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•IN this exploration of the corridor concept, we must start by considering the possi
bilities of breaking out of a narrow right-of-way, to which the highway facility has been 
confined these many years, and expanding into a larger physical and functional area 
which might be called the highway corridor. 

That such a thought has come to the serious discussion stage is hardly frivolous. 
Thoughtful highway officials have known for many years that there are two variables 
operating in time and space to influence highway transportation. One is the highway 
right-of-way itself, containing the physical highway plant; the other is the pattern of 
public and private land uses which depend on highway transportation, in whole or in 
part. Up to the present time, the highway official generally has controlled only the 
highway right-of-way. He has been powerless to do much about the adjacent land uses, 
though he has sought to influence their placement and design, sometimes, through such 
engineering and legal devices as control of access, the frontage road, the divided high
way, and the like. 

The highway official has found, often to his consternation, that the land uses adjacent 
to the highway sometimes render that highway facility functionally obsolete long before 
the physical highway plant wears out. He has found that his fine-spun planning and 
design sometimes go for naught, largely because the land-use development, over which 
he has no control, is inconsistent with his planning and design. And while much such 
uncontrolled land-use development may be anticipated, the lack of control itself makes 
planning for its accommodation impossible. 

This is the rationale for the corridor concept, from the highway transportation 
standpoint. Additionally, however, if two variables are so intimately related as are 
the highway and its adjacent land uses, logic and the public interest dictate that reason
able measures be taken to control them, not only so that the public investments in 
highways are preserved, but also so that the full scenic, recreational, and conservation 
potential of the corridor can be respected and used to the best advantage. 

A scenic roads and parkways study has been underway for the last eighteen monthR, 
and a first report is to be published by the U. S. Department of Commerce. One of the 
important elements of the report and the program it proposes is the scenic corridor 
concept. It may be useful to examine the corridor concept in its scenic environment, 
for its possible applications to the functional highway transportation systems . 

In urban areas, the corridor concept may have some added significance and potential. 
In connection with land acquirement, highway officials frequently find that where partial 
takings of property are involved, considerable severance damages must be paid property 
owners, in addition to compensation for property taken. In such situations, it is some
times advantageous to acquire entire lots or blocks of property, and the resulting 
additional cost may be only slightly higher than its alternative. The remaining space 
may be used for housing, parks, playgrounds, parking, and other appropriate uses. 

Finally, there is every indication that highway departments will be concerned, more 
and more, with joint interagency undertakings. One of the elements of such projects 
would be highways, but housing, conservation, recreation, urban development, and 
others will also be involved both from a cost-participation and planning point of view. 
In this connection, too, the idea of a corridor will be implicit. 
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SCENIC CORRIDORS AND SCENIC ROADS GO TOGETHER 

The concept of the scenic road and its scenic corridor is not new. Americans with 
vision advocated such public enterprises many years ago in a variety of ways. 

Long before the automobile appeared on the American scene, New York City demon
strated what could be done to make driving more pleasant. It took a pioneering step 
by accepting a design for Central Park which accommodated heavy traffic and at the 
same time reserved a park environment with opportunities for pleasure driving. 

Boston originated parkways as public works projects to combat the depression of 
1893-1894. Many other examples of early urban parkways exist which still have 
significance today. 

Automobile touring was a popular pastime from the very beginning of the automotive 
age. Even before the first world war, recreation facilities in the national parks and 
national forests were beginning to become overcrowded. In the next decade, even 
more Americans were on the go, eager to try out their new cars and new roads. By 
1928, landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted could report that pleasure driving 
had become one of the major recreation activities in California. An estimated half of 
all travel in that state at that time was for personal enjoyment. 

Olmsted stressed the great economic significance of such travel as well as its 
"incalculably great" social values. Today, nearly forty years later, after a tripling 
of the state's population and an even more dramatic increase in passenger miles of 
recreational travel, California and several other states have started to identify scenic 
corridors and to plan for statewide systems of scenic roads and parkways. 

