
 
Thermal/Oasis Active Transportation Project  1 
Visual Impact Assessment Memorandum 

THERMAL/OASIS ACTIVE TRANSPORTATION PROJECT 
Visual Impact Assessment Memorandum 

 

FROM:  Zach Liptak, Dokken Engineering 

TO:  Aaron Burton, Caltrans District 8 

DATE:   March 19, 2021 

RE:  Thermal/Oasis Active Transportation Project Visual Impact Assessment Memorandum  

 
INTRODUCTION 
The County of Riverside, in cooperation with the California Department of Transportation (Caltrans), 
proposes to construct approximately 14 miles of multi-function trail and sidewalk infrastructure in the 
communities of Thermal and Oasis in Riverside County. The project site is located approximately 1 mile 
west of State Route 86, with the proposed multi-modal trail along Harrison Street, 74th Avenue, Pierce 
Street, and 66th Avenue; and sidewalks along Middleton Street and portions of 66th Avenue (Appendix 
A - Figure 1: Project Vicinity and Figure 2: Project Location). 
 
A Caltrans format Questionnaire to Determine Visual Impact Assessment Level has been completed 
(Appendix B: VIA Questionnaire) which resulted in a preliminary score of 10, indicating a brief visual 
impact assessment memorandum is the appropriate level of documentation for the project. This 
memorandum describes the site characteristics and confirms minimal changes to the visual setting. 
 
1.1 PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
 
The County of Riverside, in cooperation with the California Department of Transportation (Caltrans), 
proposes to construct approximately 14 miles of multi-function trail and sidewalk infrastructure in the 
communities of Thermal and Oasis in the eastern Coachella Valley, Riverside County. The general route 
is a multi-function trail loop that runs along 66th Avenue, Pierce Street, 74th Avenue and Harrison Street, 
with an additional segment extending north along Harrison Street to Echols Road and a sidewalk along 
Middleton Street between Harrison Street and 66th Avenue (Appendix A - Figure 3: Project Features). An 
additional sidewalk would supplement the multi-function trail on the portion of 66th Avenue between 
Harrison Street and Tyler Street.  Along a portion of 66th Avenue the trail alignment is anticipated to 
occupy a raised access path along an existing US Bureau of Reclamation (USBR) irrigation channel, 
operated by the Coachella Valley Water District (CVWD) outside of the road right of way. The trail may 
also be placed along a CVWD canal on top of the adjacent levee at the intersection of Fillmore Street 
and 66th Avenue to its connection on Pierce Street, pending approval from CVWD to utilize this access 
road for the trail alignment. The project area encompasses both the potential trail alignment along the 
CVWD levee access road and the area along 66th Avenue and Pierce Street in the event that the trail 
cannot be placed adjacent to the canal. Similarly, the project area extends along Middleton Street, south 
of Harrison Street in the event the sidewalk is extended along this area to provide additional access to 
this commercial and residential area. 
 
The proposed multi-function trail is a paved asphalt 10-foot-wide path situated primarily within road 
right of way with a minimum 5-foot buffer from the adjacent travel lanes. The proposed concrete 
sidewalk will be 5-foot-wide with adjacent street-side curb constructed at the edge of the existing 
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travel lane. 
 
Several crossings will be required at intersecting streets and driveways along the multi-function trail 
route.  All crossings will be at-grade and controlled in accordance with existing traffic control measures, 
unless specific safety concerns dictate otherwise. Although the preferred multi-function trail route is 
planned along the inside of the overall street loop to minimize arterial street crossings, it is anticipated 
that the alignment may shift outside the loop in places. Any street crossings will be at-grade and 
appropriate traffic control will be installed.  
 
Multiple channel or stream crossings will be required for the multi-function trail to traverse existing 
irrigation channels and drainage paths. Whether by bridge, culvert extensions or low water crossings, 
hydraulic impact to the existing facilities will be minimized. Bridges and other elevated crossings will be 
light-duty and will avoid the use of piers within waterways. 
 
Drainage improvements will be designed to maintain current drainage schemes. The current drainage is 
typically comprised of half-street cross fall runoff which will be collected between the roadway and the 
trail and conveyed past the trail via culverts or at-grade crossings. No regional drainage facilities are 
anticipated to be impacted and no significant new drainage facilities are expected to be constructed. 
 
Most of the multi-function trail alignment along Harrison Street, Pierce Street, and 74th Avenue will 
require earth fill to raise the trails to elevations appropriate for public use. The alignment along 66th 
Avenue likely will require less fill material but is not anticipated to require significant soil removal. It is 
expected that the project will require a net import of soil material. 
 
Relocation and/or modification of existing utilities may be required at various locations throughout the 
project, including Imperial Irrigation District (IID) electric facilities, Coachella Valley Water District 
(CVWD) water and sanitary sewer facilities, CVWD/United States Bureau of Reclamation (USBR) 
irrigation facilities, CVWD/Caltrans drainage facilities, Frontier Communications telephone facilities and 
Charter Communications cable facilities. In areas where existing pole line alignments are in close 
proximity to street rights of way, minor street alignment shifts may be necessary to avoid major pole 
line relocations. 
 
