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State of the Art in Assessing

Visual-Cultural Values

RICHARD C. SMARDON

Introduction

Throughout the United States, land-use deci-
sions affecting wetlands are being made without
considering many important wetland values. As
a result, many valuable wetland areas are rap-
idly disappearing (Niering, 1970). Aesthetic,
educational, and recreational values in par-
ticular have been ignored because of the
negative mythology that previously were at-
tached to wetlands. This book discusses how
these ignored visual-cultural values can be iden-
tified and assessed.

Visual-cultural values are the finite natural
resources available for human use and percep-
tion within or associated with wetland areas.
Human uses that treat wetlands as a visual-
cultural resource include activities such as
canoeing, hiking, and outdoor classes in natural
history. In this book, visual-cultural wetland
values, which are defined by human individuals
or groups, will be explored as they relate to both
freshwater and saltwater wetlands. Although
heavy emphasis will be placed on visual percep-
tion and the visual quality of wetlands and their
landscape contexts, educational and recrea-
tional uses and values will also be discussed.

Perspective

The authors philosophical perspective is that
visual or aesthetic, recreational, and educa-
tional values of wetlands are highly interdepen-
dent and strongly correlated (Smardon, 1973).
Aesthetic perceptions are intertwined with
other cultural perceptions. To a canoeist, for in-
stance, a wetland area may have recreational
value based on its location along a large stream,
scenic value derived from the vistas and features
seen while canoeing, and educational value for
the wildlife and plants seen and identified.
Knowledge or information about the
ecological functions of wetlands alters and
transforms traditional values and beliefs into a
new aesthetic that is ecologically derived. S. C.
Pepper (1937), an aesthetic philosopher, pro-
poses that knowledge of the context and mean-
ing of an object can intensify the emotional
aspect of aesthetic appreciation of that object.
Continuing this line of reasoning from an
ecologist’s perspective, Pierre Dansereau (1973)
suggests that knowledge of ecological and
cultural processes will enhance aesthetic ap-
preciation of the landscape. Thus to individuals
who have ecological or informational perspec-
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tives, the once-abused backwaters are gradually
being perceived as gems in the landscape. Land-
scapes formetly alien or hostile to human
habitation are, in the true wilderness tradition,
now becoming appreciated through “ecological
aesthetics.”

The first corollary to the ecological-aesthetics
perspective is that different natural landscape
regions, such as the Great Plains, the south-
western canyon lands, and coastal areas, as
well as more restricted landscape units, such as
wetlands and alpine areas, have different visual-
cultural values based on their different physical
attributes. The second corollary is that people
with different cultural values are likely to
perceive and value landscapes differently. Thus
landscapes differ not only in their physical at-
tributes, but in the ways that they are valued by
people with different cultural backgrounds.

Toward an Evaluative Framework

For the purpose of inventorying or evaluating
visual-cultural values, wetlands cannot be
separated from their landscape contexts. A
wetland situated adjacent to a steep bluff, for in-
stance, will have different scenic, recreational,
and educational values than a wetland sur-
rounded by low-lying landforms. In previous
publications (Smardon, 1972, 1975} and in
Chapter 9, the author outlines an evaluatory
framework for assessing visual-cultural values
related to individual wetlands, to wetlands and
their landscape contexts, or to wetland com-
plexes. This evaluation system assesses wetlands
for exceptional values first, and then rates
nonexceptional wetlands by other criteria. For
example, a wetland is considered exceptional if
it (1) is an outstanding wetland natural area
(such as an endangered-species habitat); {2) has
general landscape values (for instance, is a
scarce wetland type within a region); or (3) has
wetland-system value (for example, if one of
several significant wetlands are interconnected
by rivers and lakes). Detailed criteria for
evaluating outstanding wetland areas, general
landscape values, and wetland-system values
are given in Smardon (1972, 1975) and in
Chapter 9.