CORRIDORS REACH BEYOND THE ROADSIDES 

A scenic highway corridor includes two elements: (a) a road and its right-of-way, 
and (b) the scenic and recreation areas traversed and extending outward beyond the 
right-of-way. Scenic corridors are the foundation of any program of scenic roads 
and parkways. A scenic corridor gives a scenic highway or parkway its principal 
significance. In such a corridor, the quality of the landscape and the recreation 
opportunities, existing or potential, must give the user an outstanding travel experience. 
Without an adequate corridor, a scenic road can offer little promise or purpose. 

The corridor is a much wider area than the highway right-of-way. It includes the 
elements which make for outstanding scenic vistas and the facilities for enjoying them. 
These may be within the immediate roadside area or may be part of a sweeping distant 
panorama. The features found in such a corridor normally would include: (a) lakes, 
streams, other bodies of water, and wetlands; (b) striking stands of timber; (c) unusual 
geological formations, outstanding mountain or desert scenes; (d) exceptional pastoral 
scenes and even notable urban views; and (e) cultural and historical features that offer 
the motorist enjoyment and edification. 

In areas of relatively level terrain, or on high ground, the corridor may extend for 
miles in horizon-to-horizon vistas. Narrow valleys will greatly limit the corridor's 
depth. In general, the corridor boundaries will be defined by landscape elements such 
as landforms, large bodies of water, trees or other vegetation, and man-made objects 
which restrict the observer's view. 

The long-term control, management, and use of the land in the corridor is critical 
to the establishment of a scenic road. Future changes in land uses may greatly alter 
the present landscape and reduce or destroy its scenic nature. Ownership or control 
devices must be available to protect the scenic values of the corridor. 

CORRIDORS CAN BE MANAGED 

Corridor management, for all practical purposes, is most important in the fore
ground. This may be identified as the "inner zone" of the scenic highway corridor. 
The rest of the corridor is the "outer zone." The panorama viewed from a mountain 
crest usually offers little or no opportunity to modify the many activities going on 
within the landscape. A state agency may be able to extend its zone of control only a 
relatively short distance beyond the right-of-way-involving the inner zone-without 
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incurring prohibitive costs for scenic easements or other devices. Even when the 
entire corridor is in public ownership-within a state forest, for example-it is not 
feasible to manage all of the resources in a manner designed specifically to preserve 
or enhance scenic values. Fortunately, however, scenic qualities attractive enough to 
justify development of a scenic road or parkway are generally durable enough to con
tinue if the foreground is protected. 

The area within a scenic corridor may not even be contiguous. A foreground may 
drop away into an unseen valley and be viewed against the backdrop of a distant moun
tain range. Or the middle ground may be intentionally screened from view. A specific 
tract may be a feature of many different landscapes viewed from a succession of 
vantage points along a winding scenic road. It may be at various points the foreground, 
the middle ground, or the background-or it may be permanently blocked from view 
from some angles. 

A landscape can be managed or modified by working with the foreground. The 
dimensions of a scenic corridor can be changed, just as the aesthetic quality can be 
increased, through actions such as the following: 

1. A screen of trees and shrubs can narrow the corridor at certain points by per
manently blocking from view objectionable features of the landscape; 

2. In heavily forested areas, careful timber harvesting can open "windows" which 
greatly extend the depth of the field of vision; and 

3. Overlooks can be constructed, road segments relocated, and spur roads added 
to obtain a desired change in the depth of the corridor visible from the roads. 

ALTERNATIVE LOCATIONS 
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scenic corridors must be considered along with the other factors normally considered 
in locating a highway. 

A particular land use may have enough significance and interest to serve as the 
focal point of a scenic road. For example, open-pit iron ore mining on the Mesabi 
Range in Minnesota, irrigation in certain arid regions of the West, or timber harvest
ing in a patch-cutting operation in Douglas fir timber may be featured within a scenic 
corridor. 

