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1.0 INTRODUCTION
This visual impact assessment (VIA) of the Proposed Action follows guidance from the Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA) Guidelines for the Visual Impact Assessment of Highway Projects (FHWA
Guidelines) (FHWA, 2015), which sets out a process for assessing impacts to visual resources, in context
to the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA). These VIA guidelines are comprehensive in
scope and represent FHWA’s current views on the best practices for considering visual impacts, beneficial
as well as adverse, during the development of transportation projects, in compliance with NEPA.
The visual assessment study team (comprised of landscape architects, environmental and transportation
planners, and engineers) applied the VIA guidelines to assess visual impacts as a result of the Proposed
Action. The VIA scoping and visual impact analysis for the Wadsworth Boulevard Widening project
presented in this document are based on the observations and professional judgment of the study team,
in cooperation with the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) and the City of Wheat Ridge
(Wheat Ridge).

2.0 BACKGROUND
Wadsworth Boulevard (Wadsworth), also
known as State Highway (SH) 121,
stretches 25.6 miles between C-470 and
US 36. As a regional north-south
connector, it links the City of Wheat Ridge
(Wheat Ridge) to the neighboring cities of
Arvada and Lakewood (Figure 1). The
Denver Regional Council of Governments
(DRCOG) designates Wadsworth a major
regional arterial and a future enhanced
transit corridor (DRCOG, 2017).

Figure 1. Regional Location Map of the City of
Wheat Ridge, Colorado

The Wadsworth corridor carries a lot of
north-south traffic in the study area
between 35th Avenue and I-70, with an
average daily traffic count of around
45,000 vehicles. Approximately 85
percent of this traffic is through trips (people traveling through the corridor); and 15 percent is local trips
(people who begin or end their trip on or near the corridor) (City of Wheat Ridge, 2015).
Currently, the corridor between 35th Avenue and I-70 has two travel lanes in each direction with
unrestricted left-turns, except at signalized intersections at 38th Avenue, 3 Acre Lane, and 44th Avenue,
where there are single left-turn lanes (Figure 2). Peak hour movements at the signalized intersections of
38th Avenue and 44th Avenue exceed existing capacity, resulting in substantial vehicle delays. There are
dedicated right-turn lanes at some street intersections and businesses. Most of the corridor lacks
sidewalks and there are no suitable bicycle facilities. There are several bus stops along the corridor for
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the Regional Transportation District (RTD) Route 76 with major transfer points at 38th Avenue and 44th
Avenue.

Figure 2.

Environmental Assessment Study Area
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2.1 PEL Study
Wheat Ridge and the Colorado Department of Transportation (CDOT) want to improve the Wadsworth
corridor from 35th Avenue to its connection with Interstate 70 (I-70) to add vehicular capacity, improve
safety, develop the multimodal facilities, and standardize access to properties along the corridor. Wheat
Ridge has explored the future of the Wadsworth corridor in numerous plans, including the Wadsworth
Corridor Subarea Plan (City of Wheat Ridge, 2007), Envision Wheat Ridge Comprehensive Plan (City of
Wheat Ridge, 2009), and three urban renewal plans. In 2015 Wheat Ridge completed the Wadsworth
Planning and Environmental Linkages (PEL) Study (City of Wheat Ridge, 2015), which established a
Purpose and Need for the improvements, documented existing conditions, and evaluated several
alternatives.
The PEL Study identified four primary needs within the corridor to be addressed:

 Poor traffic operations.
 Lack of access management.
 Lack of multimodal access and accommodations.
 Safety concerns.

2.2 Environmental Assessment
In 2016 the Environmental Assessment (EA) for the widening of Wadsworth between 35th Avenue and I70 was initiated. It evaluates improvements to a 1.4-mile segment of Wadsworth from 35th Avenue (Mile
Marker 15.3) to the I-70 interchange (Mile Marker 16.7) which is entirely within the City of Wheat Ridge,
Jefferson County, Colorado. The study area is shown in Figure 2. It is located in a high-density urban
environment with a mix of residential, commercial, light industrial, and transportation uses.
The PEL Study was sufficiently recent, within five years of the completion date of the PEL, that much of
its information and findings were used in the EA. The EA uses the DRCOG 2040 Compass Travel
Demand Model to be consistent with the 2040 Statewide Transportation Plan (CDOT, 2015).
During the process for the EA, unresolved issues from the PEL were reexamined:

 The number and spacing of signals in the PEL Study Final Recommended Alternative.
 Concern over whether the design adequately provided for vehicular capacity to meet 2040 traffic
volumes at the intersections of 38th and 44th Avenues.

 The confirmation of potentially eligible historic properties and the evaluation of design modifications to
avoid, minimize, or mitigate adverse impacts to those properties.
The EA reconsidered some of the alternatives that were not advanced during the PEL Study process and
incorporated continuous flow intersection designs at 38th Avenue and 44th Avenue. When this type of
continuous flow intersection was compared to other intersection options, it had more corridor throughput,
better intersection Level of Service (LOS), reduced right-of-way impacts, and comparable crossing
features for pedestrians and bicycles. The process that addressed the three unresolved issues from the
PEL Study is documented in the Wadsworth Boulevard Widening Transition from PEL to NEPA Summary

ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

Page
3

35th Avenue to Interstate 70
ABBREVIATED VISUAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT

April 2019

Report (HDR, 2017) that is included as an appendix to the Wadsworth Boulevard Widening
Environmental Assessment and Section 4(f) Evaluation (CDOT, 2018).
The EA fully evaluates the environmental impacts associated with both of the alternatives, and specifies
mitigation. It also documents the public and agency involvement conducted for the NEPA process.

3.0 DESCRIPTION OF ALTERNATIVES
3.1 No-Action Alternative
The No-Action Alternative would not change the existing 1.4-mile corridor. It would include currently
programmed improvements, such as an asphalt overlay and traffic signal upgrades, but remain as
follows:

 Four through lanes with a striped median for left-turning traffic and left-turn lanes at signalized
intersections at 38th Avenue, 3 Acre Lane, and 44th Avenue.