1.2 REGULATORY SETTING 
The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1969, as amended, establishes that the federal 
government use all practicable means to ensure all Americans safe, healthful, productive, and 
aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings (42 United States Code [USC] 4331[b][2]). To further 
emphasize this point, the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), in its implementation of NEPA (23 
USC 109[h]), directs that final decisions on projects are to be made in the best overall public interest 
taking into account adverse environmental impacts, including among others, the destruction or 
disruption of aesthetic values. 
 
1.3 VISUAL SETTING 
The visual setting is typically defined by the viewsheds which are currently observable by the public, and 
is used to identify any particular views that could be affected, modified, or obstructed by the project. 
The project’s visual setting is a mixture of undeveloped open land, agricultural lands, and rural 
residential and commercial lands; the site may be described as “rural agricultural” in character. The 
overall topography is flat, except for the occasional irrigation canal and associated infrastructure. 
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Natural land cover consists of large undeveloped lands and agricultural fields predominately consisting 
of date farms. Water features include a multitude of irrigation canals that run perpendicular to the 
existing roadways. Man-made features are prevalent including roadways, buildings, canals, utility lines, 
and other infrastructure utilized by the community. Residential development largely consistent of multi 
and single-family homes which are scattered around the project area with commercial development 
along the roadways as well. There are also multiple public schools in the vicinity of the project. 
Roadways in the viewshed are Harrison Street, 74th Avenue, Pierce Street, 66th Avenue, and Middleton 
Street which have utility lines running adjacent to the roadway. Representative photographs of the 
project site taken during March 2020 are shown in Appendix C. 
 
Officially designated scenic resources are also used to evaluate the project’s visual setting. Federal, 
state, and local scenic resources are described below: 
 
Federal/National Scenic Resources 
No federally-designated scenic resources are at or near the project site. The nearest National Scenic 
Byway is Arroyo Seco Historic Parkway - Route 110, approximately 115 miles to the northwest of the 
project. The nearest Wild and Scenic River is Sespe Creek, approximately 160 miles northwest of the 
project (National Parks Service 2020). 
 
State Scenic Resources 
The nearest eligible State Scenic Highway is Route 74 near Palm Desert/I-10 near Whitewater, located 
approximately 30 miles northwest of the project area (Caltrans 2017). 
 
County Scenic Resources 
The nearest County eligible scenic corridor is along I-10 from Palm Springs to the California border with 
Arizona, and it is located approximately ten miles north of the project (County of Riverside, 2020). 
 
Other Potential Scenic Resources 
The County of Riverside does not have any officially designated scenic vistas; however, the County has 
identified low-lying valleys, mountain ranges, rock formations, rivers, and lakes as part of their abundant 
natural visual resources as identified in the Land Use Element of the County General Plan  (County of 
Riverside 2015). There are no rock outcroppings, mature native trees, historic buildings, or other 
unusual or unique features at the project site. 
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1.4 RESOURCE CHANGE (VISUAL CHARACTER + VISUAL QUALITY) 
The visual character of the proposed project would be compatible with the existing character of the 
corridor. Proposed vertical elements would be minor, consisting of new signs indicating pedestrians are 
in the area and any crosswalk locations would also have new signs. The proposed sidewalks would 
provide continuous low-lying form, straight edges, light-grey color, and relatively smooth texture along 
the shoulders of existing roadways, which are currently 
being used for pedestrian travel. The proposed multi-
modal trail would introduce a new man-made feature 
consisting of a fairly flat form at ground-level and long 
lines from the trail edges; asphalt would be light in color 
with high reflectance to minimize heat radiation, if 
feasible, and the trail surface would be smooth in 
texture. The Neighborhood Mobility Plan for the 
Communities of Thermal and Oasis recommends that 
trails should utilize colored asphalt that minimize heat 
radiation and provides visual distinction for the 
community. The character would be substantially 
compatible with the existing corridor, as visual 
encroachments from residences, commercial buildings, 
schools, utility lines and agricultural fields are still the 
dominant features in the background. 
 
Proposed improvements have been designed to 
formalize trail alignments in areas where existing 
informal use occurs. The visual quality of the existing 
corridor would therefore be slightly changed by the 
proposed project. The proposed project may have to 
remove some existing vegetation and construct new 
sidewalks and multi-modal trails along the existing 
roadways. Visual quality would change only slightly, as 
the trail would follow existing informal foot paths 
currently utilized by people in the area. While the trail 
would result in a new man-made feature, it again, 
follows informal foot paths currently utilized by people 
in the area and is adjacent to existing roadways. 
Proposed improvements would have no change on vividness. 
 
Resource change would be moderate to low. New sidewalks and multi-modal trails would be consistent 
with the character of the area and would improve the visual quality due to increased intactness and 
unity along the road. Sidewalks near school and trails along residential and commercial corridors would 
be subject to a moderate to low change and trails along agricultural fields would be a moderate change 
due to the rural character of project surroundings; however, there still would be visual encroachment of 
rural community development in the background. 
 