Selection Criteria 

The basic criterion for route selection is that the route must provide people with 
an opportunity for an outstanding travel experience. Thus, the la.nrisca.pe or recreation 
resources within the corridor are the key to selection rather than the road itself. No 
matter how well the roadway is engineered, or how fine the complementary facilities 
are along the way, there must be a distinguishing characteristic of natural beauty or 
other quality that causes the location to stand out among other recreational driving 
opportunities. 

Scenic highways should have these significant features: 

1. Quality-The scenic, historic, or cultural character of the highway corridor should 
have a quality that merits state or national recognition, or should be of sufficient in
terest to be a destination, in and of itself, for recreation purposes. It should provide 
frequent opportunities for the development of roadside complementary facilities 
adjacent to the road. 

2. Variety-The highway should provide changes in terrain, types of landscape, or 
land-use activity. It should provide a balance to the type of experience offered else
where in the state by exhibiting a type of natural or cultural landscape peculiar to that 
area of the state. 

3. Accessibility-The highway should provide access to or links between existing or 
proposed parks, other public recreation areas, or points of scenic, cultural, or scien
tific interest. 

Accessibility may have another application in connection with scenic roads. On 
parkways, the number of access points may be limited. On other kinds of scenic 
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roads the number of private and public points of access to the highway may be limited 
to no more than four per side per mile in heavily populated areas. 

4. Location and Geographic Distribution-The scenic highways of a state should be 
distributed in location over as wide a geographic area as is possible consistent with 
other qualifying requirements. It is also desirable to select some highways which will 
occasionally parallel the approximate alignment of a major trans-state or interregional 
route, or swing out in a wide loop and return. Motorists using the through routes 
would then have the opportunity to leave them periodically to enjoy a particularly scenic 
area in a more leisurely manner. On long trips, these opportunities would be more 
than welcomed by those needing to relax from the tensions of the trip. 

5. Design and Safety-The highway should have a geometric design which fosters 
graceful, ground-fitting horizontal or vertical alignment, appropriate curves and 
striking vistas, and accommodates the anticipated volume of traffic without undue 
hazard to highway users. 

6. Adaptability to Development-The immediate roadside should be relatively free 
of commercial or restrictive development which would fall within the minimum corridor 
suggested and right-of-way width of 200 feet. Other development within the corridor, 
which would not be in keeping with the desired character of the corridor, could be 
eliminated, bypassed, or screened from view. Further undesirable development 
could be prevented. 

7. Compatibility-The location of new highways should be coordinated with other 
outdoor recreation, aesthetic and conservation objectives. The highway should not 
disrupt wilderness areas, fish, wildlife, or nature preserves. Its location should not 
impair the maintenance or enjoyment of features of scenic, geologic, cultural, or 
historic interest. 

8. Competing Uses-The requirements of other highway users for the use of the 
highway should not materially interfere with the use of the road for recreation pur
poses. The other-use traffic: (a) should be small enough in volume to be of little 
concern; (b) the bulk of it should occur at a time when little recreation use is being 
made of the road; or, (c) should be considered by having additional capacity and design 
features built into the road to accommodate, with safety, the needs and driving patterns 
of the recreation seekers and other users. 

SAFEGUARDING THE SCENIC HIGHWAY CORRIDOR 

Without adequate protection, the character of the corridor through which a scenic 
road passes in time may be altered enough to diminish or lose the highway's recreation 
value. Publicly owned land is less likely to suffer undesirable changes in landscape 
values than privately owned or controlled land, but this is not necessarily so. The 
state should give serious consideration to the most effective means of preserving the 
scenic values of the land in the corridor. 

The states have indicated that corridor protection was urgent on approximately one
third of the mileage nominated for scenic roads and parkways. This means that the 
corridors would be despoiled forever unless effective control measures were instituted 
reasonably soon. 

Control may be exercised in a variety of ways: 

1. By using the police power of the state, without compensation; for example, the 
corridor, 'or a portion of it, could be zoned to preserve the desired character of the 
area, or a reservation device could be used; or 

2. By acquiring the land in fee, or scenic or conservation easements, from the 
adjoining owners for this purpose, for a consideration. 

