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Founded as the Conservation Council of Virginia in 1969, Virginia 
Conservation Network (VCN) began as a roundtable of major 
conservation groups and has grown to include over 130 Network 
Partners across the Commonwealth. VCN is committed to 
building a powerful, diverse, and highly-coordinated conservation 
movement focused on protecting our Commonwealth’s natural 
resources. 

VCN is a facilitator of strategic action, a resource for Network 
Partners statewide, and a constant conservation presence in 
Virginia’s Capitol. Playing a unique role in Virginia’s conservation 
community, VCN helps the community speak with one 
coordinated voice. The organization and its staff focus on 
strengthening the conservation community as a whole and 
ɩǞȁȁǞȁǐ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ɨǞƧɈȌȲǞƵȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺخ

VCN’s Network Partners work on a wide range of issues from 
stream restoration, to transportation reform, to renewable energy 
advancement, to promoting sustainable community growth, and 
more. Given the diverse work of our partner organizations, VCN 
organizes its programs into four main categories: HEALTHY RIVERS, CLEAN 
ENERGY AND CLIMATE, LAND CONSERVATION, and LAND USE AND TRANSPORTATION.

VCN is proud to serve as the state lead for the Choose Clean Water 
Coalition — the regional coalition advocating for clean rivers and streams 
in communities throughout the Chesapeake Bay Watershed, —  as the 
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ƊǏ˸ǶǞƊɈƵ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�yƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�àǞǶƮǶǞǏƵ�IƵƮƵȲƊɈǞȌȁل�ƊȺ�Ɗ�ǿƵǿƦƵȲ�ȌǏ�
the Viriginia Environmental Justice Council, and as a partner of Earth Day.
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ROANOKE
Image credit: Yung-Han Chang



I don’t have to tell you that we are in an unprecedented moment in time. We are 
amidst a pandemic, the highest unemployment in recent history, and a renewed civil 
rights movement - not to mention, the impending threat of climate change. It would 
be easy for any one of us to use this as a moment to throw in the towel but, in picking 
up this book, you are joining me in being part of the solution. Thank you. 

The last six months have shown that now, more than ever, we must invest in solutions 
for our environment. As we face a public health crisis that attacks our respiratory 
system, increasing local air quality has never been more important. Access to outdoor 
spaces for all Virginians – from trails in our neighborhoods to the banks of our local 
waterways – are critical as individuals look for opportunities to get out of their homes 
to restore their mental and physical health. As global markets are tested and stretched 
thin – the importance of local food systems and locally produced clean energy are key 
to creating resilient communities. 

Our Common Agenda is your road map for state-based policy solutions to start to 
address these and other environmental problems facing our Commonwealth. A 
collection of papers written by, vetted through, and voted on by our 130+ Network 
Partners, this book is an educational tool for policy makers and conservation advocates 
ƊǶǞǲƵخ��ɐȲ�ƊɐɈǘȌȲȺ�ǐȲȌɐȁƮ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ȲƵȺƵƊȲƧǘ�ƊȁƮ�˛ȁƮǞȁǐȺ�Ǟȁ�ȺƧǞƵȁƧƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈ�ȯȲƊƧɈǞƧƊǶ�
policy solutions that are equitable for all Virginians. (²ƵƵ�RȌɩ�ÀǘƵ� ȲǞƵ˸ȁǐ� ȌȌǲ�JƵɈȺ�
Made (p. vi) for more information on how our Common Agenda is drafted each year.)

As you read through the policy ideas for the upcoming year you’ll see an increased 
focus on tackling pollution from the transportation sector – Virginia’s largest source of 
carbon pollution while we look to continue to enforce and enhance the climate gains 
made last year for Virginia’s utility sector. In addition, we are just a few years away from 
Virginia’s deadline to meet our goals in the Chesapeake Bay clean-up plan increasing 
the urgency of clean water investments that have proven successful over the last 
decade. As our trails, campgrounds, and waterways see increased visitors, we provide 
solutions for increasing access for all outdoors. In addition, you'll see that each of our 
policies seeks to ensure environmental justice for all.

