

Building Silhouette

Vary the building cluster silhouette and centralize the highest buildings to reinforce the concept of rural building massing.
The plant’s architectural treatment provides for variation in silhouette and the highest features, the HRSG units and stacks will be massed in the center of the composition.

Building Height

Overall building height, including penthouses and roof equipment, shall not exceed 90 feet on parcels of over 50 acres and shall not exceed 60 feet on parcels smaller than 50 acres.
Because the 17-acre MEC site is a part of a larger (136 acre) parcel, most of which will be retained as open space, the 90-foot height limit applies. Although the tallest plant structures will not be within this limit, their heights are allowable under the exception the General Plan establishes for structures whose height is intrinsic to their function.

Rooftop Equipment

Rooftop mechanical equipment should be consolidated within parapet walls which exceed the height of the equipment. Equipment enclosures should be integrated into the architectural design treatment of the building. Rooftop equipment should be hidden from view from hillsides and elevated entry roads into the Valley.
The canopies over the HRSG units will screen the piping and mechanical equipment on the tops of these structures from view.

Landscape Concept

The Development Guidelines establish an overall landscape concept which supports rural-styled building massing. This landscape concept is comprised of three major parts:

Indigenous groupings of trees on surrounding hillside, the flood control channel and Coyote Valley Parkway.

Formal and uniform planting in parking areas similar to the look of a typical valley orchard.

Tall skyline landscape material visible over orchard planting to help mark building clusters. 

The above should integrate into the public landscape framework established in the preceding section. A palate of appropriate plant material is included as part of this section.
The planting plan established for the plant site is generally consistent with these principles. The indigenous trees on the slopes of Tulare Hill behind the plant will be retained. Most of the new trees specified by the project’s landscape plan are species included in the Development Guidelines’ plant list. Because there will be relatively little parking on the site, the parking lot will not be a major element of the landscape plan. At present, the design does not include tall skyline trees immediately around the plant. Instead, the plan places tall trees around the site’s perimeter to screen views of the structures.

Flood Control Channel Edge

Development areas will be separated from the riparian landscape of the flood control channel by a 50-foot landscape easement. Native plant materials must be used to extend the landscape within this zone. Security fences will be screened by landscape within this easement.
The site plan includes a berm that separates the plant facilities from the channel of Fisher Creek. This area will be used for native plantings to mitigate biological impacts. The plantings in this area will provide screening for the security fence.

Monterey Highway Edge

A 50-foot landscape easement will separate properties from the UPRR ROW. Hedges will be used to separate buildings and railroad traffic. Security fences will occur on property lines. Building facades facing the Monterey Highway should receive consistent architectural treatment. Service and storage areas must be totally screened from view at the time of construction.
The plant’s access road will be separated from the railroad right-of-way by a 40-foot-wide strip that will be used for screening planting. In the area close to the plant facilities the buffer planting area along the railroad will be approximately 30 feet wide. Because the structures located in this part of the plant site will not be occupied, there is less need for buffering along the railroad here than there would be on a site developed with office buildings.

The building facades facing Monterey Road will receive full architectural treatment. The screening plantings along the railroad right-of-way will effectively screen the site’s service and storage areas from view.

Major Entry Landscape

Major entrances to properties will be visually marked using tall trees. 

Typical street planting within the 38-foot landscape easement should be visually integrated with the landmark entrance landscape.
The current landscape plan does not include special plantings to mark the plant site’s entrance off of Blanchard Road.

Building Identity

Building identity signs will be limited to major building entries off public roads as described in the public improvement guidelines. No corporate identity signs will be permitted on the buildings themselves.

Temporary construction and leasing signs will be subject to design review. Temporary signs must be removed promptly when their use is complete.
There are no plans to place signs on any of the power plant structures. At most, there will be a small sign identifying the entrance to the plant’s access road.

Building Landscape

The concept of rural building massing will be reinforced with tall and columnar trees to create a skyline landscape which will visually contrast with the surrounding orchard parking landscape,

The central building grouping should be the most lush and ornamental planting area of each parcel.
At present, the landscape scheme for the plant stresses the placement of rows of tall, fast-growing evergreen trees at the edge of the plant site to provide maximum screening of the plant’s facilities from public view.

· All fencing will be constructed of non-reflective materials, and will be treated or painted to blend with the surrounding environment.

· Signs at the site will be constructed of materials that are non-glare, and will be painted using colors that are unobtrusive.
· Lighting will be limited to areas required for safety, and will be shielded from public view to the extent possible. 

· Lighting will be directed and shielded to reduce light scatter and glare. Highly directional, high-pressure sodium vapor fixtures will be used.

· The plant site will be landscaped in accordance with a landscape scheme that has been developed with the objectives of:

· providing maximal screening of the plant, 

· integrating the plant into both the existing landscape and the landscape that will be created by the development of the future industrial campus, and

· providing mitigation for existing biological resources affected by the plant’s development. 

8.11.6.2 Transmission Line

The following mitigation measures have been included in the project design to reduce the impacts of the overhead transmission line:

· The transmission structures will be finished with flat, neutral gray tones that will relate to the colors of the structures in the existing transmission corridor and that will blend with the surrounding environment. 

· Non-specular conductors and non-reflective and non-refractive insulators will be used to reduce conductor and insulator visibility.

8.11.6.3 Pipelines

The following mitigation measure has been included as a part of the project proposal to reduce the visual impacts of the proposed pipelines:

· After construction, ground surfaces will be restored to their original condition, and any vegetation that had been removed during the construction process will be replaced.
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