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The statements submitted by both the Consolidated. Edison Com pany and the Office of 

Nuclear Reactor Regulation dismiss the visual impact of the proposed cooling towers 

with simple admissions of their size, and the presumably logical inference that this 

will be a blight on the landscape. I feel that such perfunctory concessions do not 

give a full perspective on the visual imp act of the proposed structures.  

This problem should be considered from two different aspects: the visual quality of 

the local environment, and the visual form of the towers.  

Indian Point is located on the Hudson River, and-development of the site has a sig

nificant relationship to that natural resource. The river is a very large body of water; 

visually, it has always been one of the dominant natural1 features of New York State.  

It has always been a major transportation corridor, and, due to the presence of a 

variety of raw materials, an ind .ustrial corridor. The location along the river of major 

industrial facilities which use it is quite natural and is not in itself a cause for alarm.  

From thevantage point of the river the huge, isolated industrial works such as cement 

plants, brickworks, and generating stations are among the most interesting landmarks 

of the mid-Hudson river scope. From both a functional and visual standpoint, indus

trial development is suited to the river. The scale of the industrial buildings relates 

very well to the large scale of the river, whereas small structures along the river are 

lost from view and are visually unimportant.  

The majority of industrial zones along the river are in urban waterfronts and are charac

terized by smallI scaled clutter and general deril iction. The clean, massive shapes of
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the large industrial structures leave quite a different impression of strong, man-made 

forms that are a definite part of the environment, rather than an abuse of, it. In some 

cases the overpowe~ring form may divert attention from the typical ground level disorder; 

obviously a site that is well organized and in which all functions are efficiently re

lated and designed without pretensions is in this respect an improvement over many 

industrial areas.  

The intention of this argument is not to overlook the issue of size. The proposed 

towers are of unprecedented size and will definitely be the dominant visual forms of the 

lower Hudson. This is not bad. There is no axiom that huge things should be concealed, 

or that because they are utilitarian they are ugly or degrading. The only axiom that 

applies is that form follows function; the functional requirements of the environment de

termine the appropriate form. To conceal, disguise or misrepresent this is to misunder

stand- the environment. It is by struc tures such as these that we can begin to visualize 

the demands society makes of the environment.  

Electric power generation is a vital function of society. Indian Point was identified as an 

optimum site and developed for this purpose. If ecological studies now indicate that the 

river's health req uires massive cooling towers,.the fact that they will be visually unique 

is hardly an argument'against them. Power stations are by nature massive. Attempts to 

conceal them or diminish their scale are futile and often produce ludicrous results. A 

more realistic design principle would be to enhance the scale and the relationship between 

the structures and surrounding natural features of a comparable scale: the escarpments, 

the estuaries and the mountains. The realization of the suitability of such structures, and
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the discouragement of attempts at disguise and environmental dishonesty. would be a 

more positive objective than the prevailing attitude that "big is bad" 

As to the form of the proposed towers, the hyperbolic structures are relatively simple, 

straigh forward, geometric and functional. They are elemental and monumental, l ike 

the domes, cylinders and cubes of which Indian Point is pr esently composed. Because 

of their pure, functional form with no relationship to human scale, trees or other common 

references,. perception of their actual size my be very deceiving. For example, few 

people whom I have questioned can estimate, or even believe the height of the. river 

crossing towers south of Indian Point. Most people guess the hieght at 200 to 250 feet, 

while it is closer to 400 feet.  

I would like to add, parenthetically, the following observation: one of the greatest 

annoyances in t he summertime is the difficulty of finding a clIear day to photograph the 

scenery of the Hudson. Because of the great distance of. views, a clear atmosphere is 

very desireable; however much of the time in the summer months a persistent haze 

envelops the Hudson Valley, sometimes reducing visibility to less than a mile. This 

conditi on would, of course, reduce the visual impact of the towers,' but would also seem 

to minimize any visual impact of vapor emanating from the towers.  

