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WHAT IS SCENIC
CONSERVATION?



Visual quality is generally an important aspect of the six
intrinsic qualities (historic, re c reational, arc h a e o l o g i c a l ,
cultural, natural and scenic) defined by the National
Scenic Byways Program. To begin thinking about your
B y w a y ’s visual quality, ask the following questions:

1 . What do people see as they travel your Byway? 

2 . How do the gateways to the Byway serve to welcome
people and let them know that they have arrived at
a special place? 

3 . Which landscapes and scenic features along the
Byway do residents most treasure? 

4 . What community characters distinguish one place
from another? 

5 . What is the extent of your planning area? 

WHY SHOULD BYWAYS
I N I T I ATE SCENIC
C O N S E RVATION PLANNING?

Recognition as one of America’s Byways provides
opportunities to preserve the qualities that make the
designated road special. Scenic conservation planning
is an opportunity to maintain and enhance the unique
qualities and character of your Byway. The process also
encourages and cements active relationships with
stakeholders along the Byway, guided by a common
interest in the future of the corridor.

Other reasons for creating a plan to manage the scenic
quality of the Byway include:

Pride in the Byway recognition. Attaining scenic byway
designation, especially as a National Scenic Byway or
All-American Road, is a distinguished achievement.
The designation recognizes what communities along
the Byway already know—that this road travels thro u g h
special, unique places. Designation invites travelers to
discover your Byway. Scenic Byway designations also
instill a greater sense of awareness among citizens.
Neighbors learn from one another and work together
to identify the resources connected to the Byway’s
story. National designation often brings out local pride,
as your Byway becomes part of the system of National
Scenic Byways.

Partnerships. Partnerships are critical to sustaining a
Byway. Scenic conservation planning is an excellent
opportunity to build on these partnerships and develop
the Byway’s vision. Partners may bring new re s o u rces to
the table through their knowledge of the area, expert i s e ,
personal commitment, influence with local planning
decisions and access to public and private funding
sources. National Scenic Byway designation also offers
the opportunity to expand
partnerships well beyond
your state or local boundaries.
In addition to working 
with the America’s Byways
Resource Center and the Federal Highway
Administration (FHWA), there are opportunities 
to participate in multi-byway and multi-state 
working groups.

W
hile the term conservation covers a wide variety of environmental issues (e.g., wildlife habitat, soil, water), 

scenic conservation is concerned specifically with managing the visual quality of communities and the

countryside to preserve and enhance scenic resources in accordance with an established plan.
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< The Peter Norbeck Scenic Byway in South Dakota curves
through tree-covered hills. © Jim Hughes.



Economic benefi t s. Marketing invites travelers to the Byway
to enjoy distinctive characteristics and communities.
When the experience meets or exceeds travelers’
expectations, they will share their adventures with
their friends. However, visitors will be disappointed if
the travel experience they anticipate is not there—
and will likely not return. Scenic conservation helps 
to ensure that the marketed experience is, in fact, the
traveler’s experience. It is important to partner with
the organizations that market your Byway, so you can
ensure that they accurately promote the Byway’s
resources and lay the groundwork for satisfied visitors.

The scenic route. Views attract many travelers to a Byway.
Whether this view is a grand panorama, an intimate 
natural setting, or a historic downtown, the Byway’s 
visual quality is important for attracting visitors and
encouraging them to stop in the Byway communities. 
The character of the road itself—as distinguished from 
the communities and landscapes adjacent to the 
road—is also an integral part of the Byway experience.
The road alignment and the way it lays on the land;
the width and clear space; and the design of retaining
walls, guardrails and bridges all contribute to the
B y w a y ’s visual quality. Imagine driving along a beautiful
hillside roadway that gently sweeps beneath a canopy of
t rees, and suddenly the scenery opens to a vast horizon
framed by a breathtaking valley. This experience is a
function of both road design and visual quality.

Planning for the future. National Scenic Byway designation
raises expectations for the traveling public that your 
c o rridor is a place worth visiting. However, Byway visual
character can change quickly. Tu rnovers in land ownership
or development plans can alter the corr i d o r’s character.
I ro n i c a l l y, as communities along the Byway become
m o re widely known as attractive places to visit and live,
the corridor may find its beauty eroding. Considering
ways to manage the Byway’s scenic quality before change
occurs can help Byway communities grow successfully,
while maintaining the qualities that led to designation.

