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CHAPTER 3 — EXISTING CONDITIONS

3.1 Overview of Project Area
3.1.1 Landscape Setting

Chittenden County is located in the Champlain Valley region of Northwest Vermont, and
contains a varied natural landscape of rolling hills, lake shore, mountains and rivers. Human-
made landscape features include the City of Burlington, historic village centers, farmlands and
suburban residential and commercial development. Chittenden County provides views of the
Green Mountains to the east, and Lake Champlain and the Adirondack mountains to the west.

The project area contains examples of many of the visual resource features of Chittenden
County as a whole, including:

= Meandering rivers and streams—Winooski River and Allen Brook

* Forested hills—south of 1-89

» Historic village centers—Essex Junction and Williston villages

= Suburban residential development—Brennan Woods, Coyote Run

=  Suburban commercial development—Taft Corners

*» Farmlands—along Winooski River

= Distant views of Green and Adirondack Mountains —various vantage points.

3.1.2 Important Visual Resources
Important aspects of the natural and human-made environment that contribute to the visual
character and quality of the project area were identified as the basis for selecting viewpoints and

views for the VIA. The specific natural and human-made features identified are listed below.

Natural Features

=  Distant views of Green Mountains, and Adirondack Mountains.

» The Winooski River and the agricultural and forested lands along its banks.

= Allen Brook and its forested riparian corridor and wetlands.

= The forested hills south of I-89 and Martel Hill north of Mountain View Road.

» The open fields in the Circ A/B corridor between 1-89 and US 2, and between US 2 and
Mountain View Road.

Human-made Features

= Historic structures and districts listed or eligible for listing on the National/State Register
of Historic Places (See Chapter 10: Effects of the Evaluated Alternatives on Archaeology
and Historic Architecture for an inventory of these resources).

= Overlook Park.

=  Veteran’'s Memorial Park

= Catamount Golf Course.

= Park Street corridor and Essex Junction Village Center.

= Suburban residential development along VT 2A and Circ A/B corridors in Williston.

3-1 Visual Resources Technical Report



Circ-Williston Transportation Project DEIS FHWA-VT-EIS-07-02-D

3.1.3 Sensitive Viewpoints

Sensitive viewpoints were selected based on places where important visual resources are
visible and at transition points between different landscape types along the VT 2A and Circ A/B
corridors.

Along the VT 2A corridor, sensitive viewpoints were selected at the following locations:

= Marshall Avenue/Maple Tree Place
= Taft Corners/Blair Park

= Allen Brook/Roadside Residential

= James Brown Drive/Mixed-Use

= Winooski River

= Park Street Village Residential

* [roquois Avenue Commercial

= Five Corners Intersection

Along the Circ A/B corridor, the following sensitive viewpoints were selected at the following
locations:

»= |-89 Interchange

= US 2 Crossing

= Mountain View Road Crossing and Redmond Road
= Winooski River

These viewpoints are described in more detail in Sections 3.2 and 3.3 for the VT 2A and Circ
A/B corridors respectively.

3.1.4 Viewer Groups

Three categories of viewer groups that may be affected by changes in visual resources in the
project area were identified.

Local Residents

Local residents along the VT 2A and Circ A/B corridors view visual resource changes from their
yards, homes, at outdoor recreational facilities and during travel on local roads. Local residents
have long-term exposure to landscape changes. Local residents tend to be familiar with local
views and may be very sensitive to changes in views they consider important.

Business Employees

Business employees tend to experience limited views of the surrounding landscape while at
their place of employment. Many business employees work inside exclusively and are focused
on job responsibilities. Therefore, their sensitivity to visual resource changes is low.

Through Travelers/Commuters

Through Travelers/Commuters view the landscape from automobiles. Views experienced by
travelers are influenced by the roadway profile, with elevated views being provided by hills,
bridges and overpasses. The sensitivity of drivers to visual resource changes is reduced
because they tend to be moving, have a narrow field of view compared to an observer outside a
vehicle, and are preoccupied by the task of driving. Passengers of vehicles have higher
sensitivity to visual resource changes than drivers because they tend to have greater
opportunities for prolonged views of landscape features.
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3.2 VT 2A Corridor

3.2.1 Landscape Setting

Moving north from the forested hillsides south of -89, the grade of VT 2A levels out as the
roadway crosses the low-lying areas on either side of the Winooski River. There are two major
dips in its profile, one at Allen Brook and the other at the Winooski River. Overall, VT 2A
descends 90 feet from 1-89 to Essex Junction, with the average grade of 0.5 percent.