ÀǘƵȺƵ�ƊȲƵ�ǯɐȺɈ�Ɗ�ǏƵɩ�ǘǞǐǘǶǞǐǘɈȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘǞȺ�ɯƵƊȲٚȺ�!ȌǿǿȌȁ��ǐƵȁƮƊ�ƦȲǞƵ˛ȁǐ�ƦȌȌǲخ��Ⱥ�ɈǘƵ�
partnership of 130+ conservation organizations we believe that if we work together, we 
can solve Virginia’s biggest environmental problems and leave the Commonwealth 
better than we found it for the next generation. I’m looking forward to working with 
you on whichever topic or topics interests you most. Feel free to reach out to me, my 
team, or any of the authors in this book for more information. 

Mary Rafferty 
Executive Director 

A MESSAGE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
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2021 OUR COMMON AGENDA PHOTO CONTEST WINNER
This year, in an effort to further involve the conservation community in the 
crafting of the publication, VCN held a contest to select the cover photo. With 
more than 400 submissions, the competition generated spectacular images 
from across the Commonwealth. This year's contest winner is Sarah Kohrs, of 
Mt. Jackson, Va. for her photo Along the James. The picture was taken near 
ªȌƧǲƦȲǞƮǐƵ�!ȌɐȁɈɯ�ƊȁƮ�ǘǞǐǘǶǞǐǘɈȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�Ⱥǲɯ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�hƊǿƵȺ�ªǞɨƵȲ�
as it meanders along the Blue Ridges. 

Kohrs hails from Shenandoah County and leads community work days 
at a burial ground that honors African Americans formerly enslaved on a 
plantation in Quicksburg. For the winning photo, She and her family were on a camping excusion to the Crabtree 
Falls area. " Driving along the Blue Ridge, we came to a place where the sunlight's strobe through tree canopies 
opened onto a clear view of the James River as it threaded toward the mountains," she said. "I never tire of seeing 
mountain and valley landscapes. They seem to make my soul sigh and leap at the same time." The photo was 
ɈƊǲƵȁ�ɩǞɈǘ�Ɗ�IɐǯǞ˛Ƕǿ�åٌÀׁ׀�ƮǞǐǞɈƊǶ�ƧƊǿƵȲƊخ

"When we preserve, protect, and restore nature, we do the same for ourselves," said Kohrs, talking about the 
importance of conservation. "It's a life-practice, a habit, that guides the way we se the world and the way we see 
one another. If we are willing to conserve the people we love, we should be willing to conserve the natural places 
we love, too."



HOW THE BRIEFING BOOK GETS DRAFTED
Our Common Agenda is a year-long project that couldn’t happen without support, insight, and input from all 
ȌǏ�ß!yٵȺ�yƵɈɩȌȲǲ�§ƊȲɈȁƵȲȺى�àǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�!�ßX(פל٧�ȯƊȁƮƵǿǞƧ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˸ƧƊȁɈǶɯ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈǞȁǐ�ǘȌɩ�ƦɐȺǞȁƵȺȺ�ɩƊȺ�ƧȌȁƮɐƧɈƵƮ�
Ǟȁلכםכם��ǿƊȁɯ�ȌǏ�ß!yٍȺ�Ǟȁ٧ȯƵȲȺȌȁ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺƵȺ�ǘƊƮ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ǿȌɨƵƮ�ɈȌ�Ɗ�ɨǞȲɈɐƊǶ�ȺƵɈɈǞȁǐى�RƵȲƵٵȺ�ǘȌɩ�ɩƵ�ȯɐɈ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƦȌȌǲ�
together this year:

NETWORK PARTNERS PARTICIPATE IN REGIONAL LISTENING SESSIONS
Each spring, VCN hosts regional listening sessions to brief local and 
regional partners on what environmental policies passed and failed 
ƮɐȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ȺƵȺȺǞȌȁخ�ÀǘǞȺ�ǞȺ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȌȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈɯ�ǏȌȲ�
our network of more than 130 partners to highlight what local and 
regional conservation policy opportunities they would like prioritized.

