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3.7 Visual Character/Aesthetics
NDOT analyzed the visual impacts of the project following the guidelines developed by FHWA in Visual Impact
Assessment for Highway Projects (FHWA 1988). Detailed information about visual character/aesthetics in the study
area and NDOT’s analysis of visual impacts is in the Visual Impact Assessment Technical Report in Appendix D.7.
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EXISTING CONDITIONS
The study area is a developed urban setting surrounded by the distant Sierra Nevada Mountains and closer foothills.
I-80, I-580, and US 395 pass next to a variety of land uses that greatly influence the visual character and quality of
views toward and from the freeways. Sensitive viewers such as residents and park users, who are very familiar with
their views and would notice changes, would be concerned because they look at the landscape frequently or for
long periods of time. Adjacent land uses are a mix of residential (single-family neighborhoods, apartment complexes,
and mobile home parks), business, industrial, airport, and a few vacant parcels. There are several parks adjacent to
the freeways.
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Figure 3.7-1B. Example of a View of I-580 from an Adjacent Area Similar in Elevation

For viewers near I-80, I-580, US 395, and the Spaghetti Bowl, the elements that make up the freeways (i.e., travel
lanes, embankments, bridges, signage, traffic noise barriers, freeway lights) are frequently major visual elements
of the view toward the freeways. The degree to which the freeways are visible and prominent to adjacent viewers
depends on:
• The elevation of the freeway (higher, lower, or the same elevation) relative to adjacent areas. This factor has
a significant influence on how visible the freeway is from adjacent areas. Figures 3.7-1A through 3.7-1C provide
examples of views of study area freeways from different elevations.
• The presence of large mature trees, buildings, and traffic noise barriers. In many places within the study area,
vegetation along the freeways provides aesthetic enhancement while buffering views of the freeways and passing
vehicles from adjacent viewers. NDOT also installed traffic noise barriers along most portions of the freeways
adjacent to residential areas (Figure 3.7-2). In addition to reducing noise impacts, the barriers can buffer views of
the freeway from adjacent areas.

Figure 3.7-1A. Example of a View of I-80 from an Adjacent Area Higher in Elevation

Figure 3.7-1C. Example of a View Toward I-580 from an Adjacent Area Lower in Elevation
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Example of Traffic Noise Barrier

VISUAL CHARACTER/AESTHETICS
Figure 3.7-3.

3.7

Butler Street and Adjacent Traffic Noise Barriers next to the Spaghetti Bowl

Views from the Freeways
In this example, the traffic noise barrier (the taller wall on the right side of the photo) buffers views of the freeways and
passing vehicles from adjacent viewers. The houses shown are on Butler Street to the west of US 395.

Many of the apartment complexes in the study area are oriented away from the freeways, and numerous complexes
have parking and service areas between the buildings and the freeways to provide separation. Many complexes also
have trees planted between the parking areas and the freeways to further buffer views of the freeways from the
residences.
The views from residences to the northeast and northwest of the Spaghetti Bowl are primarily of at-grade or
somewhat elevated (on berms) freeway ramps with traffic noise barriers (see Figure 3.7-3). Motorists on I-80 and the
ramps to and from I-580 and US 395 are the viewers who have the clearest views of ramps and bridges.
There are also sensitive viewers in residences and parks adjacent to freeways or along streets next to freeways.
In some of these areas, vegetation within the freeway right-of-way or on private property screens the views of
freeways from sensitive viewers to varying degrees.
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A variety of factors influence views from freeways, including the elevation of the freeway in relationship to adjacent
terrain, the presence of adjacent traffic noise barriers and/or trees, and the presence (or lack of) objects adjacent to
the freeway that buffer outward views by motorists from the freeway.
The north leg of the project along US 395 north of McCarran Boulevard is an open landscape with views of the
Sierra Nevada foothills and areas of natural vegetation. Views by motorists from I-80, I-580, and US 395 south of N
McCarran Boulevard frequently include traffic noise barriers (next to residential areas), nonresidential areas (where
there are no traffic noise barriers), and extended outward views of the Sierra Nevada Mountains and foothills in the
distance. Distinctive man-made features visible from parts of the freeways include two tall hotel towers and the
buildings in downtown Reno.