What are the values of nonexceptional
wetlands? Nonexceptional wetlands are the
most susceptible to development or modifica-

tion. Individual wetland areas and their im-
mediate landscape contexts provide for many
recreational and educational uses, and visual
perception and the quality of the wetland are in-
tertwined with them. Primary recreational uses
of wetlands are fishing, hunting, bird watching,
and nature study; other recreational uses in-
clude hiking, photography, canoeing, boating,
and ice skating, Recreational uses of areas ad-
joining wetlands could include camping, pic-
nicking, and using trails and roads for walking,
cycling, horseback riding, cross-country skiing,
and pleasure driving. More controversial recrea-
tional uses of wetlands might include swamp
buggying, snowmobiling, air boating, motor
boating, and driving other all-terrain vehicles.
Many recreational food-gathering activities,
such as clamming on mudflats and berry picking
in wetland transitional areas, occur within or ad-
jacent to wetland areas. Educational uses of
wetlands include nature classrooms and scien-
tific laboratories.

Beside the natural attributes of wetlands,
man-made attributes or cultural variables
should be evaluated in relation to visual, educa-
tional, and recreational use. Cultural or “extrin-
sic” variables may be defined as “man-made
changes, adaptions, and additions to the natural
resources” {Lewis, 1970). Man-made effects can
both add to and detract from the natural
resource value. Among cultural enhancement
variables are:

1. Educational proximity: the nearness of
elementary schools, high schools, and col-
leges to a wetland area.

2. Physical accessibility: the degree of access to
a wetland by trail or road, and accessibility
within the wetland by boat, trail, or road.

3. Ambient quality: the physical condition of
the wetland as indicated by the degree of
water pollution, air pollution, noise levels,
and presence or absence of visual misfits or
incompatible land uses.

The visual-cultural values and attributes of
wetlands are identified here in a very general
way. Many of these values and attributes are
detailed in research on specific wetlands
{Smardon, 1972, 1975}, but they are generally
applicable to wetlands in different ecological
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contexts throughout the United States and other
parts of the world.

Literature

Sparse literature is available on visual, recrea-
tional, and educational values of inland or
coastal wetlands. However, four articles discuss
visual-cultural values of inland wetlands in some
depth (Hammitt, 1978; Lee, 1977; Rodgers,
1970; and Smardon, 1972). Only one article
(Rowntree, 1976) discusses visual-cultural
values of coastal wetlands in any detail. A few
studies assess the scenic quality of wetlands
along with other landscape types {Cherem and
Traweek, 1977; Palmer, 1978). Marginal treat-
ment of visual values of wetlands'can be found
in Errington {1957), Haslam (1973), Litton et al.
(1972), Niering (1967), and Steinitz et al. (1978).
Sources covering wetland recreational values
include Cheek and Field (1977), Errington
(1957), Haslam (1973), larson and Foster
(1955}, and Shaw and Fredine (1956). Sources
treating educational values include Niering
(1970), Odum (1971), Randall and Brainerd
(n.d.), Wharton (1970), and U.5.D.1.,, Fish and
Wildlife Service (1962),

There is also much peripheral material on
visual perception of landscapes, [andscape
assessment, and recreation. The most closely
related research is in river recreation. Two re-
cent proceedings contain much of the relevant
work in this area (U.S. Forest Service, 1977;
Louisiana State University, 1977), and the
author has assembled most of the references
dealing with visual aspects in a recent paper
{Smardon, 1977). Litton et al. (1974) have writ-
ten a book entitled Water and the Landscape,
but most of the treatment is not specific to
wetlands.