 Continuous right-turn lane northbound between 38th Avenue and 44th Avenue.
 Raised medians north and south of the intersections at 38th Avenue and 44th Avenue.
 More than 80 unrestricted access points many of which are not designed to current standards.
 Discontinuous and often very narrow sidewalks.
 No suitable bicycle facilities and bus stops without full sidewalk access.
 LOS F during both AM and PM peak periods in 2040 at the intersections of 38th Avenue and 44th
Avenue, and travel time during the PM peak period between 35th Avenue and 46th Avenue would be
approximately 8 minutes.

3.2 Proposed Action
The Proposed Action includes elements that add vehicular capacity, improve safety, develop the
multimodal facilities, and standardize access to properties along the corridor. The main elements of the
Proposed Action are illustrated in Figure 3. Details about specific improvements follow.
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Proposed Action Typical Features
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The Proposed Action would add a third 11-foot lane in both directions with a raised center median from
35th Avenue to I-70, reconfigure intersections, and consolidate access points. Additionally, the Proposed
Action typical section would include a 10-foot-wide sidewalk and an 8-foot-wide amenity zone separating
the sidewalk from the roadway on the west side of the road. The amenity zone provides a buffer between
the sidewalk and the travel lanes and provides space for landscaping, street and pedestrian lighting,
transit amenities, etc. On the east side of the road, a 10- to 12-foot multiuse path and an 8-foot-wide
amenity zone is proposed. The multiuse path would tie into the Clear Creek Trail at the north end of the
study area.

3.2.1 Typical Section
Under the Proposed Action, Wadsworth would be widened to six through travel lanes (three northbound
and three southbound) with a raised center median the length of the corridor that would be hardscaped in
most locations and landscaped where feasible. A typical section of the Proposed Action is shown in
Figure 4. Dimensions would vary in certain areas to reduce property impacts.

Figure 4.

Proposed Action Typical Section

3.2.2 Access Management
Numerous access points would be consolidated to improve the traffic operations of the roadway, create
better signal spacing, and improve pedestrian and bicyclist safety. The more noticeable improvements
would be:

 More than one-third of the existing residential and business driveways would be removed, partially
restricted, or consolidated to become a single access shared by adjacent properties or businesses.
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Most business accesses would change to right-in/right-out access because of the new raised median
on Wadsworth.

 The traffic signal at 3 Acre Lane would be moved to 41st Avenue and would provide full access to
Wadsworth from properties east and west of the corridor in this area.

 47th Avenue west of Wadsworth would become a 3/4 movement access allowing right-in, right-out, and
left-in turns from the south.

 48th Avenue east of Wadsworth would be converted to a cul-de-sac with no direct access to
Wadsworth; and a new driveway access for the 4800 Wadsworth office building would become a 3/4
movement allowing right-in/right-out access and left-in turns from the north.

3.2.3 Intersections
Continuous Flow Intersections
The intersections of Wadsworth with 38th Avenue and 44th Avenue would remain signalized, fullmovement intersections but be reconfigured into continuous flow intersections. A continuous flow
intersection is an innovative design that improves safety and traffic operations by redirecting left-turns.
Instead of turning left from the center lane at the intersection, left-turning vehicles would cross the
oncoming traffic lanes about a block prior to reaching the intersection. The left-turning vehicles would wait
on the far left side of the road behind a raised median and be given a signal to turn when the through
traffic is moving. Because the left-turns are accommodated by the continuous flow intersections, they
would be prohibited at the main intersection. Other than the continuous flow intersections, the
intersections would have conventional through lanes, northbound and southbound right-turn lanes, and
raised medians. An illustration is shown in Figure 5. Overhead signage in the median would provide
additional direction for drivers to navigate these intersections.

Figure 5.

Displaced Left-turn Movements at a Continuous Flow Intersection
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Other Intersection Improvements
There would be conventional pedestrian crosswalks at 38th Avenue, 41st Avenue, and 44th Avenue.
Crosswalks with pedestrian-actuated signals would be installed at 36th Avenue, 39th Avenue, and 4300
Wadsworth in the east-west direction when the projected pedestrian volumes meet warrants. At these
three locations, the center median would be wide enough to provide a refuge for pedestrians and
bicyclists.
Table 2 summarizes the characteristics of the intersections in the Proposed Action.

Table 1. Existing and Proposed Intersection and Pedestrian Crossing Features
Intersection
35th Avenue
36th Avenue

38th Avenue

39th Avenue

41st Avenue

3 Acre Lane

Existing

Proposed

 Unsignalized, full movement
 No crosswalks

 Unsignalized, full movement
 No crosswalks

 Wadsworth through movement
only
 Left out and right out only from
36th Avenue

 Signalized for left-turns to:
o Westbound 38th Avenue from Wadsworth
to continuous flow intersection lane
o West side property driveway
 Right-out only from 36th Avenue
 Signalized crosswalk for crossing
Wadsworth

 Signalized, full movement.
 Protected pedestrian crossing in
all directions

 Full-movement intersection with left-turn
lanes outside the through lanes on
Wadsworth
 Signalized pedestrian crossing in all
directions
 North-south bicycle crossing on east side

 Unsignalized
 Left-turns prohibited from
westbound 39th to northbound
Wadsworth

 Signalized for left-turns to:
o Westbound 38th Avenue from Wadsworth
to continuous flow intersection lane
o East side property driveway
 Left-turns from 39th to Wadsworth prohibited
 Signalized crosswalk for crossing
Wadsworth
 Unsignalized crosswalks for north and south
pedestrian and bicycle crossings

 Unsignalized, three-leg
intersection
 Eastbound 41st Avenue stop
controlled at Wadsworth

 Signalized, full movement
 Protected pedestrian crossing in all
directions

 Signalized, full movement
 Protected pedestrian crossing in
all directions

 Unsignalized, right-in/right-out
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Table 1. Existing and Proposed Intersection and Pedestrian Crossing Features
Intersection
4300
Wadsworth

44th Avenue

45th Avenue

45th Place

46th Avenue

47th Avenue

48th Avenue

Existing

Proposed

 No intersection exists

 Signalized for left-turns to:
o Westbound 44th Avenue from Wadsworth
to continuous flow intersection lane
o West side property driveway
 Signalized crosswalk for crossing
Wadsworth

 Signalized, full movement.
 Protected pedestrian crossing in
all directions

 Full movement intersection with left-turn
lanes outside the through lanes on
Wadsworth
 Signalized pedestrian crossing in all
directions.
 North-south bicycle crossing on east side.