Freeway Lighting
The high-intensity lights along the freeways and in the Spaghetti Bowl influence the aesthetic characteristics of I-80
and I-580/US 395. These lights are noticeable along the sides of the freeways during the day and are very visible at
night. Closer to the Spaghetti Bowl, the lights are supplemented by high-mast lighting, which provides additional
safety lighting at this major freeway-to-freeway interchange. These high-mast lights are higher than the lights found
along the freeways and cast a much wider illuminated footprint.
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VISUAL CHARACTER/AESTHETICS IMPACTS
Potential impacts to visual character in the study area may occur because NDOT is proposing to widen the freeways,
relocate freeway ramps, and modify local roads in some locations (Table 3.7-1). NDOT would not construct new
roads on new alignment, limiting the project’s visual impact. NDOT designed Alternatives 1, 2, and 3 to avoid or
minimize, to the extent practicable, visual impacts while addressing the need for the project. Although views of the
freeways and from the freeways would look a lot like the view today, in some areas the view would change.
The primary changes would be:
• A wider freeway footprint that removes large, mature vegetation and residences/ businesses

During meetings with the public and with local, state, and federal government agencies, no specific concerns
regarding potential visual impacts from the project were raised. Reno-Sparks Indian Colony staff asked NDOT to
prepare several visualizations that depict views from the Reno-Sparks Indian Colony before and after construction to
assess visual changes.
Screening walls will be made of concrete panels or concrete masonry blocks (also known as cinder block).
Typically they will be 8 to 14 feet tall and have vertical steel posts to hold them in place. Screening walls will
look the same as traffic noise barriers.

• Replacing traffic noise barriers that may be higher or in a slightly different location than today
• Higher and wider bridges

Table 3.7-1. Visual Character/Aesthetics Impacts
Visual Character/
Aesthetics Direct
Impacts

No Build
Alternative

Alternative 1

Alternative 2 (Preferred Alternative)

Alternative 3

Construction outside the existing freeway footprint would require clearing vegetation, fences, walls, and buildings adjacent to the freeways that currently screen or block views of the freeways. In
many places, these buildings and vegetation provide visual buffers between the freeways and other remaining buildings. The remaining residences and businesses would be closer to the freeways
and traffic noise barriers. Some residences that are currently buffered or screened from views of the freeways may now have views of the freeways or traffic noise barriers.
Views of the
freeways –
wider footprint
and removal of
large, mature
vegetation, traffic
noise barriers,
and residences/
businesses

No impact

In any location where there is an existing traffic noise barrier, there will be a replacement traffic noise barrier or screening wall in the future. To mitigate disproportionately high and adverse
environmental justice impacts, NDOT will construct screening walls in locations that currently have a traffic noise barrier but no longer meet criteria for traffic noise mitigation. Screening walls will
be made of concrete panels or concrete masonry blocks (aka cinder block) which is the same material traffic noise barriers are made of. Screening walls will be 8 to 14 feet tall and have vertical
steel posts to hold them in place. See Section 3.4 for more information. The new walls could be in a slightly different location or at a different height due to the reconstruction of the freeways and
ramps. This could alter views both of and from the freeways.
Most views of the freeways from residences would continue to be blocked by traffic noise barriers or screening walls, which would block views of the surface of the freeways, most vehicles on
the freeway, and views beyond the freeways. However, residents would notice the lack of vegetation large enough to provide additional buffering. The greatest impacts to views from remaining
residences toward the freeways from Alternatives 1, 2, and 3 would happen in the years following construction, before vegetation grows large enough to buffer views of the freeway.
Figure 3.7-4A shows the view of US 395 looking east from Butler Street. Currently, the view is of existing residences and large, mature vegetation, as well as some views of the traffic noise barrier.
As shown in the simulations on Figures 3.7-4B through D, Alternatives 1 and 2 would remove the residences and the large, mature vegetation on the east side of the road. The traffic noise barriers
would be moved closer to the remaining residences and would no longer be shielded from view.
Construction. Construction equipment, disturbed landscaped areas or natural vegetation, construction staging areas, lights and glare from construction areas, and dust and debris could create
temporary visual impacts. The temporary removal of existing traffic noise barriers during reconstruction would change the views to and from the freeway.
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Table 3.7-1. Visual Character/Aesthetics Impacts (continued)
Visual Character/
Aesthetics Direct
Impacts

Views of the
freeways –
wider footprint
and removal of
large, mature
vegetation, traffic
noise barriers,
and residences/
businesses
(continued)

No Build
Alternative

No impact

Alternative 1

Alternative 2 (Preferred Alternative)

Alternative 1 would have the largest footprint of the
alternatives, displace the most residences, and affect
views toward freeways for the most sensitive viewers. The
areas where visual impacts of Alternative 1 would be most
noticeable are:

The overall footprint of Alternative 2 would be smaller than
that of Alternative 1. It would displace fewer residences
and would affect the view toward the freeway from fewer
sensitive viewers than Alternative 1. The areas where visual
impacts of Alternative 2 would be most noticeable are:

• Both sides of US 395 between Wedekind Road and the
Spaghetti Bowl due to the displacement of residences
along Butler Street and of a self-storage business adjacent
to US 395, as well as due to the removal of large, mature
vegetation.