Little work deals directly with evaluation
(nonmonetary) or valuation (monetary) of
visual-cultural wetland values for environmental
decision-making. Lee (1977), Smardon (1972,
1975), and Smardon and Fabos (1976) propose
models using rating and ranking systems for
evaluating visual-cultural values. Steinitz et al.
(1978} have developed fairly sophisticated
models for simulating visual impacts from alter-
native policies for preserving the North River
and adjacent tidal wetlands in Massachusetts.
Gosselink et al. (1973), Gupta and Foster (1975),

and Krutilla and Fisher {(1976), propose
economic valuation techniques for wetlands.
Only Gupta and Foster (1975) consider visual-
cultural values, based on the evaluative model
of Smardon (1972).

Detailed review of the literature reveals a
number of findings about the role that wetlands
play in providing visual-cultural values. These
findings will be discussed as they pertain to (1)
wetlands in comparison with other landscapes,
{2) specific types of wetlands (in comparison
with each other), (3) wetlands and their im-
mediate surroundings, (4) the micro-landscape
within wetlands, and (5) the dynamic aspects of
wetlands.

Wetlands vs. Other Landscapes

Tidal marshes, bogs, and freshwater marshes
rate fairly high in landscape quality in com-
parison to other landscape types. Palmer (1978)
and Chapter 5 found that photographs of
wooded upland and marsh in Dennis, Mass-
achusetts, were preferred over photographs
of several other landscape types in the area.
Scores for the various landscape types were
figured from the means of rank-order sorting of
photographs from 1 to 7, with 1 being the most
preferred and 7 being the least preferred.
Wooded upland and marsh received a score of
2.91, as compared to beach and water with
2.99, suburban development with 3.47,
developed open land with 3.52, commercial
development with 5.32, and dense residential
development with 5.27. In ancther selected-
preference evaluation, Steinitz et al. (1978)
found that “meadows” (presumably tidal
meadows) were placed in the “most positive”
category. In Michigan, Cherem and Traweek
{1977) used the novel method of letting hikers
photograph the scenes they most preferred or
disliked along a trail, The most preferred scene,
photographed by 50 percent of the trail hikers,
was a freshwater marsh. Finally, Hammitt (1978)
and Chapter 6 studied landscape preferences
using black-and-white photographs and Likert
preference-rating scales, which ranged from 1
(not at all) to 5 {very much). In his study,
photographs of bogs were rated considerably
higher (3.33-4.58) than river landscapes
(2.66-4.13) and seminatural environment
{2.52-3.97) in the north central United States.
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Figure 1.1. Visual and physical access to wetlands.
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Thus many wetland landscape types, especially
open salt- and freshwater marshes and bogs,
tend to rate highly in scenic quality in a land-
scape continuum.

The high scenic quality of wetlands is not
paralleled by high recreational use. Cheek and
Field (1977), comparing recreational use of dif-
ferent environments, found fewer types of
recreational activities and less activity overall
associated with swamp and marsh en-
vironments, as opposed to river, lake, ocean,
forest/mountain, range/farm, and town/city en-
vironments. Based on actual usage, the most
significant cluster of recreational activities
associated with marsh/swamp environments
were nature-study and food-gathering activities.
These included visiting interpretative centers
and displays, studying nature and observing
wildlife, taking photographs, gathering natural
food, and collecting objects. According to this
study, other recreational activities seem to be
much less associated with wetlands than with
other environments. This could partially be ex-
plained by the difficulty of gaining physical ac-
cess to or into wetlands.

Wetlands vs. Other Wetlands

Little empirical work has beén done on human
preferences for one wetland type over ancther.
However, from the fieldwork involved in
Smardon’s 1972 work, the average recreationist
would prefer relatively open freshwater
wetlands such as fresh meadows, shallow or
deep freshwater marshes, bog mats, or low
shrub swamps to thickly vegetated shrub
swamps and wooded swamps without visual
clearance under the woody canopy. The natural
restrictions on visual and physical access (see
Figure 1.1) within the latter types of wetlards
may reduce their use, and value, for visual and
recreational purposes. However, most wetlands
are a composite of different vegetational types,
and even densely vegetated areas lacking easy
physical or visual access may come to be valued
as people learn about other desirable
characteristics of shrub and wooded wetlands.