 Unsignalized, three-leg
intersection
 Westbound 45th Avenue stop
controlled at Wadsworth

 Signalized for left-turns to:
o Westbound 44th Avenue from Wadsworth
to continuous flow intersection lane
o Access to eastbound 45th Avenue
 Left-turns from 45th Avenue to Wadsworth
prohibited
 Signalized crosswalk for crossing
Wadsworth
 Crosswalks for north and south pedestrian
and bicycle crossings east of Wadsworth

 Unsignalized, three-leg
intersection
 Westbound 45th Place stop
controlled at Wadsworth

 Median in Wadsworth restricts movements
to right-in/right-out at 45th Place

 Unsignalized, three-leg
intersection
 Westbound 46th Avenue stop
controlled at Wadsworth

 Median in Wadsworth restricts movements
to right-in/right-out at 46th Avenue

 Unsignalized, three-leg
intersection
 Eastbound 47th Avenue stop
controlled at Wadsworth

 Median-controlled left-turn lane in
Wadsworth allows turn in to westbound 47th
Avenue
 47th Avenue is right-in/right-out to and from
Wadsworth

 Unsignalized, three-leg
intersection
 Westbound 48th Avenue stop
controlled at Wadsworth

 48th Avenue terminates in a cul-de-sac and
access to Wadsworth is eliminated
 Driveway access provided for 4800
Wadsworth office building
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3.2.4 Multimodal Facilities
The Proposed Action would upgrade Wadsworth with a continuous multiuse path on the east side and
continuous sidewalk on the west side, both separated from traffic by a landscaped amenity zone or buffer.
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA) compliant ramps would be provided at pedestrian
crossings.
On the east side at the south end, the multiuse path would connect to the proposed neighborhood
bikeway on 35th Avenue. At the north end, the Clear Creek Trail connection would be upgraded from the
existing stair access to both stair and ADA ramp access.
The continuous flow intersections would require relocation of the bus stops on Wadsworth at 38th Avenue
and 44th Avenue to the receiving lanes for right-turns. This would allow standard curbside boarding and
alighting and reduce walking distance for the high volume of transfers to and from RTD Routes 38, 44
and 76. The Proposed Action would have bus queue jump lanes adjacent to the pedestrian islands for
both directions on Wadsworth at 38th Avenue and 44th Avenue.

3.2.5 Structures
The Proposed Action would have several retaining walls ranging from 70 to 300 feet long to avoid or
minimize parking and property impacts. The current design estimates the need for six small fill walls, all
less than 4 feet tall with hand rails where necessary. The eight locations anticipated to have the largest
walls are shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6.

Eight Proposed Retaining Wall Locations and Water Quality Pond
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3.2.6 Drainage
The Proposed Action would include a new storm drainage system within the study area to capture and
convey stormwater to Clear Creek. A new water quality pond would be constructed on the east side of
Wadsworth near the connection to the Clear Creek Trail in CDOT’s right-of-way.

4.0 REGULATORY CONTEXT
The regulatory and guiding documents listed below informed the design and visual elements of the
Proposed Action. The Proposed Action is consistent with the local agency design manuals, plans, and
policies.

4.1.1 The National Environmental Policy Act
Consideration of aesthetics is included in the National Environmental Policy (NEPA) and in FHWA
guidance. The NEPA of 1969, 42 U.S. Code 4321 et. seq., Section 101(b) declares that agencies will
assure all Americans “aesthetically and culturally pleasing surroundings” for major federal actions and 49
U.S Code 4331 Section 102 requires agencies to use environmental design arts in planning and decisionmaking.

4.1.2 FHWA Technical Advisory T6640.8A
This guidance material requires an analysis of aesthetic effects, particularly for facilities located in visual
sensitive urban or rural settings. The Wadsworth AVE is not considered visually sensitive.

4.1.3 FHWA Visual Impact Assessment Guidelines
FHWA’s Guidelines for the Visual Impact Assessment of Highway Projects (FHWA Guidelines) (FHWA,
2015) is the guiding document outlining how to analyze and report on visual impacts through inventorying
visual resources, identifying viewer groups, and assessing impacts to visual resources through analysis of
visual compatibility, viewer sensitivity to changes, and degree of visual impacts to visual quality.

4.1.4 Envision Wheat Ridge Comprehensive Plan
Adopted in 2009, the Envision Wheat Ridge Comprehensive Plan (City of Wheat Ridge, 2009) includes
transportation goals and policies for future improvements. Wadsworth is identified in the plan as a primary
transportation and commercial corridor to be redeveloped into a mixed-use Town Center. Wadsworth is a
priority location for road capacity, safety, and multimodal improvements with an existing Commercial
Center at 38th Avenue and a planned Community Commercial Center at 44th Avenue. Future Wadsworth
improvements are identified in the Comprehensive Plan under the category ‘road capacity and safety
(“complete streets”). Suggested improvements include access and driveway consolidation, modified
cross-sections, and enhanced streetscaping.