1.5 VIEWER SENSITIVITY (VIEWER EXPOSURE + VIEWER SENSITIVITY) 
Viewers of the proposed trail and sidewalks would consist of residences, recreational users, pedestrians, 
agricultural workers, and automobile drivers and passengers. Sidewalks would be viewable by 

TERMINOLOGY* 
 

Form: Visual mass or shape 
 

Line: Edges or linear definition 
 

Color: Reflective brightness (light, 
dark) and hue (red, green) 

 

Texture: Surface coarseness 
 

Vividness is the extent to which the 
landscape is memorable and is 
associated with distinctive, 
contrasting, and diverse visual 
elements. 

 

Intactness is the integrity of visual 
features in the landscape and the 
extent to which the existing landscape 
is free from non-typical visual 
intrusions. 

 
Unity is the extent to which all visual 
elements combine to form a coherent, 
harmonious visual pattern. 

 
*Source: Caltrans 2013 
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pedestrians and motorists; pedestrians and motorists would have low exposure due to the transitory 
nature of use surrounding proposed improvements. Adjacent residents would have the greatest 
exposure to project features and have a moderate-high sensitivity to visual changes. Recreational users 
would be exposed to project features while using the trail and, as they would have to utilize the 
proposed project-related features for recreation, would therefore have a moderate-low viewer 
sensitivity. 
 
1.6 VISUAL IMPACT (RESOURCES CHANGE + VIEWER SENSITIVITY) 
Visual impacts are determined by assessing changes to the visual resources and predicting viewer 
response to those changes. Visual ratings for each viewer group and discussion of each follow. 
 
As discussed under Resource Change, visual quality would improve for the pedestrians and motorists 
viewer groups as the resource change would be low and low viewer response by pedestrians and 
motorists, the visual impact would be low. 
 
Similarly, visual quality would slightly decrease for the recreational users, agricultural workers, and 
adjacent residents as the resource change would be moderate-low and moderate-low sensitivity of 
recreational users, the impact would be moderate-low on recreational users. Based on a moderate-low 
resource change and moderate-high viewer sensitivity, the visual impact would be moderate-low on 
residents adjacent to proposed improvements due to the minimal but permanent change. 
 
1.7 SUMMARY 
Proposed project features would result in minor changes to the visual setting. Officially-designated 
federal, state, or county scenic resources are miles away from the project site and would not be affected 
by the project. While the County of Riverside does not have officially-designated scenic vistas, the trail’s 
viewshed includes nearby mountains and open space, which are generally considered scenic resources. 
The trail is intended to generally follow existing roadways and provide residents a connection to schools 
and commercial businesses within the region. The trail would largely follow existing informal foot paths 
currently utilized regularly by people in the area. The trail would not require substantial fill and would 
be constructed at ground level. The proposed project does not include major vertical features or other 
visual intrusions that would block views of the surrounding suburban setting or natural features. 
Proposed vertical elements would be minor, consisting of pedestrian signage and indications of 
pedestrian crossings adjacent to the existing roadways. 
 
During construction, motorists and neighboring residents may observe heavy construction equipment, 
exposed soils during grading activities, temporary traffic control features (such as signage and orange 
cones), lighting, and construction workers. Visual effects due to project construction would be short- 
term and would cease to persist upon project completion. 
 
The project would not create a new source of substantial light or glare that would adversely affect day 
or nighttime views in the area. The proposed sidewalks and trails are designated for use between dawn 
and dusk, negating the need for trail lighting. However, recreational users may access the trail at night 
and use headlamps or flashlights while on the trail. These irregular light sources would not be expected 
to adversely affect nighttime views. 
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1.8 AVOIDANCE, MINIMIZATION, AND/OR MITIGATION MEASURES 
 
The following measures would be evaluated for feasibility to be implemented as part of the project 
during final design. 
 
VIS-1: The project should evaluate the use of light-colored asphalt with high reflectance for feasibility to 
minimize visual impact and heat radiation. 
 
VIS-2:  At the location of existing bus stops, the project should evaluate the feasibility of extending 
concrete paving to facilitate installation of bus stop seating and shade canopy after completion of this 
project. 
 
VIS-3:  At locations where, existing infrastructure would allow for the creation of a drinking fountain, the 
project should evaluate the feasibility of adding drinking fountains on the trail or near bus stops.  
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Appendix C 
Site Photographs 

 

 
Photo 1: Located at the intersection of 66th Avenue and Middleton Street, facing southwest, this view is 
representative of the pedestrian perspective within residential communities and views of the walking 
trails along the shoulders of roads utilized by residents adjacent to the project area. (3-25-2020) 
 

 
Photo 2: Located along 66th Avenue, facing west, this view is representative of the pedestrian 
perspective who currently utilize the shoulders of existing roads adjacent to open space/undeveloped 
land and agricultural fields.  (3-25-2020) 
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Photo 3: Located along Pierce St, facing south, this view is representative of the pedestrian perspective 
who currently utilize the shoulders of existing roads adjacent to agricultural fields.  (3-25-2020) 
 

 
Photo 4: Located along Harrison St, just south of the intersection with Middleton St, facing southeast, 
this view is representative of the pedestrian perspective who currently utilize the shoulders of existing 
roads adjacent to rural residential and commercial developments.  (3-25-2020) 