ISSUE WORKGROUPS HOST ANNUAL MEETINGS
With the ideas generated from the regional listening sessions, 
VCN’s issue workgroups (Clean Water, Clean Energy & Climate, Land 

Conservation, and Land Use & Transportation) discuss the feasibility of policy recommendations and decide 
ɩǘǞƧǘ�ǞȺȺɐƵȺ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�ƧȌɨƵȲƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ� ȲǞƵ˛ȁǐ� ȌȌǲخ�(ɐȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘǞȺ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺة�ƊɐɈǘȌȲȺ�ȌǏ�ƵƊƧǘ�ɩǘǞɈƵ�ȯƊȯƵȲ�ƊȲƵ�ƊǶȺȌ�
selected. 

AUTHORS PUT PEN TO PAPER
The collaborative process is truly on display while co-authors craft their white papers. Generally, anywhere from 
ׂٌׄ�ƊɐɈǘȌȲȺ�ɩȌȲǲ�Ȍȁ�ƵƊƧǘ�ƦȲǞƵ˛ȁǐ�ȯƊȯƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ƧȌȁȺɐǶɈ�ɩǞɈǘ�ß!y�ȺɈƊǏǏ�ɈȌ�ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƵƊƧǘ�ȯƊȯƵȲ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈȺ�ȯȌǶǞƧɯ�
recommendations that are both attainable and effective.

ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE REVIEW COMMITTEE WORKS TO ENSURE POLICIES ARE EQUITABLE
In order to avoid policy recommendations that may have an adverse impact on environmental justice 
ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ٌ�ȺȯƵƧǞ˛ƧƊǶǶɯ�ǶȌɩ�ǞȁƧȌǿƵ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺة�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ȌǏ�ƧȌǶȌȲة�ƊȁƮ�ȲɐȲƊǶ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺة�Ɗ�ɈƵƊǿ�ȌǏ�
yƵɈɩȌȲǲ�§ƊȲɈȁƵȲȺ�ȺƵȲɨƵȺ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�0ȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�hɐȺɈǞƧƵ�ªƵɨǞƵɩ�!ȌǿǿǞɈɈƵƵخ�ÀǘƵ�ƧȌǿǿǞɈɈƵƵ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩȺ�ƊǶǶ�ƦȲǞƵ˛ȁǐ�
paper drafts to ensure that policies won't have unintended consequences and looks for opportunities where 
policies can lift up historically marginalized communities. Recommendations offered by the EJ Review Team are 
considered by the co-authors and integrated to the best of their collective ability.

ISSUE WORKGROUPS CONDUCT EXTENSIVE REVIEWS
�ȁƧƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƦȲǞƵ˛ȁǐ�ȯƊȯƵȲȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�ƦƵƵȁ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�0ȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�
Justice Review Committee, VCN’s issue workgroups review all of the papers, 
incorporating feedback to make stronger arguments or more effective policy 
recommendations. By the time white papers have been fully reviewed and 
˛ȁƊǶǞɹƵƮة�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ȲƵƊƮ�Ʀɯ�ƊɈ�ǶƵƊȺɈ�ׁٌׅ׀�ƵɮȯƵȲɈȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ɈȌȯǞƧٚȺ�˛ƵǶƮخ�

VCN LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE VOTES ON POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Our legislative committee is made up of partners from each of our workgroups 
who have experience working policies in Richmond. This is an opportunity to 
break down the silos between workgroups - energy experts review water papers, 
land conservation experts review transportation papers. This helps ensure policies 
don't unintentionally adversely impact other workgroup issue areas as well as to 
ensure policies are bold yet attainable. Policy recommendations are voted on by 
the committee.

VCN BOARD VOTES ON THE ACCEPTANCE OF EACH PAPER
ÀǘƵ�˛ȁƊǶ�ȺɈƵȯ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǯȌɐȲȁƵɯ�ǏȲȌǿ�Ɗ�ȯȌǶǞƧɯ�ǞƮƵƊ�ɈȌ�Ɗ�ȯǶƊƧƵ�Ǟȁ��ɐȲ�!ȌǿǿȌȁ��ǐƵȁƮƊ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ɨȌɈƵ�Ʀɯ�ß!yٚȺ� ȌƊȲƮ�ȌǏ�
(ǞȲƵƧɈȌȲȺ�0خƊƧǘ�ƦȲǞƵ˛ȁǐ�ȯƊȯƵȲ�ǞȺ�ȯȲƵȺƵȁɈƵƮ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ� ȌƊȲƮ�ƊȁƮ�Ɗ�ɨȌɈƵ�Ȍȁ�ǞɈȺ�ǞȁƧǶɐȺǞȌȁ�ǏȌǶǶȌɩȺخ�ÀǘǞȺ�˛ȁƊǶ�ȺɈƵȯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�
process ensures that topics and policy recommendations are in line with VCN’s mission and goals. 