Large portions of the VT 2A study corridor were farmed through the 1960s, and much of the
area remains free of large trees. With the exception of wetlands, these same areas have been
rapidly developed for housing and commercial purposes. Corridor vegetation consists of
sporadic clusters of trees along the roadside and in natural and protected areas that include the
Allen Brook stream corridor and Morse Cemetery. Many new development-related tree
plantings within the past twenty years are beginning to show their presence, and in future years
they will create a greater sense of enclosure along the corridor and provide a buffer to roadside
development. Few long range views from the VT 2A corridor to the background hills and
mountains remain, having been interrupted recently by low rise, mixed commercial development
and multifamily housing projects. This same roadside development impedes views of VT 2A
and provides a visual buffer to buildings and land uses beyond the corridor.

Visible utilities within the corridor include signalized intersections, roadside power lines, and
several major transmission line crossings. The roadside power lines begin at the Sunoco
Service Station north of 1-89 and continue along the east side of VT 2A all the way to Green
Mountain Power Corporation’s Overlook Park on the south bank of the Winooski River. The
elevated power lines and associated structures appear once again on the north side of the river
and continue along the west side of VT 2A to Five Corners. Major overhead transmission lines
are located at Blair Park south of Paul Street and Zephyr Road, and at Overlook Park south of
the Winooski River and adjacent to the dam and Green Mountain Power’s hydroelectric
generating station.

Roadway lighting occurs at all intersections on shared wooden power poles or steel signal
poles. Six individual roadway lights along the west side of the Winooski River Bridge illuminate
the bridge deck. Continuous roadway lighting exists on the west side of VT 2A in the Village of
Essex Junction where light fixtures are mounted on wood utility poles approximately 200 feet
apart.

The landscape units along the VT 2A corridor are described below, from north to south.

Hurricane Lane to US 2, Large Commercial Developments

The large new commercial developments at Taft Corners Park and Maple Tree Place include
big box retail stores, restaurants, and low rise office buildings, which dominate the VT 2A
corridor landscape. Building setbacks vary from close-to-the street with parking at the side and
rear, to several hundred feet with parking in front. Restaurants occupy three of the four corners
at the Marshall Avenue and Maple Tree Place intersection. Refer to photos 1 to 3.

US 2 to O’'Brien Court, Mixed-Use Commercial and Institutional Developments

The low-rise commercial and institutional developments of Blair Park and Taft Corners Shops
dominate the landscape. Building setbacks vary from close-to-the street to several hundred feet
with parking in front and to the side and rear. The four-lane roadway transitions to two lanes at
the entrance to Taft Corners Shops. The large electrical transmission line crossing and
roadside wetlands provide brief oblique views into and through the roadside development.
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Existing trees include a mix of mature deciduous and evergreen trees along with smaller more
recently planted trees. Refer to photos 4 and 5.

O’'Brien Court to Morgan Parkway, Roadside Residential

One-story single family roadside housing is the predominant land use. Setbacks are typically
less than 100 feet and yard landscaping provides a mix of moderate to large sized deciduous
and evergreen trees. Areas of visual interest include the heavily wooded Allen Brook Greenway
crossing. Here, VT 2A dips down 30 feet to the stream bed and rises again to the open field in
front of Meadow Run condominiums. The VT 2A corridor widens at several locations including
Christ Memorial Church opposite Sharon Drive, and on either side of the residence at 669
Essex Road opposite River Cove Road. Refer to photos 5 to 7.

Morgan Parkway to Eastview Drive, Mixed Commercial and Residential

Single family housing on the west side of VT 2A gives way to several small scale commercial
businesses, a gas station convenience store, the James Brown Drive business park, a farm and
garden store, and a tire service center. Single family housing located on the east side of VT 2A
ends at the Mountain View and the Eastview Estates condominiums opposite the tire service
center. Refer to photo 8.

Eastview Drive to Cascade Street, Winooski River Greenway and Overlook Park

This scenic natural area provides a distinctly different development pattern from the areas south
and north of the Winooski River. The cleared electrical transmission line ROW and minimal
vegetation within the roadcut on the approach to the bridge allow for dramatic views of the
hydroelectric dam, powerhouse and the river both upstream and downstream. VT 2A descends
30 feet to the bridge then rises again on the approach to Mill Street. Refer to photos 9 and 10.

Park Street (VT 2A) from Cascade Street to Iroquois Avenue, Old Village Roadside
Residential

Older two-story closely spaced houses with minimum front yard setbacks occupy both sides of
VT 2A and include ten historical sites along with the Park Street Historic District. The roadway
is lined with large mature trees on both sides of the street creating an enclosed corridor space,
which gradually climbs toward Five Corners. Refer to photos 10 and 11.