4.1.5 Wheat Ridge Architectural and Site Design Manual
Adopted in on July 16, 2012, and amended in June of 2016, the City of Wheat Ridge Architectural and
Site Design Manual (City of Wheat Ridge, 2017) provides aesthetic design guidelines for architecture and
landscaping. The document identifies the corridor architectural and site design aesthetics as traditional
ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT
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and contemporary overlays. Traditional design overlay applies those portions of the city where a vibrant,
walkable environment is the most important. Traditional areas are envisioned to have an attractive,
pedestrian-friendly environment. This overlay aims to encourage a consistent street edge where buildings
line the sidewalk and parking areas are located behind or beside the building. Contemporary overlay
applies on commercial properties where a walkable environment is desired but where greater flexibility for
the placement of buildings and parking lots is sensible. It promotes a site design that makes buildings
visible from the street.

4.1.6 Wheat Ridge Streetscape Design Manual
Adopted in 2011, the City of Wheat Ridge Streetscape Design Manual (City of Wheat Ridge, 2011)
serves as a guiding document for design and aesthetics of streetscape design. The document also
identifies priority corridors— Wadsworth is identified as principal arterial roadway. The document
identifies facilities, amenity zones, and planting guidance desired to enhance and change the corridor to a
multiuse and pedestrian-friendly environment.

5.0 VISUAL IMPACT SCOPING
The study team followed the visual impact scoping process outlined in the FHWA’s Guidelines for the
Visual Assessment of Highway Projects (FHWA, 2015) to identify visual issues related to the Proposed
Action and to determine the appropriate level of effort and documentation to assess visual impacts.
To identify the visual context of the Wadsworth corridor, the study team reviewed the conceptual roadway
and landscape designs of the Proposed Action and conducted several site visits to review and document
the corridor’s existing visual character. In addition, the study team met with planners and public works
staff from Wheat Ridge and CDOT landscape architects.
The following summarizes the considerations identified from the scoping process. The scoping identified
a high compatibility of the Proposed Action with existing visual character, a lack of local concern, a low
potential for controversy, and a low sensitivity of likely viewer groups.

 The Wheat Ridge Envision Wheat Ridge Comprehensive Plan (City of Wheat Ridge, 2009) identifies
Wadsworth as a priority corridor for improvement and redevelopment, including improvements to
Wadsworth.

 The Proposed Action would follow the existing Wadsworth alignment and expand the right-of-way from
approximately 100 to approximately 140 feet, removing existing features and elements within the
expanded right-of-way.

 The existing visual character of Wadsworth in this study area is one of a developed urban corridor with
primarily retail land use adjacent to Wadsworth, surrounded by residential neighborhoods, and a ribbon
of park surrounding Clear Creek on the north end of the study area. Along Wadsworth itself are also an
array of signage types associated with businesses and restaurants, parking lots, and isolated green
space.

 The Proposed Action features would visually improve the surrounding environment by providing
consistent elements, such as lighting, sidewalks, landscaping, and an amenity buffer.
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 There were minimal comments regarding visual impacts during stakeholder outreach.
The study team completed the VIA Scoping Questionnaire, which considers the environmental
compatibility and viewer sensitivity of the Proposed Action. Responses to the series of questions included
in the questionnaire resulted in a score of 12. CDOT reviewed the scoping form at a meeting held on
December 13, 2016, and revised the score to 13. A copy of the VIA Scoping Questionnaire is included in
Appendix A.
According to the FHWA Guidelines, a VIA Memorandum is appropriate for a score of 13. A VIA
Memorandum is prepared when the potential for a project to cause adverse effects to visual resources,
viewers, or visual quality is negligible; it does not require a formal analysis. CDOT determined that an
Abbreviated VIA would be a more appropriate level of analysis based on the scale and types of
improvements included in the Proposed Action. The Abbreviated VIA establishes and identifies the
existing visual character and landscape units, documents concerns, analyzes the impacts to the existing
visual inventory, and identifies mitigation if needed.

6.0 VISUAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT
The Abbreviated VIA used the following steps to assess impacts to visual resources, viewers, and visual
quality:

 Define the project’s visual resources within the Area of Visual Effect.
 Establish the Wadsworth Landscape Units and their visual character, viewers, key viewpoints, and visual
quality.

 Review regulatory and guiding documents.
 Assess visual impacts.
 Determine mitigation.

6.1 Affected Environment
6.1.1 Area of Visual Effect
The Area of Visual Effect (AVE) is the area of project visibility with access to and from the project
boundaries. The AVE for the Proposed Action was determined by considering viewsheds, view limits to
and along the corridor, and the two established Wadsworth Landscape Units (Semi-Rural and Urban).
Because of the constrained view of the background, the AVE is narrow, extending to the back property
lines of adjacent parcels on the east and west sides of the corridor. Figure 7 depicts the AVE and the
Wadsworth Landscape Units.
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Area of Visual Effect and Landscape Units
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Viewsheds
The AVE includes the footprint of the Proposed Action and the visual setting beyond the “footprint” of the
Proposed Action. A viewshed is defined as an area that is visible to a viewer from a specific vantage
point. Everything within a specific viewshed can affect a viewer’s experience in a particular area, in this
case, the Wadsworth corridor. Viewsheds on the corridor are varied and dependent on proximity of
existing and undisturbed landscape, structures, and buildings.
The viewsheds in the corridor are defined as follows:

 Foreground: Wadsworth Boulevard,
sidewalks, landscaping/lighting, and signage
immediately adjacent to roadway, as well as
businesses that front directly onto the street
(Photo 1).

 Middleground: Businesses, parking lots,
limited areas of vegetation, and amenities
set back from Wadsworth (Photo 2).

 Background: Longer-distance views; in
many cases, blends with middleground
views. Intermittent views of residential
neighborhoods and businesses on
intersecting side streets, as well as longer
distance views of mountains to the west.

Photo 1. Typical corridor foreground viewshed looking
northwest

The corridor has static viewsheds, dynamic
viewsheds and restricted viewsheds. Static
viewsheds are single stationary vantage
points with a potential 360 degree view.
Dynamic viewsheds are mobile vantage
points, similar to what a traveler moving along
the roadway would experience. Restricted
viewsheds are landform conditions that block
visual access from either a dynamic or static
vantage point.