A few other studies indicate the value of
visually open wetlands. Palmer (1978) and
Chapter 5 found through preference testing that
people in Dennis, Massachusetts, preferred
open saltwater marsh in the marsh/wooded

upland perceptual landscape classification type.
Litton et al. (1972) noted that the “spaciousness”
or openness of saltwater marshes in Tomales
Bay, California, was an important attribute of
the coastal landscape there.

Most people assume that the larger the
wetland, the higher the visual-cultural value.
This is not necessarily the case. Small wetlands
{below twenty acres) may have high visual and
educational values. Litton et al. (1972) pointed
out that the small areas of saltwater marsh and
meadow in Tomales Bay provided a greater
sense of “openness” in the landscape than
would be expected from their absolute size.
Simifar findings were made for freshwater
wetlands (Smardon, 1972) and saltwater
marshes (Steinitz et al., 1978) in New England.
From an educational perspective, one of the
most important qualities of wetlands is the
diversity of different attributes that can be seen
or experienced per unit area (Smardon, 1972).
Thus an extremely small wetland with many dif-
ferent species or communities of plants and
wildlife may have high educational value.
Larger wetlands will have a higher recreational
carrying capacity in terms of minimizing (or
spreading out) ecological damage from a given
amount of recreational use and in terms of
allowing different types of recreational users
within the same wetland area without conflict
{Smardon, 1972). Larger wetland areas may in
some cases support more wildlife or a greater
variety of wildlife for consumptive or noncon-
sumptive recreational use.

Wetlands and Their Immediate Surroundings

The enframing element that creates spatial
enclosure and edge contrast bordering a
wetland is important to the wetland’s scenic and
recreational quality. In the wetlands study in
Massachusetts (Smardon, 1972, 1975), it was
found that landforms and contrasting upland
vegetation surfounding the wetland were both
important in defining a sharp visual image and a
feeling of enclosed space (see Figures 1.2, 1.3,
1.4). In the Louisiana River swamp study (Lee,
1977) and in Chapter 4, canopylike woody
vegetation took on the major role of definition
and enclosure and made the wetland environ-
ment attractive, as determined by professional
judgment and preference testing. Strong but
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Figure 1.2, Landform contrast.

varied landform edges or vegetative edges also
create ideal spatial-sequential experiences for
boating or hiking through a wetland area, as
pointed out by Lee (1977} and More et al.
{1977).

Fabos et al. (1975) found through preference
testing that the most visually compatible land
uses adjoining wetlands in the Northeast are
open water, forest, and agricultural land. Fabos
et al. (1975) and Palmer {1978) found that peo-
ple in general prefer natural or agricultural land
uses adjacent to wetland areas, although
limited-intensity recreational or residential uses
may be aesthetically acceptable. Wetlands adja-
cent to rivers, small lakes, ponds, and saltwater
bays or inlets are optimum environments from a
recreational and educational as well as visual
perspective.

Wetlands and the Micro-Landscape Within

When viewed in the context of the larger land-
scape, as in a photograph or from a car window,
a wetland may be highly valued for providing
openness and contrast in the landscape (Litton
et al.,, 1972; Palmer, 1978; Rodgers, 1970;

Smardon, 1972, 1975). As the view shifts to the
micro-landscape within the wetland, the
perceptual scale shifts, and along with it the
values attached to the features of the wetland.
Hammitt's (1978) empirical work in Chapter 6
on northern bogs indicates that people like to

_experience a mixture of open bog mat and

wooded screens, which provide “mystery” or in-
trigue about areas yet to be explored. Hammitt's
valuable work suggests that siting and design
of boardwalks, channels, -or other access
enhancements should take advantage of varied
spatial experiences and use both restricted and
open views of wetland areas. The importance of
sequential variance is suggested by More et al.
(1977) and Rodgers (1970}.