• Both sides of US 395 between Wedekind Road and the
Spaghetti Bowl due to the displacement of residences and
a self-storage business adjacent to US 395, as well as the
removal of large, mature vegetation. Due to its smaller
footprint, Alternative 2 would remove fewer residences and
large, mature vegetation than Alternative 1.

• The north side of I-80 near the Rock Boulevard interchange
due to the displacement of residences and large, mature
vegetation adjacent to I-80.
• The south side of I-80 between Wells Avenue and the
Spaghetti Bowl due to the displacement of residences
along Seventh Street and the removal of large, mature
vegetation.
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• The south side of I-80 between Wells Avenue and the
Spaghetti Bowl due to the displacement of residences
along Seventh Street and the removal of large, mature
vegetation.
• West side of I-580 at Second Street because the on- and
off-ramps to/from I-580 would be directly adjacent to
residences south of Second Street, making the ramps more
visible to RSIC residents.

Alternative 3
The footprint of this alternative would be smaller than
Alternatives 1 and 2 and would displace the fewest number
of residences of the three alternatives. It would affect views
towards freeways for the fewest sensitive viewers. The
areas where visual impacts of Alternative 3 would be most
noticeable are:
• Both sides of US 395 between Wedekind Road and the
Spaghetti Bowl due to the displacement of residences and
a self-storage business adjacent to US 395, as well as the
removal of large, mature vegetation. Due to its smaller
footprint, Alternative 3 would displace fewer residences in
this area than Alternatives 1 and 2 and would remove the
least large, mature vegetation.
• The north side of I-80 near the Rock Boulevard interchange
due to the displacement of residences and large, mature
vegetation adjacent to I-80. Alternative 3 would displace
fewer residences and would remove less large, mature
vegetation than Alternative 1.
• West side of I-580 between Second Street and Mill Street
due to new I-580 ramps between the RSIC and I-580.
The new frontage road would be directly east of RSIC
residences and the RSIC community center for the length of
the vacant property between Second Street and Mill Street.
This would make the ramps more visible to RSIC residents.
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Figure 3.7-4A. Existing Condition – View of US 395 Looking East from Butler Street

Figure 3.7-4B. Alternative 1 Visual Simulation – View of US 395 Looking East from Butler Street

Figure 3.7-4C. Alternative 2 (Preferred Alternative) Visual Simulation – View of US 395 Looking East from
Butler Street

Figure 3.7-4D. Alternative 3 Visual Simulation – View of US 395 Looking East from Butler Street
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Table 3.7-1. Visual Character/Aesthetics Impacts (continued)
Visual Character/
Aesthetics Direct
Impacts

No Build
Alternative

No impact

Views of the
freeways – height
of bridges in the
Spaghetti Bowl

Alternative 1

Alternative 3

Some bridges in the Spaghetti Bowl would be higher than the existing bridges, resulting in a visual change. The higher bridges would make parts of the interchange more visible from surrounding
areas. The new Spaghetti Bowl bridges would be seen from greater distances than current bridges and might intrude on views of distant features like the Sierra Nevada Mountains and foothills.
However, the character of views toward the Spaghetti Bowl from nearby areas would not change. The higher bridges may also be visible to viewers who could not previously see the bridges.
Alternative 1 would have the highest bridges within the
Spaghetti Bowl of the three alternatives. The highest
Alternative 1 bridges would be approximately 40 to 50 feet
higher than the existing highest bridge.

No impact

Alternative 2 (Preferred Alternative)

Alternative 2 bridges in the Spaghetti Bowl would be 30 to 40
feet higher than the highest existing bridge.

Alternative 3 bridges in the Spaghetti Bowl would be
approximately 10 feet higher than the existing highest bridge.