Photo 2. Typical corridor middleground viewshed
looking northeast
Because of the frequency of exposure to the
foreground and middleground of the corridor,
and limited visual access to background views from the roadway, the corridor has a narrow visual
experience. This is most experienced by travelers with dynamic views of the corridor. Neighbors are
business owners and their patrons and residents who experience limited static views into and from the
corridor. Near the north end of the corridor near Clear Creek, views into the background become more
accessible, but are limited by existing vegetation in the middleground and foreground views. This narrow
visual experience was used to determine the AVE.
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Views Along the Corridor
Along the corridor, there is one location between 38th Avenue and 42nd Avenue on the east side of
Wadsworth with views to the middleground and background. Large parking lots in front of businesses
allow unobstructed views from the corridor.
A gentle slope to the northern extent of the study area creates a ridge line and restricts the AVE to
middleground views for travelers in the corridor.
The north end of the study area allows for views north into the background, including the Wheat Ridge
Greenbelt adjacent to the Clear Creek Trail.

Wadsworth Landscape Units
The AVE is a mostly homogeneous visual experience of the urban context; however, there is change in
the Landscape Unit type within the corridor. The two influencing Landscape Unit types that helped
determine the AVE are Urban and Semi-Rural.

Urban Landscape Unit
The corridor from 35th Avenue to 48th Avenue forms a spatially defined and narrow Urban Landscape
Unit, flanked with commercial and residential buildings and other urban elements, such as signage, street
lights, and intermittent vegetation and landscaping (Photo 3).

Photo 3. Urban Landscape Unit near 3 Acre Lane looking north
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Semi-Rural Landscape Unit
North of 48th Avenue, the roadway dips down to I-70, and the corridor transforms to a Semi-Rural
Landscape Unit with naturalistic features, such as trees, shrubs, and trail access points (Photo 4).

Photo 4. Semi-Rural Landscape Unit adjacent to Johnson Park looking north to I-70

Existing Visual Character of the Corridor
Given the variety of commercial and residential developments along Wadsworth and existing
inconsistency in landscaping and amenities, the urban nature of the corridor is visually cluttered. A
mixture of business signage is dominant throughout the corridor and prevalent in all three viewsheds. The
land uses are not unified, and there is not a clear focal point or destination to orient other uses. The
corridor is primarily dominated by one-story commercial buildings, with scattered single-family residences.
Most of the corridor is developed, with the exception of a couple small undeveloped parcels on the west
side—one near 46th Avenue and one just south of 48th Avenue.
The visual nature of the corridor changes north of 44th Avenue. Between 38th Avenue and 44th Avenue,
very few trees or landscaping are present within the right-of-way; a few commercial properties have small
trees and shrubs along the perimeter of their parcels. The visual effect is one of sparseness; the lack of
trees and landscaping gives this section of Wadsworth a much more “stark” feel, added to by the
expansive business parking lots. North of 44th Avenue, there are many mature trees directly adjacent to
the road. The trees mask more of the signage and buildings in this section. Overhead streetlights are
intermittent, primarily along the east edge of the corridor.
Beginning at 48th Avenue, the northern boundary of the study area, the corridor slopes down toward
Johnson Park, the Wheat Ridge Greenbelt, the I-70 ramps and overpass. The crest of this hill provides
views of I-70 and businesses and residences to the north in Arvada. The heavily forested views of
Johnson Park and the Wheat Ridge Greenbelt are considered key viewpoints. Impact to these views are
assessed in Section 7.2.2.
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Parking is placed in the front of most buildings and, therefore, dominates views from Wadsworth. Smaller
properties located closer to Wadsworth typically have one row of parking in front; larger commercial sites
have larger parking lots in front. There are also numerous unsignalized access points for businesses
along the corridor, which break up any consistent views of sidewalk or landscaping.
Sidewalks are intermittent; in some locations, the sidewalks parallel Wadsworth along the back of curb,
while in others a tree lawn provides a buffer. This inconsistency makes it difficult to visually separate the
vehicular space from the sidewalks or landscaping.

Viewer Groups
There are two types of viewers in the study area—neighbors and travelers. Travelers are users of the
existing corridor or future users of the corridor. Neighbors are people who are not traveling on the
roadway but see it from their geographic location in the AVE. For this visual analysis, we subdivided
these viewers into four primary viewer types. Their visual experiences are as follows:
Travelers

 Commuters. The drivers and passengers using the corridor as a through street for commuting
purposes are less likely to be affected by visual clutter because the view is dynamic, they are moving at
higher speeds, and they have a narrower cone of vision. During peak commuting times in congestion,
this viewer group has longer exposure to the foreground and middleground viewsheds. Their sensitivity
to visual changes is low.

 Pedestrians/Bicyclists. While dynamic, pedestrians and cyclists move at a slower pace and,
therefore, have a larger cone of vision than drivers. They are likely to be spending longer amounts of
time in the corridor than a vehicle, either walking along Wadsworth, walking across parking lots to
access businesses, or accessing transit. They are more likely to be affected by lack of landscaping or
consistency in signage and sidewalks. All three viewsheds are visible to this group, but pedestrians are
most likely affected by elements in the foreground. Their sensitivity to visual changes is low.
Neighbors

 Local Residents. Local residents using Wadsworth to access local businesses are more likely to be
traveling at slower speeds, have a relatively static view, and are affected by the numerous signs and
access points along the corridor. The inconsistency in sign heights, street lights, and access points can
cause confusion. All three viewsheds (foreground, middleground, and background) are most likely to
affect this viewer group during travel to and from destinations on the corridor. Their sensitivity to visual
changes is low.

 Business Owners/Employees. Business owners and employees have a static view as they spend the
most time in the corridor. Depending on the location of the business, employees may have direct views
of the street. Given their relatively stationary positions, the viewer is likely to experience all three
viewsheds, influenced by the surrounding urban context. Their sensitivity to visual changes is low.
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7.0 IMPACT ANALYSIS
7.1 Evaluation Process and Criteria
This section of the Abbreviated VIA describes the criteria and evaluation of the visual impacts of the
Proposed Action to the visual character, viewers, and visual quality of the corridor. For the analysis
phase, the study team evaluated the changes to the visual resources within each landscape unit in three
steps, to identify:

 Visual compatibility of the Proposed Action with the existing visual character (compatible or
incompatible).