The use of the police power, or the acquisition of land for this purpose, may require 
special enabling legislation. Tax concessions of various sorts may also be helpful. 
It may be most practicable to fashion a nimble synthesis of both police power and 
eminent domain control on the same project. For example, it may be advisable to 
employ outright purchase of the conservation or scenic easement in the inner zones 
of the corridor, and an appropriate police power regulatory device in the outer zones 
of the corridor. 
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Mechanism 

Wider-than-usual 
right-of-way 

Outright acquisition of 
either inner or outer 
zones of corridor 

Fee acquisition and 
leaseback 

Acquisition of scenic or 
conServation ease
ments 

Zoning at local level 

Zoning at state level 

Scenic hii;hway cor
ridor reservation 
(state level) 

Special conserva
tion or corridor 
districts 

Comprehensive 
planning 

Restrictive 
covenants 

TABLE 1 

EVALUATION OF EFFECTIVENESS, COSTS, AND EASE OF ADMINISTRATION OF 
MECHANISMS TO PROTECT SCENIC HIGHWAY CORRIDORS 

Effectiveness 

Could be most effective, 
but the area would need 
to be very limited 

Cost 

Cost would be very high, 
probably prohibitive 

Ease of 
Administration 

Easy to administer be
cause control would be 
obsolete 

Very effective if author- Costs could be burden- No special problems of 
administration except 
contesting some an
tagonism against public 
authority "belni, In lh~ 
real estate business" 

ized aid permitted by some, even prohibi-
courts tive 

Very effective 

Could be quite effective 
if right kind of ease
ment acquired 

Not very effective
only as effective as 
zoning is; subject to 
pressure 

Hardly ever has been 
used-its legal fate is 
largely unknown; if 
politics were kept out 
of administration, 
might be reasonably 
effective, but it is 
essential that it be 
done 

If sustained in courts as 
a valid exercise of 
police power, could be 
reasonably effective; 
wm11ri rP.q11irP. nP.w 
legislation and a new 
legal concept; would 
have none of legal or 
popular encumbrances 
of zoning 

Could be one of the 
most effective, but 
would be a broad 
new application of a 
relatively new device 

Would be effective if 
the device is applied 
in its best and 
broadest connotations 

Could be helpful in a 
small, limited area, 
but should hardly be 
relied on for an entire 
scenic road project; 
is more of a supple
ment, particularly 
in urban areas 

Very costly and re
quires large capital 
outlays which are 
later repaid in part at 
least 

Cost would be reasonable 
in some cases, con
siderable in others, 
especially in or close 
to urban areas; costs 
in these instances might 
be so great that outright 
acquistion would be 
more reasonable 

No cost except that of 
administering the pro
gram 

May be difficult to sell 
property owners on 
the idea; extends the 
public domain con
siderably 

No particular diffi
culties except one of 
educating the public 

Same difficulties as 
those associated 
with zoning today 
and maybe a few 
more because this 
would be a new appli
cation 

No costs other than ad- Administration would 
ministrative costs be subject to the 

same detail ae local 
zoning 

No costs except costs 
of administration of 
program 

Would be negligible, 
only costs of admin
istration 

Generally, only costs 
would be those of 
administration, un
less acquisition 
m.echan.i.!m.e are 
considered part of 
this process as they 
might be 

None, except small 
costs to property 
owners 

Once the notion is 
clearly defined there 
should be no difficulties 
of administration; in 
fact, large areas 
could be so regulated 
with a minimum of 
public effort 

No significant problems 
of administration 

Usual problems, which 
may be many, of a 
comprehensive plan
ning approach 

Handled privately, 
perhaps under 
government 
auspices 

Comments 

Private property ownerE 
would probably re
sent "excessive" ac
quisition by govern
ment 

Facilitates mainte
nance; keeps the cor
ridor "alive" 

Generally, not a very 
happy solution 

Well worth a try 

Offers consider
able promise 
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Justification for this treatment would be that the primary areas close to the highway 
right-of-way would demand more critical attention to assure their permanent protection 
in the public interest. The secondary areas farther out could be adequately controlled, 
without compensation. Real injury to the scenic qualities of the environment would not 
be too likely. Such a combination arrangement would cost less than otherwise and, 
accordingly, would be much more manageable. 