Interpretive opportunities. Enhancing the Byway 
corridor’s scenic quality includes recognizing and
researching significant historic, cultural, and natural
landscapes. Part of this process can involve identifying
interpretive opportunities to tell the Byway’s stories.
The Byway can come alive with stories about the 
people and places along the corridor. Interpretation 
can provide a greater appreciation and understanding
of the environment that defines the scenic resources,
such as the massive forces that form mountains and
valleys or the unique interactions between rivers 
and uplands, trees and wildlife. Scenic conservation
initiatives can benefit interpretive eff o rts; in a re c i p ro c a l
fashion, interpretation can also foster stewardship.
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“We are just emerging from a centuries-long period when the road 

was subservient to place and given little respect. Today, a hundred years

after the invention of the automobile…Roads no longer merely lead 

to places; they are places.” – J.B. J a c k s o n , Roads Belong in the Landscape, 1 9 6 7



WHO SHOULD BE INVO LV E D
IN SCENIC CONSERVAT I O N ?

Planning and managing the scenic quality of a Byway
can strengthen existing partnerships and cultivate 
new ones with residents and land managers along 
the Byway. Establishing a Byway scenic conservation 
committee is a good way to designate a core group to
lead the effort. Contact relevant government agencies
to request their assistance and inform their staffs of
your work. Keep local and state officials posted about
your activities, especially since they may be able to
help with funding, and since their support is often key
to implementing many strategies. Where possible, 
consider inviting these agencies to participate in your
planning meetings.

Some ways to get people involved in the scenic 

conservation planning process:

• Hold regular public meetings along the Byway during
the development of the scenic conservation plan to
discuss the plan’s pro g ress and to invite comments 
and part i c i p a t i o n .

• Identify and consult with a variety of experts fro m
local, state and federal agencies.

• Meet with chambers of commerce, local business 
people and tourism agencies to discuss your plans.

• Solicit the assistance of community and civic gro u p s
for your eff o rt s .

• Make sure to involve all agencies concerned with land
and re s o u rce management along your Byway.

• Request involvement by local planning agencies.
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POSSIBLE PA RTNERS FOR SCENIC CONSERVATION PLANNING

B U S I N E S S E S

• Chamber of commerce

• Attraction council or attraction representatives

• Resort association/lodging groups

• Merchants’ association 

• Utilities

• Corporations and businesses 

• Media

GOVERNMENT

• City/county/state government

• Tribal government

• Economic development group 

• Regional planning commission 

• Special project task force

• Natural resource management agencies

TOURISM AGENCIES

• Convention and visitors bureau

• Tourism bureau/commission/council

• Regional tourism groups

INSTITUTIONS/COMMUNITY

ORGANIZATIONS/NONPROFITS

• “Friends of…” group

• Lake association or harbor commission

• Historical society/state historic preservation office

• Arts council

• Universities 

• Cooperative extensions

• Community service and civic organizations

• Youth groups/scouts

• Churches 

• Financial institutions

• Environmental organizations

• Local chapters of professional organizations 
such as the American Planning Association or 
American Society of Landscape Architects 



H OW WIDE IS A CORRIDOR? 

How far from the edge of the road should your group consider
the Byway’s scenic quality? This is a local decision, based on
what people can see as they travel your Byway and visit its
attractions. The scenic corridor may be a mile wide along the
road or it may be eight to ten miles. Defining what is included
in the corridor is an important first step. First consider how far
travelers can see as they travel: 

• What is the “viewshed” that is integral to the experience
of driving the Byway? Remember that people travel the
road from two directions. 

• W h e re are opportunities to stop and enjoy the view? How
far away are the areas that one can see from these sites? 

• W h e re are there opportunities to stop and engage in
activities while traveling the Byway? Places such as 
historic shopping districts, interpretive hiking and 
biking trails, museums and historic sites are just some 
of the important points to inventory along the corr i d o r. 

Your Byway’s corridor management plan (CMP) may have
a l ready defined the corr i d o r. This is a good place to start. Is
this delineation adequate for defining the viewshed as seen
f rom the road and key locations? Identifying the corr i d o r’s
boundaries helps to define the scenic conservation study
a rea, and also helps to determine who you will need as 
p a rtners to pre s e rve and enhance the Byway’s visual quality.