 Viewer sensitivity to changes (sensitive or insensitive).
 Degree of visual impacts to visual quality (adverse, neutral or beneficial).

7.2 Evaluation Criteria
7.2.1 Compatibility with Visual Character
The visual compatibility or contrast of the Proposed Action with the existing visual character of the
landscape is based on the ability of the environment to absorb the visual changes of the project. The
study team analyzed the visual contrast of the Proposed Action roadway, retaining walls, and
intersections with natural and cultural environment features within each landscape unit. The analysis
considers the contrast of the form, line, color, texture, scale, and materials of each project element with
landforms, vegetation, water, and development (existing and future). The degree of visual contrast is
characterized in the following three levels:

 Strong visual contrast—Proposed Action would attract attention and dominate landscape features.
 Moderate visual contrast—Proposed Action would begin to attract attention, but remain subordinate to
landscape features.

 Weak visual contrast—Proposed Action would not attract attention or reduce the diversity and continuity
of landscape features.
Determining the visual compatibility of the Proposed Action (compatible or incompatible) with the visual
character of the natural, cultural, and project environments are tied to two levels of visual contrast:

 Compatible—Moderate or weak levels of visual contrast to natural environment and cultural
environment features are considered compatible with the visual character of the landscape units.

 Incompatible—Strong or moderate-strong levels of contrast to natural environment and cultural
environment features are considered incompatible with the visual character of the landscape unit.

7.2.2 Impact to Visual Quality
The objective of the FHWA VIA is to determine the degree of impacts to the visual quality of each
landscape unit (beneficial, adverse, or neutral). The process for assessing visual impacts incorporates the
ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT
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visual compatibility and viewer sensitivity assessments to determine the degree of visual impact to visual
quality.
The evaluation of visual impacts of the Proposed Action focuses on visual compatibility, visual contrast
with key viewpoints (such as of Johnson Park in the north), and viewer response to changes in visual
quality associated within the two landscape units along Wadsworth. Viewer group sensitivity to all
changes is low.
In both landscape units, visual quality over time would be assured by maintenance provided by Wheat
Ridge. This would include irrigation, maintenance of plant material, and maintenance of walls. This
activity would be included in an Intergovernmental Agreement between CDOT and the City of Wheat
Ridge.
In both landscape units, the temporary visual impact during construction would be the same. Construction
equipment would be visible as would material stockpiles, , high visibility fencing, dust and debris and
staging areas. All work would occur in the roadway right-of-way or within temporary easements (typically
10 feet behind the existing right-of-way). Visual quality would be adversely affected. These short-term
adverse effects would affect commuters, local residents, pedestrians and bicyclists and business owners
and patrons.

Urban Landscape Unit Visual Impact Assessment
The Proposed Action would be visually compatible with the existing visual character in the Urban
Landscape Unit. Its features have weak visual contrast and typical viewer groups have low sensitivity which
would result in the following impact to the existing visual character for the following reasons:

 The scale, form, materials, finishes, and overall visual character of the Proposed Action would be
compatible with the visual character of the existing natural, cultural, and transportation-related
environments. Typical streetscape treatments will be consistent with those described in Chapter 2
Section 2.2 of the City of Wheat Ridge Streetscape Design Manual (City of Wheat Ridge, 2011). The
Wheat Ridge standard for pedestrian and street lighting will be followed. Colors and textures for surface
treatment of retaining walls and noise barriers will be carefully chosen to complement the existing visual
character.

 Although some trees would be removed for the construction of road infrastructure, proposed
landscaping added along the corridor would soften the harder edges of visual clutter that characterize
the existing visual character, resulting in a beneficial impact.

 The contrast of the Proposed Action design elements to the visual quality of the Urban Landscape Unit
would be weak because the materials and scale of the Proposed Action elements would be comparable
to existing conditions.

 The Proposed Action in the Urban Landscape Unit is dominated by less sensitive viewers because their
proximity is generally contained to foreground views, and their view duration is generally short and
generally dynamic in nature. The great majority of viewers are travelers whose attention is primarily
focused on the vehicle in front of them or on road signage.
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 The Proposed Action would not dominate or generally impact the commercial, residential, and existing
viewsheds for commuters, local residents, and pedestrians. The project elements would provide a
unifying, cohesive visual change because of their consistent width, colors and treatment. This would
include the amenity zone, clearer access points, the sidewalk and pedestrian lighting.

 New signage would be added to direct motorists in the vicinity of the continuous flow intersections.
During final design, the signage will be optimized to minimize visual clutter while maintaining safety.

 Three noise barriers would be added at the locations shown in Figure 8 and Figure 9 as
“Recommended Noise Barriers.” These barriers would represent new visual elements in the landscape
at those locations. Two of the barriers are 20 feet tall and one is 12 feet tall. Even though these barriers
are new elements at those locations, their overall contrast is moderate because the surface treatment
will be carefully chosen to complement existing visual character and because the overall visual
character of the Urban Landscape Unit includes other vertical elements. Views from the residential units
north or west toward the barriers would be changed and confined to the foreground of the barriers. The
new barriers south of 26th Avenue along the Morning Side apartments on the east side of Wadsworth
would not affect mountain views since the mountain views are only visible from the top (third story)
units, and the noise barriers would not be that tall. Views from the other two locations are currently of
the street and development across the street. Views of the barriers from Wadsworth or 44th Avenue
would be changed so that the new noise barrier would be dominant, instead of the residential land
uses.

 Six of the retaining walls would be short in height (less than approximately 3 feet tall) so their overall
visual impact is neutral.

 At Town Center Park, the Proposed Action would continue its unifying and beneficial visual context,
providing a sense of continuity of urban design elements with its adjacent properties, resulting in a
beneficial impact.