Photos (top to bottom): VCN Partners participate in the Shenandoah Valley regional listening session. Image credit: Victoria 
Higgins; VCN Network Partners discuss strategy, policy, and  which issues to focus on at the annual Clean Water Workgroup 
meeting. Image credit: David Oglethorpe.
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PICKEREL WEED AND POCOSIN SUNRISE
Image credit: Erik Moore
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Since 2010, the states located in the footprint of the Chesapeake Bay have embarked on a 15-year clean-up plan to reduce 
the amount of pollution in the estuary. Each state’s Watershed Implementation Plan (WIP) is designed to accomplish a 
set of allocation goals identified in the Chesapeake Bay total maximum daily load (TMDL). Virginia has made great strides 
and investments in meeting its goals by the 2025 deadline. However, in order to continue this progress, we must ensure 
strong and sustained funding for key local- and statewide initiatives.
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WORKING WITH FARMERS TO PROTECT OUR RIVERS AND STREAMS
Historically, Virginia’s funding for agricultural BMPs and associated technical assistance 
ǘƊȺ�˜ɐƧɈɐƊɈƵƮ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈǶɯ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɯƵƊȲ�ɈȌ�ɯƵƊȲ�ƦɐɈ�ǘƊȺ�ƊǶɩƊɯȺ�ǏƊǶǶƵȁ�ǏƊȲ�ƦƵǶȌɩ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵٚȺ�
ƮȌƧɐǿƵȁɈƵƮ�ȁƵƵƮ�²خɈȲȌȁǐة�ȺɐȺɈƊǞȁƵƮ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƵɨƵǶ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ��ǐȲǞƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�
Needs Assessment will improve water quality and invest in agricultural economies in 
hard-hit communities across the Commonwealth, both in and beyond the Chesapeake 
Bay Watershed.

Maggi Blomstrom // Piedmont Environmental Council // mblomstrom@pecva.org
Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org
Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org 

TACKLING POLLUTED STORMWATER RUNOFF AND RESTORING LOCAL WATER QUALITY
Cities and towns, churches and schools, homeowners and developers — everyone has a 
role to play in keeping nutrient and sediment pollution out of our stormwater. The state 
can and should encourage pollution reduction practices by providing strong funding 
ȺɐȯȯȌȲɈ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲȌɈƵƧɈǞȁǐ�ȌɐȲ�ƵɮǞȺɈǞȁǐ�ȺɈȌȲǿɩƊɈƵȲ�ǿƊȁƊǐƵǿƵȁɈ�ȲƵǐɐǶƊɈǞȌȁȺة�ȺȯƵƧǞ˛ƧƊǶǶɯ�
the Stormwater Local Assistance Fund.

Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org
Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org

VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert
VCN Policy  Campaigns Manager, Healthy Rivers and Land Conservation
pat@vcnva.org

UPGRADING WASTEWATER TREATMENT IN VIRGINIA
In the last decade and a half, Virginia legislators have enacted a suite of programs, 
including a watershed general permit and a nutrient trading program, along with 
consistent funding through the Water Quality Improvement Fund — to help the 
wastewater sector cost-effectively reduce pollution to Virginia’s waterways. As positive 
results and new challenges begin to appear, Virginia must remain committed to this 
work by ensuring robust and sustained funding for continued modernization of the 
Commonwealth’s wastewater facilities. 

Jamie Brunkow // James River Association // jbrunkow@thejamesriver.org 
Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org

EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES AND 
CONTACT INFORMATION

      MEETING OUR CHESAPEAKE BAY CLEAN-UP GOALS



CONSERVING AND EXPANDING TREE CANOPY FOR CLEANER AND HEALTHIER COMMUNITIES
Conserving existing tree canopy and investing in urban forests and riparian corridors 
restores our waterways, and can help restore Virginia’s economy and improve the 
physical and mental health of our residents, particularly those who live in underserved 
communities. We anticipate more legislation in 2021 and hope legislators will support 
these initiatives. 

