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3.17.3 Land Cover

The natural vegetation cover of the Highveld is grassland of various types. In the map area much
of the land cover is classified as unimproved® grassland which is used for grazing of livestock
(paricularly sheep), and which is not pristine due to agricultural activities (Figure 3-5). Extensive
areas are under cultivation, especially the western half of the map area. Products include maize,
grain, wheat and sorghum. There are also large regions covered in exotic forest plantations,
particularly towards the Great Escarpment in the east. Coal mines are limited to the Ecca Group
rocks and therefore occur west of the wind farm area, although a few smaller mines can also be
found just east of Carolina.

Carolina/Silobela is a second order service centre which services surrounding rural areas and
small villages. It developed as a service centre for the agricultural community and contains
abattoirs, silos and an agricultural office for the region (Gert Sibande DM 2009).

The Nooitgedacht Dam Nature Reserve is an officially designated protected area. There are no
other protected areas in the map area, unless they are private game farms or nature reserves not
yet included in the SANBI or IUCN protected areas databases.

3 Unimproved grassland — permanent grassland which has not been cultivated for some years.
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Figure 3-12: Map of land cover for the region
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3.1.4 Settlement Pattern

Carolina/Silobela is an important local service centre for the agricultural sector of the region.
Several major roads and a railway line passes through the town forming important freight routes for
mainly agricultural produce (Figure 3-6). The R38, R33 and R36 link the town to various other
towns in the District such as Standerton, Barberton, Nelspruit, Vrede and Ermelo. The railway line
runs parallel to the R36 and passes through the proposed wind farm site. Numerous high-voltage
power lines pass through the region and are almost always visible in the landscape. A power
station is visible in the distance to the west (outside the map area). The Nooitgedacht Dam is a
large man-made structure in the landscape.

Farmsteads and buildings are smoothly distributed throughout the map area, mainly due to the
relatively uniform farm sizes, although some concentrations occur near the Nooitgedacht Dam wall,
and near the coal mines in the north-west.
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Figure 3-13 Settlement patterns and man-made structures in the receiving environment.
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3.2 Landscape Character

The distinct and recognisable pattern of elements that occurs consistently in a particular
Landscape type of landscape, and how this is perceived by people. It reflects particular combinations
character of geology, landform, soils, vegetation, land use and human settlement. It creates the
particular sense of place of different areas of the landscape (GLVIA, 2002).

Considering the landscape elements discussed above it is possible to identify a number of
landscape character types that may potentially be affected by the proposed wind farm:
= Highveld cultivated agricultural — areas under cultivation towards the west and south of the
wind farm area (including Carolina and Silobela), mostly underlain by Ecca shales;
= Livestock agricultural grasslands — central part of the map area containing the proposed
wind farm site and Nooitgedacht Dam, underlain by Transvaal Supergroup rocks;
= Great Escarpment edge exotic forestry plantations — east and south-east of the wind farm
area.

3.3 Landscape Character Sensitivity

Landscape This provides an indication of the ability of a landscape to absorb change from the
character proposed development without changing character. A pristine landscape prized for its

e . natural beauty, or a landscape of high cultural value will have high sensitivity to changes
sensitivity brought about by new developments.

The rural-agricultural landscape is clearly not pristine and contains many large scale man-made
structures (not necessarily associated with a rural landscape). Most of the land is under cultivation
or is utilised for stock farming. Several coal mines are located in the landscape and a large power
station is visible in the distance. There are very few views where high-voltage power lines are not
visible in the landscape, and there is a large substation located in the Nooitgedacht Dam Nature
Reserve. The landscape is therefore unlikely to be valued for its natural beauty or high cultural
significance. A low sensitivity to the proposed development is expected.

3.4 Visual Absorption Capacity (VAC)

The capacity for the landscape to conceal the proposed development. The VAC of a
landscape depends on its topography and on the type of vegetation that naturally occurs in
the landscape. The size and type of the development also plays a role.

Visual absorption
capacity (VAC)

The VAC for this project is low due to the size of the project, the height of its components and the
low potential for vegetative screening of the project.
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al ASSESSMENT AND MITIGATION OF IMPACTS

4.1 Visual Impact Concepts and Assessment Criteria
4.1.1 Visual assessment criteria used in assessing magnitude and significance

The potential visual impact of the proposed wind farm is assessed using a number of
criteria which provide the means to measure the magnitude and determine the significance
of the potential impact (Oberholzer 2005). The visibility (Section 4.1.2) of the project is an
indication of where in the region the development will potentially be visible from. The rating
is based on viewshed size only and is an indication of how much of a region will potentially
be affected visually by the development. A high visibility rating does not necessarily signify
a high visual impact, although it can if the region is densely populated with sensitive visual
receptors. Viewer (or visual receptor) sensitivity (Section 4.1.3) is a measure of how
sensitive potential viewers of the development are to changes in their views. Visual
receptors are identified by looking at the development viewshed, and include scenic
viewpoints, residents, motorists and recreational users of facilities within the viewshed. A
large number of highly sensitive visual receptors can be a predictor of a high
intensity/magnitude visual impact although their distance from the development (measured
as visual exposure — Section 4.1.4) and the current composition of their views (measured
as visual intrusion — Section 4.1.5 ) will have an influence on the significance of the impact.

4.1.2 Visibility

The geographic area from which the project will be visible, or view catchment area. (The
actual zone of visual influence of the project may be smaller because of screening by
existing trees and buildings). This also relates to the number of receptors affected

Visibility of Project  (Oberholzer 2005).
e High visibility - visible from a large area (e.g. several square kilometres).

e  Moderate visibility — visible from an intermediate area (e.g. several hectares).
e [ow visibility — visible from a small area around the project site.

In this report there is also another sense in which 'visibility' is used. Cumulative viewsheds indicate
not only where a feature is visible from (the meaning of visibility as used in the definition above),
but also how much of the feature will be visible from that point or area. In this case shades of
orange and red indicate areas from where most of the turbines will be visible, whereas shades of
blue show areas from where only a small part of the wind farm will be visible.

As expected the visibility is high in terms of area due to the size of the development and the height
of its components. The map in Figure 4-1 shows the spatial extent of areas with potential views on
the wind farm. The region is relatively sparsely populated but the extent of the viewshed means
that many viewers can potentially be affected.
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Figure 4-1: Map showing the cumulative viewshed for the wind farm. Shades of red indicate areas where views of the wind farm will contain most of the wind turbines (potentially all
the turbines). Green lines on the map show positions of protected areas. The viewshed calculation does not take into account distance from the wind farm, which will be
discussed in the section on visual exnosure. and is not a direct reflection of visual imnact
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