 In proximity to the historic resources eligible for inclusion on the National Register of Historic Places,
according to the Determination of Effects prepared for the Section 106 process, the Proposed Action
elements would not result in visual effects that contribute to the Section 106 findings of no adverse or
adverse effect.

Semi-Rural Landscape Unit Visual Impact Assessment
Within the Semi-Rural Landscape Unit, the Proposed Action has the following visual impacts, considering
contrast, compatibility, viewer sensitivity, and viewer awareness:

 The Proposed Action walls along both sides of Wadsworth just south of Clear Creek as Wadsworth dips
down to the Clear Creek floodplain would be noticeable; however, because there are walls in those
locations with the existing condition, the contrast is moderate, compatibility is high, and viewer
sensitivity is low because motorist views are focused either north to the landscaping along Clear Creek
or south to traffic on Wadsworth. The existing view is channeled by the walls on both sides.

 The existing wall on the west side would remain, with a new sidewalk constructed on top of the wall with
an additional tiered wall behind the sidewalk. The new sidewalk would open up new views to the north
and south for the pedestrians and bicyclists.
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Potential Noise Barrier Locations
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Potential Noise Barrier Locations
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 On the east side, the existing wall (which is 6 to 8 feet tall) with a 5-foot-tall fence on top, would be
removed and replaced with a new wall with an average height of 15 feet (18 feet at its highest). The
new wall would be located farther away from Wadsworth than the existing wall, which would remove the
current tunnel effect created by a very narrow (2-foot) concrete path immediately adjacent to the wall
and right next to the travel lane. The proposed multiuse path would be located behind a 4-foot buffer
providing 14 feet between the travel lane and the wall. The new wall would only be adjacent to the path
for approximately 10 feet. Most of the area east of the path would be regraded and landscaped. This is
illustrated in Figure 10. The surface treatment on the wall (concrete with muted tones that complement
the existing visual character) would be an improvement over the existing condition. The overall visual
impact from the east wall is neutral, because the wall would be located so much farther back from the
edge of the new roadway and its overall surface area would be reduced compared to the current wall.

Figure 10. Proposed Retaining Walls on Wadsworth North of 48th Avenue

 On the east side of Wadsworth, the removal of the trees and shrubs to create a water quality pond and
an ADA-accessible path down to Clear Creek would have moderate contrast with the existing more
wild, rural character, at least until the revegetated portions of the park mature. The overall look and feel
would be slightly more manicured, with more concrete for the path. The overall visual impact from walls
is neutral.

 On the west side of Wadsworth, the sidewalk on top of the existing wall would continue north and
switch back down to street level to connect to a sidewalk on the other side of the Johnson Park
entrance driveway. The new sidewalk would require removal of shrubs on top of the wall and as it
ramps down to the driveway into Johnson Park. The removal of shrubs and addition of the path would
change the visual character of a small area of the park to be more manicured, with concrete for the
path. The area where the shrubs would be removed is heavily vegetated so the removal of the relatively
small number of shrubs would not be noticeable and is a neutral impact (Photo 5). This change is of
moderate visual contrast but compatible with the existing visual character.
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Photo 5. Johnson Park vegetation
Source: Google maps

8.0 MITIGATION
The visual resource mitigation measures are described in Table 2.
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Table 2. Summary of Impacts and Mitigation
Mitigation
Category
Visual

Timing/Phase that
Mitigation will be
Implemented
Pre-Construction

Mitigation Commitment from Source Document

Visual impact of new retaining
walls and noise barriers.

Colors and textures for surface treatment of retaining
walls and noise barriers will be carefully chosen to
complement the existing visual character. This will be
coordinated with the CDOT Landscape Architect and
the City of Wheat Ridge.

City of Wheat
Ridge

Any disturbance to existing vegetation will be
avoided and/or minimized to the maximum extent
possible. Replacement plantings will be provided.

City of Wheat
Ridge

During Construction

During final design, the signage will be optimized to
minimize visual clutter while maintaining safety.

City of Wheat
Ridge

Pre-Construction

Stockpile areas will be in containers or neatly
organized, cleaned and located in less visibly
sensitive areas, and whenever possible, not visible
from recreational areas. Dust mitigation is addressed
by mitigation for air quality.

Contractor

During Construction

Visual

Removal of shrubs in Johnson
Park and for the water quality
pond east of Wadsworth and for
the switchback multipurpose
path.

Visual

New signage to direct motorists
in the vicinity of the continuous
flow intersections.

Visual

Responsible
Branch

Impact

Temporary adverse impacts to
visual quality due to material
stockpiles, high visibility fencing,
dust and debris, and staging
areas.
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[Mitigation is listed under Biological Resources,
Visual in Table 5 Summary of Impacts and Mitigation
for the Proposed Action in the Template EA
document.]

[Mitigation is listed under Parks and Recreation,
Section 4(f), Visual in Table 5 Summary of Impacts
and Mitigation for the Proposed Action in the
Template EA document.]
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Visual Impacts Assessment (VIA) Questionnaire

VISUAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT SCOPING QUESTIONNAIRE
Project Name: Wadsworth Blvd. Environmental Assessment

Site Visit Date:

Location: Wadsworth Boulevard between 35th Avenue and I-70

Time:

Special Conditions/Notes:

Conducted By: Gina McAfee,
LA

Environmental Compatibility
1. Will the project result in a noticeable change in the physical characteristics of the existing
environment?
The project includes an additional vehicular lane in each direction, a two-way cycle track and double
left turn lanes at 38th and 44th. The project includes no landform changes, no bridges, and no noise
barriers. It does include reconstruction of two retaining walls and introduction of one or two low cut
walls with hand railings. It also includes new median and street lawn landscaping. Most of the
properties in the study area are commercial (76.4 percent), 15 percent is residential and the
remaining properties are vacant. Considering the existing physical characteristics of the corridor with
large commercial buildings, interspersed with single family residential there is a moderate level of
permanent change.
High level of permanent change (3)
Low level of permanent or temporary change (1)