Figures 3.7-5A and B provide an example of the raised height
of the bridges in the Spaghetti Bowl as a result of Alternative
1. Figure 3.7-5A shows existing conditions looking east along
Fourth Street toward I-580/south end of the Spaghetti Bowl.
As shown in the visual simulation (Figure 3.7-5B), the proposed
Spaghetti Bowl bridges would be higher and approximately
400 feet closer to viewers. For viewers looking east along
Fourth Street toward I-580, views of the hills in the distance
would be eliminated, reducing visual quality.
Alternatives 1, 2, and 3 would build new bridges over the Truckee River that would be wider and approximately 3 to 4 feet higher than the current I-580 bridge.

Views of the
freeways – I-580
bridge crossings
of the Truckee
River

No impact

The increased height and width of the bridges over the Truckee River would be noticeable from the river and nearby areas (see Figures 3.7-6A through 3.7-6D). The new bridges (particularly those
of Alternative 1) would add large-scale overhead elements into the view of the river corridor compared to the existing bridge. This change would be seen by sensitive viewers from the river,
Fisherman’s Park, and the Tahoe-Pyramid Bikeway that passes next to the river. The existing bridge pier, which supports the bridge in the Truckee River, would be removed as part of Alternatives
1, 2, and 3. The removal of this bridge pier would allow a clear view of the Truckee River, with no obstacles, which would improve visual quality. The wider bridges would not change the character
of views up and down the river in the vicinity of the bridge or reduce the visual quality of the views.

No impact

Alternative 1 would have a higher and wider bridge and five
smaller bridges for on- and off-ramps.

Alternative 2 would have a higher bridge that would be
approximately 20 feet wider.

Alternative 3 would have a higher bridge that would be
approximately 25 feet wider.

Views from the
freeways

No impact

Views by motorists from freeways would not greatly change with any of the alternatives. Locations that currently have traffic noise barriers that restrict views from the freeway would continue to
have traffic noise barriers or screening walls. To mitigate disproportionately high and adverse environmental justice impacts, NDOT will construct screening walls in locations that currently have a
traffic noise barrier but no longer meet criteria for traffic noise mitigation. Depending upon the alternative, taller and relocated traffic noise barriers or screening walls would still restrict outward
views by motorists. However, the higher bridges could also provide more expansive views of surrounding areas for motorists to enjoy.

Freeway lighting

No impact

NDOT would remove the existing light poles along the study area freeways and install high-mast poles with LED fixtures in the center median. This would result in fewer light poles along the
freeways, but the new high-mast light poles would allow the lighting from one pole to cover a larger area.
Screening walls will be made of concrete panels or concrete masonry blocks (also known as cinder block).
Typically they will be 8 to 14 feet tall and have vertical steel posts to hold them in place. Screening walls will
look the same as traffic noise barriers.
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Figure 3.7-5A. Existing Condition – View Looking East Along Fourth Street Toward I-580/South End of the
Spaghetti Bowl
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Figure 3.7-5B. Alternative 1 Visual Simulation – View Looking East Along Fourth Street Toward I-580/
South End of the Spaghetti Bowl

Alternative 1 has a higher bridge that would be 400 feet closer to viewers.
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Figure 3.7-6A. Existing Condition – I-580 Truckee River Crossing Looking East from Kietzke Lane Bridge
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Figure 3.7-6B. Alternative 1 Visual Simulation – I-580 Truckee River Crossing Looking East from Kietzke
Lane Bridge

Note the existing pier in the center of the bridge and river, which would be removed under Alternatives 1, 2, and 3, as
depicted in the simulations below.

Figure 3.7-6C. Alternative 2 (Preferred Alternative) Visual Simulation – I-580 Truckee River Crossing
Looking East from Kietzke Lane Bridge
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Figure 3.7-6D. Alternative 3 Visual Simulation – I-580 Truckee River Crossing Looking East from Kietzke
Lane Bridge
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Freeways are not usually considered visually pleasing elements to viewers. To help address aesthetic concerns about
highway projects, NDOT has developed policies for the aesthetic treatment of the projects it builds and maintains.
Many of the policies and guidelines in NDOT’s Landscape and Aesthetics Master Plan (NDOT 2002) were previously
implemented along the I-80 and I-580/US 395 corridors in the study area (see examples in Figures 3.7-7A through
3.7‑7E). Table 3.7-2 summarizes potential visual character mitigation measures.