Many other mechanisms can be conceived to facilitate corridor protection either 
under police power or eminent domain. All of them would require new state enabling 
authority because a new application-scenic roads and parkways-would be involved. 
Existing authority would probably be insufficient because new and sufficiently different 
problems would need to be anticipated. 

In summary, possible devices to control the scenic highway corridors, in terms of 
either the inner or outer zones, include the following: 

1. Wider-than-normal rights-of-way, 
2. Outright acquisition, 
3. Fee acquisition and leaseback, 
4. Acquisition of scenic or conservation easements, 
5. Zoning at the local level, 
6. Zoning at the state level, 
7. Scenic highway corridor reservations, 
8. Special conservation or corridor districts, 
9. Comprehensive planning, and 

10. Restrictive covenants. 

The effectiveness, cost, and ease or difficulty of administration of each of these mecha
nisms are evaluated in Table 1. 

A reasonable evaluation indicates that two devices seem to be generally superior to 
the others. These are (a) the scenic or conservation easement under the power of 
eminent domain; and (b) the scenic highway corridor reservation device under the 
police power. An examination in some depth of the experience with similar devices 
may be helpful. 

Scenic or Conservation Easements1 

Property ownership generally consists of a series of definitive rights which have 
sometimes been identified as a "bundle of rights." One or several of the sticks of 
that bundle are involved in an easement. 

Easements may be of several varieties: (a) affirmative easements, in the conserva
tion field, such as hunting and fishing rights, highway easements, flowage easements, 
navigationeasements, andeventrajectory and electronic easements; or (b) negative 
easements, such as safety easements around ammunition dumps, clearance or obstruc
tion or height easements, protection-of-wetlands easements, scenic easements, and 
others. 

The affirmative easement seeks the right to perform overt acts on the lands encum
bered with or subject to the easement. The negative easement seeks merely to prevent 
the landowner subject to the easement from doing something. 

A long and illustrative judicial history surrounds the use of the easement, to the 
point where it is firmly established today in the tradition of the nation. There have 
been three notable applications of the scenic easement-the National Park Service of 
the U. S. Department of the Interior; the State of Wisconsin; and the Great River Road 
states. Some comment on each of these is in order. 

The National Park Service has used the scenic easement largely along the Blue 
Ridge Parkway in Virginia and North Carolina, and the Natchez Trace Parkway in 
Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee. The easements along the former covered 
nearly 2, 500 acres of land; along the latter, near:ly 5, 000 acres. 

With some variations, such easements generally include the following rights: 

1For an excellent treatment of this subject see Ref. (.!_). 
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1. A restriction against new buildings and structures or major alterations of ex
isting ones; 

2. An authorization for necessary public facilities such as roads and public utilities; 
3. A prohibition against cutting trees, shrubs, and the like, but authorizing general 

maintenance; 
4. A prohibition against dumping; 
5. A prohibition against billboards; 
6. A general prohibition against doing anything inconsistent with the conservation 

of the recreation potential of the property. 

The National Park Service has been something less than enthusiastic about its ex
perience with the scenic easement, though there are regional variations in its ex
perience, too. Considerable friction has sometimes occurred between property 
owners and the government concerning the easements. From a practical point of 
view, certain kinds of prohibitions-such as one against the cutting of trees-have been 
difficult to enforce. It is difficult to prove damages after a violation has already 
occurred and the harm has already been done. 