INITIAL STEPS FOR
ENHANCING YOUR 
B Y WAY’S SCENIC QUALITY 

There are many ways to enhance scenic quality along a
Byway. Fortunately, most Byway communities already
have a head start in determining how to manage the
road’s scenic quality. All roads nominated for National
Scenic Byway designation (as well as many state scenic
byways) have a corridor management plan (CMP) that
describes how communities along the road plan to

PART I: What Is Scenic Conservation? CONSERVING OUR TREASURED PLACES

8

INFORMATION FOUND IN YOUR CMP

• A map identifying the Byway corridor boundaries
and the location of intrinsic qualities and different
land uses within the corridor;

• An assessment of the Byway’s intrinsic qualities and
of their context;

• A strategy for maintaining and enhancing the
Byway’s intrinsic qualities;

• A list and schedule of all agency, group and individual
responsibilities in the implementation of the corri d o r
management plan;

• A strategy describing how existing development
might be enhanced and how new development
might be accommodated while still preserving the
intrinsic qualities of the corridor;

• A plan to ensure ongoing public participation in the
implementation of corridor management objective s ;

• A demonstration that intrusions on the visitor 
experience have been minimized to the extent 
feasible, and a plan for making improvements to
enhance that experience;

• A demonstration of compliance with all existing
local, state and federal laws on the control of 
outdoor advertising;

• A sign plan that demonstrates how the state will
ensure that the number and placement of signs is
supportive of a high-quality visitor experience; and

• An assessment of design standards relating to any 
proposed modification of the roadway that includes 
an evaluation of how the proposed changes may 
a f fect the intrinsic qualities of the Byway corri d o r.



manage the Byway’s intrinsic qualities as well as pro m o t e
tourism and economic development. Many CMPs 
also provide a basic outline and goals for managing the
Byway’s visual quality in connection with promoting
enjoyment of the road. Starting with the sections of your
CMP that describe the Byway’s intrinsic re s o u rce goals,
your community can develop specific re c o m m e n d a t i o n s
to help manage the visual appearance of the Byway and
e n s u re that future changes are compatible with and help
to enhance the ro a d ’s character. See the list of re q u i re d
i n f o rmation in a CMP that will help your Byway gro u p
manage your Byway’s scenic re s o u rces (see page 8).

Reviewing your Byway’s CMP can help your group begin
to think about how to manage the Byway’s visual quality.

• What is visually appealing in the communities and
countryside along the Byway? Picture the forests,
rivers, farms, fields, mountains or other scenic 
landscapes. Which buildings, neighborhoods, districts
or elements, such as bridges, characterize the Byway?
What places and features do people most value?

• How do the Byway’s intrinsic qualities contribute 
to the corridor’s distinctive character? Consider 
the towns and cities, and the natural, cultural, 
recreational, historic or archaeological sites on 
the Byway corridor.

• How do you think the Byway will look in five, 
ten or twenty years? 

• How would communities along the Byway prefer 
it to look in the future? 

• Are there specific concerns along the Byway that
detract from the valued scenic quality?

• What events could cause major changes to the Byway? 

• How can enhancing the scenic quality of the Byway
support other efforts to interpret historic or cultural
resources, benefit recreational opportunities or 
stimulate economic development?

Identify other planning and pre s e rvation eff o rts along
the Byway. Your Byway organization should become
involved in related planning eff o rts where the goals 
and initiatives will impact scenic character and quality
of the corr i d o r. Public land agencies, such as the USDA
F o rest Service, National Park Service and the Bureau of
Land Management, generally have land management
plans that provide a blueprint for their future activities.
State re s o u rce agencies, such as state fore s t ry or park
d e p a rtments, often have similar plans. Some counties
and communities develop and maintain master plans to
guide community growth and re s o u rce enhancement.

Enhancement and restoration of historic districts and
c o n s e rvation of natural landscapes often have a positive
impact on maintaining scenic character. Suggest that
Byway members join complementary planning groups.
Community planning commissions often seek volunteers
to form an advisory board. At a minimum, ask to be
added to mailing lists for draft copies of plans and
announcements of public comment. By doing this, 
your Byway organization can elevate awareness of the
B y w a y ’s importance among these organizations and form
p a rtnerships to further common initiatives and strategies. 
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