Karen Forget, Lynnhaven River Now // karen@lrnow.org 
Brent Hunsinger, Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org 
Ann Jurczyk, Chesapeake Bay Foundation // ajurczyk@cbf.org

CHESAPEAKE BAY FOUNDATION VOLUNTEERS AND REPRESENTATIVES MAINTAIN A 
RIPARIAN BUFFER. 
Image credit: Kenny Fletcher
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WORKING WITH FARMERS TO PROTECT OUR RIVERS AND 
STREAMS
Maggi Blomstrom // Piedmont Environmental Council | Anna Killius // James River Association 
Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation

INTRODUCTION
Agriculture is Virginia’s largest industry by many 
metrics — economic impact, jobs, and land area 
— it also represents the largest source of nutrient 
and sediment pollution reaching Virginia’s local 
streams, rivers, and the Chesapeake Bay.؇ Fortunately, 
addressing these pollution loads offers an opportunity 
to improve the Commonwealth’s natural resources 
while also enhancing the positive economic impact of 
agriculture.  Over the past three decades Virginia has 
helped farmers reduce nutrient pollution by funding 
the Virginia Agricultural Cost Share Program (VACS). 
This voluntary program offers funding for farmers 
to accomplish a wide suite of practices that reduce 
ȯȌǶǶɐɈǞȌȁ�ɩǘǞǶƵ�ȌǏǏƵȲǞȁǐ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ǏƊȲǿƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�
supporting local job creation. Although Virginia has 
made substantial progress, historic funding levels have 
fallen far short of demand. 

BACKGROUND
For many of Virginia’s waterways with poor water 
quality, nutrient, sediment, and bacteria pollution 
are to blame. The Chesapeake Bay is impaired for 
nutrients and sediment, and monitoring shows that 
nearly half of Virginia’s rivers and streams also have 
bacterial impairments. All of these pollutants negatively 
impact Virginia’s local waterways in unique ways. 
Nutrient pollution causes excessive algal blooms that 
ƮƵǐȲƊƮƵ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�ȱɐƊǶǞɈɯ�ƊȁƮ�ȺɐǏǏȌƧƊɈƵȺ�˛Ⱥǘ�ƊȁƮ�ȺǘƵǶǶ˛Ⱥǘخ�
Sediment pollution buries important habitats at the 
bottom of our waterways, including gravel spawning 
beds for trout, mussel beds, and oyster reefs and blocks 
sunlight from underwater grasses. Bacterial pollution 
makes rivers and streams unsafe for swimming, 
ȲƵƧȲƵƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ȺǘƵǶǶ˛Ⱥǘ�ǘƊȲɨƵȺɈȺخ�

As the largest source of nutrient and sediment 
pollution to the Chesapeake Bay, the agriculture sector 
plays a critical role in Virginia’s plan to clean up the 
Chesapeake Bay and address local stream health. The 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed Implementation Plan 
(WIP) and the 2020 Virginia General Assembly (HB1422/
SB704) set a distinct timeline for farmers to protect 
their streams and the Bay by installing voluntary 
conservation practices on their lands. However, to 
ǿƵƵɈ�ɈǘǞȺ�ɈǞǿƵǶǞȁƵة�ǏƊȲǿƵȲȺ�ȁƵƵƮ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�
and technical support from a fully-funded Virginia 
Agricultural Cost-Share Program. 

 
The Virginia Department of Conservation and 
Recreation administers VACS through the Soil and 
Water Conservation Board and Virginia’s 47 Soil and 
Water Conservation Districts. The Districts’ experienced 
staff work with farmers and landowners to identify the 
biggest problems facing local water quality, provide 
technical assistance in addressing those problems 
through conservation practices, and help to cover 
the cost of installation. VACS has assisted thousands 
ȌǏ�ǏƊȲǿƵȲȺ�Ǟȁ�ǞǿȯǶƵǿƵȁɈǞȁǐ�ǿȌȲƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�ׅ׀�ƮǞǏǏƵȲƵȁɈ�
types of best management practices (BMPs) to keep 
pollution from reaching Virginia’s waterways.؈ These 
BMPs include stream fencing to keep livestock out 
of streams while providing alternative water sources; 
nutrient management plans, which help ensure 
farmers use a sustainable amount of fertilizer; riparian 
grass and forested buffers; conservation tillage; cover 
crops; and, many other practices essential to protecting 
Virginia’s streams, lakes, rivers, and bays. 