The State of Wisconsin has had the most recent and the most extensive experience 
with the scenic easement. Some of this started with its activities along the Great 
River Road. But its history-making, ten-year, $ 50-million resource development 
and conservation program, authorized in 1961, set aside $2,000,000 for the purchase 
of highway scenic easements. A study as of May 1, 1964, reveals that easements are 
being acquired in 34 of the 72 Wisconsin counties; easements involving 296 parcels 
had been acquired, and 411 others were pending. The bulk of the acquisitions were 
obtained through negotiated settlements with property owners, bul approximately 
25 percent were condemned. Easements along the Great River Road in Wisconsin 
averaged $ 20. 66 an acre, while the statewide average cost under the present and 
larger program was $ 24. 18 an acre. Minnesota expects to acquire easements at a 
cost of about one-sixth of the value of the land. 

Scenic Highway Corridor Reservation 

Some states may prefer to use a reservation device under the police power to 
protect the scenic highway corridor, rather than acquire a scenic easement. 

Such a reservation mechanism is similar to the official maps laws which may be 
found in more than half of the states, but largely applicable to ito localities (2). Under 
these statutes, a municipality or a county is given authority to formulate on a map a 
precise plan of the public streets or highways it contemplates building. Following 
formal adoption of the plan, no building or improvement may be erected within the bed 
of the streets designated on the plan without permission first having been secured 
from the designated agency. Permits are not to be issued except in cases in which a 
failure to authorize the improvement would impose a hardship on the applicant. 

A few states have given their state highway departments the power to protect high
way rights-of-way prior to construction. In Michigan and Wisconsin, for example, 
these state agencies have been given the authority to control new subdivisions along 
state highways; in Michigan at least, this authority has been used to compel dedications 
for highway rights-of-way. Several states have even more comprehensive reservation 
statutes. 

Unlike the municipal and county official map acts, the state hi~hway reservation 
laws are not based on the hardship-variance principle. Though there are considerable 
differences in these laws, most of them afford relief to the affected property owners 
in hardship cases by requiring the highway agency to purchase the property involved 
in the restriction, if a petition is filed requesting it to do so. Some of these laws also 
contain a time limitation on the reservation. 

Reservations somewhat akin to these could have an application in a national program 
of scenic roads and parkways as means of creating and preserving corridors. They 
might be employed as an alternative device to the scenic easement device, or to 
supplement it. For example, a reservation device might be used effectively in the 
outer zone of the scenic highway corridor, while the scenic easement could be acquired 
in the inner zone. 
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Tax Incentives 

Tax adjustments offer another device to help secure needed scenic easements. 
Maryland, for example, has enacted legislation enabling counties to provide, in con
nection with assessment of property, for deduction of the value of scenic easements or 
other rights given up by the owner. This could be a strong incentive for property 
owners who are in sympathy with the objective of having a scenic corridor nearby, 
and who would not suffer any economic loss or inconvenience by granting such an 
easement. 

Other forms of tax exemption, deferral, partial rebate, and classification have been 
advanced as possible ways of preserving scenic corridors. Though there are varia
tions in state constitutional provisions, land that provides a public benefit may be 
exempt partially or wholly from real property taxes. Scenic corridors may possibly 
qualify under these conditions. Private lakes open to public hunting and fishing, 
private historic sites open to the 'public, and private lands open to public hiking or 
riding trails, are illustrations of private land that might be eligible for tax exemptions. 

It has also been suggested that regularly assessed taxes due on scenic corridor 
lands might be deferred until the land is sold for a purpose not inconsistent with its 
use as a scenic corridor. 

Professor Charles W. Eliot of Harvard University has authored a Massachusetts 
legislative proposal to create a system of tax rebates on land zoned and registered 
with the tax assessor as open space. Ninety percent of the real estate taxes would be 
rebated for the first three years, 70 percent for the next seven years, and 50 percent 
thereafter, as long as the open space regulations remained in force. All rebated taxes 
would fall due with any zoning change permitting nonopen space uses. Perhaps this 
device could be used on scenic highway corridors with even greater success. 
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