In conclusion, the argument. of'visual impact is not an absolute one, and it probably 

should not be a decisiv e one. It is a relative'argument, useful for selecting or defining 

alternatives. It is appropriate to issues of siting and design, not to whether or not to 

act to protect the aquatic ecosystem of the Hudson.
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In this case, no alternatives have been offered. Several other concepts were dismissed 

on technical or economic grounds, but given the hyperbolic, natural draft tower, we 

have not been asked how one 565-foot tower would compare visually with an array of 

smaller towers in various arrangements. Given such alternatives, visual -principles 

could assist in determining the optimum solution. Given a choice of one, there is 

nothing to argue about. The forms of the towers are valid and beautiful; their scale is 

a moot point. To counter an ecological mandate with visual objections confounds the 

issue.  

The visual problem with the towers, is how they can be brought to terms with their visual 

surroundings. There is relatively little that can be done on the site to effect this. Due 

to the very l arge area of visual impact,. study of the problem and design treatments will 

be required far beyond the boundaries of the site. To do nothing to assist the surroun

ding communities to visually absorb and respond to this major new element of the envi

ronment seems very similar to ignoring the plight of the fishes.

As an appendix, I am attaching some pertinent documentation of my views.
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"New Lives, New Landscapes", by Nan Fairbrother (Alfred A. Knopf, 1970) is an 

analysis of landscape values and the attitudes and principles necessary to relate these 

to new development.  

pp. 2 ]7 ff.: 

"The industrial services we already accept -roads, bridges, dams and allI the large 
scale publi c structures of our new economy -it is easier to see these without prejudice 
as the splendid artifacts they often are.  

Good bridges need no one's priase, the new motorways sweep superbly across the 
countryside, the parabolic shapes of cooling-towers are beautiful in all lights and all 
weathers. Heavy industry too can be visually magnificent if we ignore the ground
level -clutter which besets it.  

.. This very size (of industrial structures) is an added advantage in combining industry 
and recreation, for recrecrea-ional landscapes are equally large scale, providing for 
large numbers of people and mostly in motion. Wide open areas, sheets of water, belts 
of woodland - all these are the right size as a setting for industry, which in turn has.  
the necessarily dominant character to register in. large-scale landscapes. Industry can 
also give weight and focus to what might otherwise be indeterminate scenery; for unless 
it is of masterly design, park landscape easily degenerates to the characterless genteel, 
or the vapidly vulgar. From such dangers industry can save it: chimneys and cooling
,towers are neither genteel nor vulgar but functional shapes indisputably valid, forms.  
of abstract sculpture large enough to register on the landscape scale." 

"The Landscape of Power", by Sylvia Crowe (The Architectural Press, 1958) develops 

a rationale for the siting and arrangement of, the various components of electric power 

systems.  

p. 50: 

"The impressive line's of a cooling tower are also emotionally remote, and apart from 
incongruity of scale with their surroundings, are no more oppressive to the human spirit.  
than a hill." 

p . 44: 

..Or the l inear pattern of a mast may the thrown into relief against the simple shape 
of a cooling tower. AllI these purely constructional shapes accord with the natural 
structure of land and tree 'form or the quiet repose of water.. But a c lash may occur when 
they are brought into contact with humanized architecture or gardens, for here an ele
mental pattern is in, conflict with humanized art. Reconciliation between objects and 
landscape ... (involves) a sympathetic relationship between one shape and another.
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Having reduced each shape to its essential form, they fall into certain categories...  
While in urban scenes it may sometimes be possible to build up with gradually increasing 
scale from'the humanized to the supra-human, this is not possible in rural landscapes and 
the best reconciliation is to interpose a zone of complete simplicity between the building 
and any area of human scale and intricacy. This zone may be of clear open ground, of 
water, or of massed trees. The reconciliation depends on the proportion of this zone of 
simplicity to the hieght of the building. The effect will be nullified if the space is 
broken by scattered trees or buildings, because they will serve as stepping-stones to the 
eyes, and tend to reunite the two scales between which a complete break is required.  
The only,exception is any intervening object which is at the correct point and height 
to maintai'n the scale of progression from the eye to the large building." 

(Sketches, p. 45)