Investments in these agricultural BMPs not only 
improve water quality, but they create local jobs and 
ƮƵǶǞɨƵȲ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ȲɐȲƊǶ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺخ�
Livestock exclusion from streams prevents calf losses 
and improves herd health.3�XȁƧȲƵƊȺƵƮ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȌǏ�
nutrient application helps reduce fertilizer loss while 
improving crop yield. Conservation tillage, cover 
crops, rotational grazing, and other practices further 
improve soil health and productivity.4 And, reduced 
agricultural runoff protects critically important sources 
of drinking water, mitigating against the risks that 
rural communities and communities of color face from 
ƊǐǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ǞȁȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵׅخ At a time 
when Virginia’s farming community has been hard 
hit by market, trade, and supply chain disruptions, 
agricultural producers need to see a renewed 
commitment by the Commonwealth to invest in clean 
water and agriculture. 

Every other year, the Virginia Department of 
Conservation and Recreation — working with farmers, 
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INVESTMENTS IN AGRICULTURAL BEST MANAGEMENT 
PRACTICES NOT ONLY IMPROVE WATER QUALITY, BUT THEY 
CREATE LOCAL JOBS AND DELIVER ECONOMIC BENEFITS FOR 
RURAL COMMUNITIES.



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fund the Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share 
Program at the documented need of at 
least $100 million per year according to the 
Agricultural Needs Assessment.

§ȲȌɨǞƮƵ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ȺɈƊƦǶƵ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�
for technical assistance by Soil and Water 
Conservation Districts.

Uphold consistent and adequate annual 
funding to ensure certainty for Virginia farmers 
and those who help them.

Remain strong in Virginia’s commitment 
to maintain, enforce, and, where possible, 
improve our agricultural water quality and 
conservation initiatives. 

the Soil and Water Conservation Districts, and other 
stakeholders — compiles an Agricultural Needs 
Assessment detailing how much investment is needed 
for agricultural BMPs across the Commonwealth. 
The most recent assessment shows that, in order to 
ǿƊɮǞǿǞɹƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ɈȌ�ǶȌƧƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�ƮȌɩȁȺɈȲƵƊǿ�ɩƊɈƵȲɩƊɯȺ�
and Virginia communities, we need to fully fund VACS 
at no less than $100 million per year.6 During the 2020 
JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯة�ǶƵǐǞȺǶƊɈȌȲȺ�ƊȯȯȲȌɨƵƮׅٽ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�
for agriculture water quality programs over two years, 
ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐׅخׄٽ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ƵƊƧǘ�ɯƵƊȲ�ǏȌȲ�ɈƵƧǘȁǞƧƊǶ�ƊȺȺǞȺɈƊȁƧƵ�
- the boots-on-the-ground at the Districts that make 
these programs possible. Several important pieces of 
legislation were also passed that advance water quality 
goals for agriculture. However, due to the budget 
uncertainty resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
almost $40 million has been put on hold. 

CONCLUSION
Historically, Virginia’s funding for agricultural BMPs 
ƊȁƮ�ƊȺȺȌƧǞƊɈƵƮ�ɈƵƧǘȁǞƧƊǶ�ƊȺȺǞȺɈƊȁƧƵ�ǘƊȺ�˜ɐƧɈɐƊɈƵƮ�
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈǶɯ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɯƵƊȲ�ɈȌ�ɯƵƊȲ�ƦɐɈ�ǘƊȺ�ƊǶɩƊɯȺ�ǏƊǶǶƵȁ�ǏƊȲ�
below the state’s documented need. Strong, sustained 
ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƵɨƵǶ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ��ǐȲǞƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�yƵƵƮȺ�
Assessment will improve water quality and invest 
in agricultural economies in hard-hit communities 
across the Commonwealth, both in and beyond the 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed.