EXISTING
CONDITIONS

NDOT will provide aesthetic treatments to the new and reconstructed traffic noise barriers,
screening walls, bridges, retaining walls, and signs based on the I-80 Landscape and Aesthetics
Corridor Plan (NDOT 2005), which includes descriptions and illustrations of landscape and
aesthetic treatments that are suggested for the corridor. The study area is within the Sierra
Nevada Great Basin Crossroads Landscape Design Segment.
NDOT will develop specific aesthetic treatments for this project during final design. Examples of
aesthetic treatments previously used in the study area are:

MEASURES TO MINIMIZE AND MITIGATE
ADVERSE VISUAL CHARACTER/AESTHETICS IMPACTS

Table 3.7-2. Mitigation Measures for Visual Character/Aesthetic Impacts (continued)
Mitigation All Alternatives

Freeway
Lighting

The new lighting will be installed entirely within NDOT right-of-way and will be focused away
from the residential areas. New freeway lighting will include shielding to minimize light and glare
impacts to adjacent residences. The light system will use LED fixtures designed to help mitigate
sky glow, light trespass, and glare. The LED fixtures last longer than the current lighting along
I-80 and I-580/US 395 and require less electricity. Additionally, maintenance costs will be less,
and lane closures to maintain the lights occur less often.

Construction

NDOT will locate staging areas in places where their visibility will be minimal and, to the
extent required, will provide temporary visual screening to limit views into them from nearby
residential areas, trails, or streets. Construction methods will minimize the need to remove
vegetation to accommodate construction. Nighttime lighting will be minimized or shielded at
staging and construction areas. NDOT will restore areas that were disturbed prior to the end of
construction.

Table 3.7-2. Mitigation Measures for Visual Character/Aesthetic Impacts
Mitigation All Alternatives

VISUAL CHARACTER/
AESTHETICS IMPACTS

Figure 3.7-7A. Existing Aesthetic Treatments

• Use of color, patterns, and designs on elements such as traffic noise barriers, screening walls,
embankments, bridge abutments, and bridges
• Landscaping, such as plants, rocks, and concrete blocks
Aesthetic
Treatments

• Artwork, special fencing and barriers, lighting, and signage
The photographs in Figure 3.7-7 show some existing examples of these aesthetic treatments in
the study area.
Due to freeway ramps moving much closer to residential properties on the RSIC under
Alternative 2 and Alternative 3, a 10-foot-tall screening wall will be constructed along the
eastern boundary of the RSIC to mitigate visual impacts of Alternative 2 and 3 ramps. An 8-foottall screening wall will be constructed along Mill Street, Second Avenue, and the eastern edge
of the RSIC north of Second Avenue, to mitigate the visual impact of I-580 (Figure 3.7-8). In
addition, NDOT will construct screening walls along the west side of I-580 to further mitigate
visual impacts of the freeway.
NDOT will bury the overhead power line that is on the east edge of the RSIC to mitigate visual
impacts.
To mitigate disproportionately high and adverse environmental justice impacts, NDOT will
construct screening walls in locations that currently have a traffic noise barrier but no longer
meet criteria for traffic noise mitigation. The screening walls will provide a visual buffer between
the freeways and ramps and the nearby residents.
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Use of colors, patterns, and designs – example of existing aesthetic treatment on traffic noise barrier along westbound I-80
in the Spaghetti Bowl. Image © 2018 Google
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Figure 3.7-7B. Existing Aesthetic Treatments
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Figure 3.7-7D. Existing Aesthetic Treatments

Example of existing artwork, special fencing, and landscaping – along an overpass in the Spaghetti Bowl

Use of colors, patterns, and designs – example of existing retaining wall north of I-80 on Victorian Avenue in Sparks.
Image © 2018 Google

Figure 3.7-7C. Existing Aesthetic Treatments

Figure 3.7-7E. Existing Aesthetic Treatments

Landscaping – view from Inyo Way in northwest quadrant of the Spaghetti Bowl, showing example of existing landscaping
(including plants) and a traffic noise barrier aesthetic treatment. Image © 2018 Google

Example of existing art treatment and landscaping – at the I-580/Mill Street interchange. Image © 2018 Google
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Figure 3.7-8. Walls to Mitigate Visual Impacts near the RSIC

Federal Highway Administration (FHWA). 1988. Visual Impact Assessment for Highway Projects.
Nevada Department of Transportation (NDOT). 2002. Pattern and Palette of Place: A Landscape and Aesthetic Master
Plan for the Nevada State Highway System. https://www.nevadadot.com/home/showdocument?id=1651. July 3.
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