Iroguois Avenue to VT 15, Roadside and Railroad Mixed-Use Commercial

A mix of old and new roadside commercial buildings and houses converted to businesses
dominate this landscape and the approach to Five Corners. There are five historical sites
including a portion of the School Street — Park Terrace Historic District. Commercial building
locations are heavily influenced by the two active railroad crossings. Roadside trees thin out
then reappear on both sides of VT 2A in the vicinity of the Lincoln Inn. Refer to photos 11 and
12.

VT 2A, VT 15 and VT 117 at Five Corners, Village Downtown Center

Five major roadways converge at the center of Essex Junction Village where a variety of mixed-
use development defines this unique open space. Defining structures include historic office
buildings, several banks, a memorial park, auto services, a convenience store and the landmark
Lincoln Inn restaurant. Moving vehicles dominate the space and high traffic volumes challenge
pedestrian circulation. Corner tree plantings, lawns and park plantings soften the intersection’s
landscape. Refer to photos 13 and 14.

3.2.2 Sensitive Viewpoints

The following sensitive viewpoints were identified for the VT 2A corridor:
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= Marshall Avenue/Maple Tree Place

= Taft Corners/Blair Park

= Allen Brook Greenway/Roadside Residential
= James Brown Drive/Mixed-Use

= Winooski River Greenway

» Park Street Village Residential

* Iroquois Avenue Commercial

= Five Corners Intersection

Marshall Avenue/Maple Tree Place

The visible mixed-use commercial roadside development includes big box retail, restaurants
and several banks southwest of Taft Corners. Undeveloped land and planned open space,
between foreground buildings provide long range views west to Burlington and the Adirondack
Mountains; east across the Maple Tree Place detention pond to Mount Mansfield, with the
exception of the corner restaurants and banks. Most of the big box stores face inward to parking
areas and green spaces and away from the VT 2A roadway. Relatively recent tree plantings
are gradually becoming a more effective landscape buffer for the adjoining land uses that look
out onto VT 2A.

Taft Corners/Blair Park

Taft Corners mixed-use commercial development includes an older retail mini-mall, a gas
station convenience store, Blair Park Commercial Office Complex and roadside mixed-use
commercial. Views from VT 2A are limited by roadside mixed-use commercial buildings. Views
from VT 2A are limited by roadside development. The exception is the northwest to southeast
power line ROW which provides views of the wooded hillside south of 1-89. Several buildings
face VT 2A, but most face away from VT 2A and look inward to parking spaces, internal loop
roads, and landscaped open spaces. The more mature trees at Taft Corners are effective in
buffering and softening views of the VT 2A roadway.

Allen Brook Greenway/Roadside Residential

Allen Brook crosses under a VT 2A bridge and winds downstream to the Winooski River. The
heavily wooded Allen Brook Greenway, Meadow Run condominium front yard, and several
undeveloped roadside fields broaden the roadway corridor width and provide interesting views.
The smaller more intimate scale of the single family one-story residential buildings contrast
sharply with the Taft Corners big box retail stores and the smaller commercial buildings adjacent
to Taft Corners. Roadside houses and their mature yard trees limit views from the corridor as
well as views of VT 2A from the nearby residential subdivisions behind these houses. Several
groups of large evergreen trees narrow the corridor width and channelize views along the VT 2A
corridor.

James Brown Drive/Mixed-Use

Roadside development shifts from primarily residential subdivision lots to larger mixed-use
commercial developments including a gas station convenience store and a small cluster of off-
road commercial buildings. Views from the road open up to the west because of the large
vacant commercial lots on the northwest corner of James Brown Drive and VT 2A. Views of VT
2A are possible from most of the roadside buildings.

Winooski River Greenway

Commercial roadside development includes Green Mountain Power’s hydroelectric generating
station and dam, followed by a few scattered houses and open space including Green Mountain
Power’s Overlook Park, the powerline ROW, and the Winooski River corridor. These open
areas and the elevated Winooski River bridge allow views from the corridor and views of the VT
2A roadway from the park. The open character of the surrounding Winooski River Greenway
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and the utility ROW'’s contrasts with the more enclosed section of the VT 2A corridor and of the
roadside residential neighborhoods north of the bridge.

Park Street Village Residential

The presence of single family residential development north of the bridge narrows the visibility
along the VT 2A corridor width which gradually transitions to commercial development. These
houses and their mature yard trees limit views from VT 2A, and instead channelize views along
the corridor. VT 2A (Park Street) is in full view of these houses.