X

Moderate level of permanent change (2)
No Noticeable Change (0)

2. Will the project complement or contrast with the visual character desired by the community?
A Planning and Environmental Linkages Report was completed in September 2015. Street side
improvements for the project include unifying pedestrian and bicycle improvements and landscaping.
The study included several public meetings (with iPad surveys done after each meeting) and blockby-block meetings. The majority of comments received were supportive of the project. No concerns
were expressed about any visual impact. The project area is urban in appearance and will remain so
after the proposed changes are made.
Low Compatibility (3)
X

Moderate Compatibility (2)

High compatibility (1)

3. What level of local concern is there for the types of project features (e.g., bridge structures, large
excavations, sound barriers, or median planting removal) and construction impacts that are
proposed?
During the robust public involvement program conducted during the PEL process, there was no
concern expressed about bridge structures, large excavations, sound barrier, median planting
removal or construction impacts.

January 2017 | A-1

X

High concern (3)

Moderate concern (2)

Low concern (1)

Negligible Project Features (0)

4. Is it anticipated that to mitigate visual impacts, it may be necessary to develop extensive or novel
mitigation strategies to avoid, minimize, or compensate for adverse impacts or will using conventional
mitigation strategies, such as landscape or architectural treatment adequately mitigate adverse visual
impacts? Only conventional mitigation will be needed for water quality impacts (a water quality pond in the
Clear Creek floodplain) and minor ROW acquisition at the historic church. Landscape plans are more robust
than a typical CDOT project.

X

Extensive Non-Conventional Mitigation Likely (3)

Some non-conventional Mitigation Likely (2)

Only Conventional Mitigation Likely (1)

No Mitigation Likely (0)

5. Will this project, when seen collectively with other projects, result in an aggregate adverse change
(cumulative impacts) in overall visual quality or character?
The new roadway design on 38th Avenue east of the project and the potential redevelopment of
Wheat Ridge Corners (a mixed-use development) on the SW corner of 38th Avenue will be
compatible with the design elements of the Wadsworth Boulevard project.
Cumulative Impacts likely: 0-5 years (3)
X

Cumulative Impacts likely: 6-10 years (2)

Cumulative Impacts unlikely (1)
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Viewer Sensitivity
1. What is the potential that the project proposal may be controversial within the community, or opposed
by any organized group?
Based on the input received during the public involvement process for the PEL Study, there is little
potential that the project proposal will be controversial within the community or opposed by any
organized group.

X

High Potential (3)

Moderate Potential (2)

Low Potential (1)

No Potential (0)

2. How sensitive are potential viewer-groups likely to be regarding visible changes proposed by the
project?
The viewer groups are home owners, through travelers, business owners, bus patrons, pedestrians
and bicyclists. Based on feedback received during the PEL process, these viewer groups are
anticipated to be positive about the improvements.
High Sensitivity (3)
X

Moderate Sensitivity (2)

Low Sensitivity (1)

3. To what degree does the project's aesthetic approach appear to be consistent with applicable laws,
ordinances, regulations, policies or standards? The planned improvements are consistent with the
City of Wheat Ridge and CDOT standards and ordinances, including comprehensive and land use
plans.
Low Compatibility (3)
X

Moderate Compatibility (2)

High compatibility (1)

4. Are permits going to be required by outside regulatory agencies (i.e., Federal, State, or local)?
If a Section 404 permit is required it will be a Nationwide. Water quality ponds will be added.
Floodplain permits may be needed.
Yes (3)

X

Maybe (2)

No (1)

5. Will the project sponsor or public benefit from a more detailed visual analysis in order to help reach
consensus on a course of action to address potential visual impacts?
Since the project visual impacts are likely to be primarily positive, a more detailed VIA would not be
helpful. The VIA will be conducted in coordination with other resource-types as part of the
environmental review process.
Yes (3
X

Maybe (2)

No (1)
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DETERMINING THE LEVEL OF VISUAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT
Total the scores of the answers to all ten questions on the Visual Impact Assessment Scoping
Questionnaire. Use the total score from the questionnaire as an indicator of the appropriate level of VIA to
perform for the project. Confirm that the level suggested by the checklist is consistent with the project
teams' professional judgments. If there remains doubt about whether a VIA needs to be completed, it may
be prudent to conduct an Abbreviated VIA. If there remains doubt about the level of the VIA, begin with
the simpler VIA process. If visual impacts emerge as a more substantial concern than anticipated, the
level of VIA documentation can always be increased.
The level of the VIA can initially be based on the following ranges of total scores:
☐Score 25-30
An Expanded VIA is probably necessary. It is recommended that it should be proceeded by a formal
visual scoping study prior to beginning the VIA to alert the project team to potential highly adverse
impacts and to develop new project alternatives to avoid those impacts. These technical studies will likely
receive state-wide, even national, public review. Extensive use of visual simulations and a comprehensive
public involvement program would be typical.
☐Score 20-24
A Standard VIA is recommended. This technical study will likely receive extensive local, perhaps statewide, public review. It would typically include several visual simulations. It would also include a thorough
examination of public planning and policy documents supplemented with a direct public engagement
processes to determine visual preferences.
☐Score 15-19
An Abbreviated VIA would briefly describe project features, impacts and mitigation requirements. Visual
simulations would be optional. An Abbreviated VIA would receive little direct public interest beyond a
summary of its findings in the project's environmental documents. Visual preferences would be based on
observation and review of planning and policy documents by local jurisdictions.
☒Score 10-14 (Score of 12)
A VIA Memorandum addressing minor visual issues that indicates the nature of the limited impacts and
any necessary mitigation strategies that should be implemented would likely be sufficient along with an
explanation of why no formal analysis is required.
☐Score 6-9
No noticeable physical changes to the environment are proposed and no further analysis is required. Print
out a copy of this completed questionnaire for your project file to document that there is no effect. A VIA
Memorandum may be used to document that there is no effect and to explain the approach used for the
determination.
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