One of the most striking aspects of both
freshwater and saltwater marshes is the textual
contrast and the patterns formed by open water
and aquatic vegetation. Niering (1967) and
Rowntree (1976) noted the aesthetic quality of
the “uniform bands” of vegetation in saltwater
marshes. In his own work, the author has con-
sistently been impressed with the complexity
and richness of emergent aquatic-vegetative
patterns, in wetlands and the interspersion, in
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Figure 1.3. Wetland enclosure.

ideal proportions of vegetation and open-water
areas (Smardon, 1972, 1975). The striking sur-
face patterns and textures of wetlands are often
highly transient and easily altered by changes in
water level, vegetation robustness, color, or
light conditions. Nevertheless, the water/vege-
tation surface patterns are clearly a unique at-
tribute of both fresh- and saltwater wetlands
(see Figures 1.5, 1.6).

Man-made elements in the wetland micro-
landscape, such as a boardwalk on a bog mat,
may also be accepted as compatible with the

natural area (Hammitt, 1978). If sensitively sited
and designed, a boardwalk may even promote
visual, recreational, and educational values by
providing access to an otherwise restricted and
extremely delicate area.

Dynamic Aspects of Wetlands

Some of the dynamic aspects of wetlands in-
clude seasonal changes and their effects on
wetland vegetation (Rodgers, 1970; Smardon,
1972). For example, skunk cabbage often
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Figure 1.6, Vegetative/water interspersion patterns.

dominates the floor of northeastern wooded
swamps in early spring; red maple, with its early
fall coler, visually dominates the wetland
wooded environment in the fall. Early bloom-
ing, early greening, and fall color also con-
tribute to the contrast between many northern
wetlands and surrounding upland areas.
Probably some of the most important aspects
of wetlands in terms of visual-cultural values are
those that are the hardest to assess. Rowntree
{1976) in Chapter 8 notes the dynamic visual
aspects of salt marshes, especially the tidal flow
itself and its manifestation in the morphology of
the vegetative community. Even mare dynamic
is wetland wildlife, glimpses of which range
from an occasional moose in northern bogs or
the American alligator in the Everglades to huge
flacks of migrating waterfowl in wetlands along
major flyways. Wildlife inevitably steals the
show from its habitat. ironically, little, if any,
empirical perceptual or behavioral work exists
on the aesthetic aspects of wildlife in wetland
environments—the raison d'étre behind popular
demand for preservation of wetland en-

vironments. In view of the increasing emphasis
on passive recreation and nonconsumptive
values of wildlife, this is truly an overlooked
research area.

Summary

Land-use ailocation decisions are being made
without adequate consideration of visual-
cultural and other values of wetlands. From the
perspective of ecological aesthetics, it is clear
that wetlands are visually and educationally rich
environments. Restrictions on recreational ac-
cess also keep wetlands from being altered or
developed for more intensive uses.

Many wetlands are outstanding natural areas
harboring unique or rare natural phenomena.
individual wetlands also give visual contrast and
diversity to the larger landscape. Wetland
systems serve to structure development or pro-
vide needed solitude for wilderness or semi-
wilderness experiences for urban dwellers,
Assessments of compaosite visual, recreational,
and educational values of nonexceptional
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wetlands have different evaluative and percep-
tual frameworks. For all perceptual and ex-
periential modes and at afl geographical scales,
wetlands have high visual and educational
values relative to other types of landscape.

These values can be projected over time to
show their relative worth by an economic proxy
accounting method (Gupta and Foster, 1975;
Smardon, 1975) as shown in Chapter 9.
Wetlands can also be rated according to visual,
recreational, and educational preferences, as
measured with visual stimuli, such as pho-
tographs, and various scales, such as Likert's
rating scale {Hammitt, 1978) in Chapter 6 and

the semantic differential or rank ordering {Lee,
" 1978) in Chapter 4.
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