Iroguois Avenue Commercial

The residential development gradually changes to include more commercial development north
of the Winooski River toward the Five Corners. Views from VT 2A remain limited by residential
or commercial buildings. These buildings look directly onto VT 2A (Park Street) and provide an
effective buffer to the remainder of the neighborhood located behind these frontage lots.

Five Corners

Structures surrounding the Five Corners intersection vary in design and use. They define the
intersecting corridor spaces and each approach is somewhat different. Apart from the static
building masses, the procession of vehicular traffic moving through this space dominate the
visual character of the area. Views from the Five Corners radiate along the VT 15, VT 2A and
VT 117 corridors, and are contained by tightly spaced roadside development. Views of the
roadway and intersection are similarly focused on its center. The mature trees located on the
west side approach to the intersection enhance these corridors; whereas, it will be years before
the recent tree plantings on the east side provide similar visual benefits.

3.2.3 Viewsheds

With few exceptions, the VT 2A corridor is limited to enclosed foreground views due to
vegetation and existing roadside buildings. There are scenic views of the Winooski River and
rolling hillsides at the north and south ends of the corridor, respectively. The few remaining
glimpses of the Green Mountains are at right angles to the corridor and brief in duration. Views
beyond the corridor are typically interrupted by foreground structures, traffic, and the built
environment on both sides of VT 2A. These foreground structures look directly onto VT 2A and
prevent views of VT 2A from structures beyond the roadside development.

Perhaps the most dramatic view of the commercially developed portion of VT 2A corridor occurs
at the south end of the corridor on the downhill approach to Hurricane Lane and [-89.
Northbound motorists on VT 2A look over the 1-89 bridge to foreground views of Taft Corners
Park and Maple Tree Place, and beyond to middleground views of Essex’s broad, rolling hills
and the larger background hills in the more distant towns of Milton, Westford and Underhill.

From the flat terrain north of the 1-89 bridge, there are typically only enclosed foreground views
due to existing roadside development. Notable exceptions to this occur along the west side of
VT 2A between |-89 and Marshall Avenue where undeveloped land and low-set buildings below
the horizon line provide several long range views to Burlington and the tops of the Adirondack
Mountains. Similarly, the open space north of Maple Tree Place, including a stormwater pond,
provides long range views northeast to Martell Hill, Green Mountains, and Mount Mansfield. The
enclosed foreground views vary from 50 to 200 feet depending on building setbacks. North of
O’Brien Court and the Vermont State Employees Credit Union, enclosed foreground views are
defined by low roadside housing development, yard trees, and isolated commercial buildings.
The south approach to the Winooski River and views from the bridge provides dramatic views of
the river corridor including the hydroelectric dam and powerhouse.
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3.3 Circ A/B Corridor
3.3.1 Landscape Setting

From 1-89, at an elevation of 460 feet, the highway corridor descends from the forested hillsides
south of 1-89 to US 2 and the open meadows and agricultural fields of the Allen Brook
drainageway, at an elevation of 380 feet. The corridor then climbs from US 2 to Mountain View
Road at an elevation of 500 feet.

Between US 2 and Mountain View Road, development adjacent to the Circ A/B corridor
occupies old farm fields, including the Allen Brook Elementary School, three large residential
subdivisions (South Ridge, Coyote Run, and Brennan Woods), and the Catamount Golf Club.
North of Mountain View Road, in the heavily forested area between Redmond Road and
Ledgewood Drive, the highway corridor crosses the cleared 150-foot wide VELCO powerline
right-of-way.

The corridor crests at an elevation of 590 feet at a point 500 feet west of the Martel Hill
residential subdivision. The Circ A/B corridor then descends from Martell Hill and passes
between the old and new gravel pits to the forested Redmond Creek ravine at an elevation of
460 feet. It then moves downward from the open slopes of the retired Williston landfill, passes
the Chittenden Solid Waste District (CSWD) Transfer Station, crosses the New England Central
Railroad, Winooski River and VT 117, and joins VT 289 on the north side of the Winooski River.

The landscape units along the Circ A/B corridor are described below. Refer to photos 1-6 for
ground level views of and from the Circ A/B corridor.

Rolling Forested Hillsides

This landscape unit consists of locally prominent forested hillsides which enclose and block
views behind these areas. Their moderately steep slopes are often covered with a mix of
deciduous and evergreen trees. These hillsides form a scenic background to the adjacent open
land. Examples of forested hillside include the vicinity of proposed 1-89 Interchange south of I-
89 and Mountain View Road between Redmond Road and Ledgewood Drive.

Gently Sloping Wooded Areas

This type of unit includes both large and small wooded areas scattered throughout the project
area. These wooded areas and their adjoining hedgerows define the open spaces, provide
interest, and create landscape character. Examples of wooded areas include the woodlands
adjacent to old fields of agricultural land between US 2 and Mountain View Road.

Gently Rolling Open Land

In the past, this land type was used extensively for agricultural fields and pasture. Today, this
land remains as residual open space and provides buffers between the four major residential
subdivisions along the corridor. Open space is an important visual resource because it opens
up views and helps retain the remaining views of broad rolling hillsides and distant mountains.

Stream Corridors

Meandering streams characterize this landscape unit. These undeveloped natural greenways
provide interest and valuable contrast. Examples of meandering streams include Allen Brook
and Redmond Creek.

Water
Large water bodies are attractive visual resources. The Winooski River is the most substantial
water feature in the study area. It crosses the highway corridor in a narrow enclosed valley with
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moderately steep and rolling forested hills north and south of the river. VT 117 runs along the
north river bank, and the New England Central Railroad runs along the south side of the river.

Residential Subdivision

Williston’s residential development has increased dramatically since the mid 1980s in the area
adjacent to the Circ A/B corridor with the construction of residential subdivisions including South
Ridge, Coyote Run, Brennan Woods and Martel Hill. This development has occurred primarily
in the open and lightly wooded areas between US 2 and Mountain View Road.

Industrial/Commercial Development

Industrial developments include IBM’s Redmond Road facility and the CSWD Transfer Station
at the end of Redmond Road. Commercial developments include nearby Taft Corners and the
Catamount Golf Club south of Mountain View Road and east of the Circ A/B corridor.

3.3.2 Sensitive Viewpoints
The following sensitive viewpoints were identified for the Circ A/B corridor:

= |-89 Interchange

= US 2 Crossing

= Mountain View Road Crossing and Redmond Road

= Winooski River Crossing

[-89 Interchange

The immediate area surrounding the proposed interchange remains relatively undeveloped,
especially the north sloping forested hillside south of I-89. North of 1-89, the topography begins
to level as it approaches the US 2 corridor, and the landscape character transitions from old
farm fields to dense residential subdivision development north of US 2.

US 2 Crossing

US 2 is the dividing line between the old farm fields on the south side and the residential
subdivision development to the north. The undeveloped state-owned Circ A/B corridor is well
defined by US 2 and the adjoining land uses. Some of the newer developments incorporate
screening measures including earthen berms and landscaping along the Circ A/B ROW.
Additionally, mature hedge rows, woodland areas and new development limit views of the
surrounding area from the Circ A/B ROW, and vice versa.

Mountain View Road Crossing and Redmond Road

Aside from Mountain View Road and VELCO ROW, this area is heavily wooded and views of
and from the Circ A/B corridor are obstructed. Additionally, the woodlands adjacent to the
Martell Hill subdivision effectively screen houses from the Circ A/B ROW, and vice versa.

Winooski River Crossing

Land use in this area is primarily characterized by varying transportation facilities and
interspersed with natural features, including the Winooski River that intersects the Circ A/B
corridor. Transportation features include the New England Central Railroad, VT 117, and VT
289 north of the river, the retired land fil, CSWD Transfer Station, and the sand pits off of
Redmond Road. Views along the Circ A/B corridor, south of the Winooski River, are
channelized due to the adjacent forests. At the proposed Winooski River crossing and the VT
117/VT289 interchange, views expand on the river valley. The open character of the river valley
and the elevated bridge will make it possible to see portions of the new roadway and bridge
crossing from the existing VT 117 highway.
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3.3.3 Viewsheds

From 1-89, the Circ A/B corridor south of Mountain View Road provides a combination of
foreground, middle ground and background views due to interspersed vegetation, landscaping
and open space/agricultural land. North of Mountain View Road to VT 117 views are enclosed
due to the adjacent forested areas. There are scenic views of the Winooski River and rolling
hillsides at the north and south ends of the corridor, respectively. Glimpses of the Green
Mountains are at right angles to the corridor and depending upon the location along the corridor
are brief in duration. The views of and from the Circ A/B corridor are characterized by a
patchwork of undeveloped fields and forest, and developed land, such as the Allen Brook
School, residential developments, the Catamount Golf Course, and the closed Williston Landfill.
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Location: VT 2A NB at GMP's Overlook Park, Williston on the south side of the Winooski River Bridge. Photo 9
View: Looking north past GMP's power house and across the Winooski River Bridge to Essex Junction.
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Location: VT 2A NB at Mill Street (RT) in Essex Junction. ~ Photo 10
View: Looking north along VT 2A passed residential development to the South Street/River Street intersection.