VOLUNTEERS WITH THE PIEDMONT ENVIRONMENTAL COUNCIL AND FRIENDS 
OF THE RAPPAHANNOCK PLANT TREES AS PART OF A RIPARIAN BUFFER ON A 
VIRGINIA FARM. 
Image credit: Piedmont Environmental Council
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TACKLING POLLUTED STORMWATER RUNOFF AND RESTORING 
LOCAL WATER QUALITY

STORMWATER RUNOFF FROM URBAN AND SUBURBAN 
AREAS IS THE FASTEST GROWING SOURCE OF POLLUTION TO 
OUR WATER AND THE MAIN REASON MANY OF OUR URBAN 
STREAMS ARE IMPAIRED. 

Anna Killius // James River Association | Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation

INTRODUCTION
Virginians rely on local waterways for clean drinking 
water, vibrant communities, and strong economies. 
In fact, three-out-of-four Virginians depend upon 
healthy headwater streams for their drinking water.1 
Our Commonwealth is the largest seafood producer 
Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�0ƊȺɈ�!ȌƊȺɈة�ɩǞɈǘ�ȌɨƵȲ�ׅ׀�ƧȌǿǿƵȲƧǞƊǶǶɯ�ǘƊȲɨƵȺɈƵƮ�
species.2 Our outdoor recreation industry is booming, 
providing 197,000 direct jobs and $1.2 billion in tax 
revenue.3 In Richmond, the James River Park System 
alone generates over $33 million in income per year for 
the region.4 The Chesapeake and Ohio Canal National 
Historic Park, stretching along the Potomac River, 
attracted 4.4 million visitors in 2018 and generated 
$122 million in economic output for local gateway 
communities.ׅ

Despite our reliance on healthy waterways, polluted 
runoff — the muddy stew of stormwater, dirt, bacteria, 
and toxins that runs off streets, roofs, parking lots, 
and other hard surfaces — continues to threaten our 
local creeks, streams, and rivers. It remains the fastest 
growing source of pollution to the Chesapeake Bay,6 
undermining Virginia’s goal to restore local streams 
ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ� Ɗɯ�Ʀɯ�ׂخׂׅ׀

BACKGROUND
Stormwater runoff from urban and suburban areas is 
the fastest growing source of pollution to our water 
and the main reason many of our urban streams are 
impaired. As Virginia continues to develop, we’ve 
created more impervious surfaces — parking lots, roofs, 
and roads — which carry more polluted stormwater 
runoff to our waterways. With more intense rainfall 
events on the horizon as a result of climate change, 
ɐȁɈȲƵƊɈƵƮ�ȺɈȌȲǿɩƊɈƵȲ�ǿƊɯ�ƵɮƊƧƵȲƦƊɈƵ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�
potential for loss of life and property damage. Virginia’s 
plan to clean up the Chesapeake Bay, the Phase III 
Watershed Implementation Plan (WIP), calls for strong 
investments in better stormwater control, not only to 
protect clean water, but to protect our communities.

STORMWATER LOCAL ASSISTANCE FUND (SLAF) 
Much of our urban and suburban infrastructure was 
built before we fully understood how stormwater 
degrades local streams. Now, many larger localities are 
required to reduce the nutrients and sediment that 
they contribute to Virginia’s waterways. Implementing 

programs to achieve these reductions — like projects 
ɈȌ�ȲƵɈȲȌ˛Ɉ�ȌǶƮƵȲ�ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵو��ƧƊȁ�ƦƵ�ƵɮȯƵȁȺǞɨƵخ�
To help, the Virginia General Assembly created the 
Stormwater Local Assistance Fund (SLAF), a state and 
local matching grant program to protect and improve 
the health of our waterways. Over its lifespan, SLAF has 
ƊɐɈǘȌȲǞɹƵƮׅٽ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ǐȲƊȁɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ׁׂ׆�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�
Virginia, and demand for this program continues to 
grow.7 In 2019, localities submitted proposals for nearly 
twice the amount of funding available.8 Virginia’s initial 
needs assessment for SLAF estimates that the state 
needs to invest approximately $80 million annually. The 
�ة�ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ǏȌȲ�²m�I׀ׅٽ��JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵƮ׀ׂ׀ׂ
but uncertainty about state revenues as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic has put that funding on pause.

LOCAL CASE STUDIES 
Localities across Virginia have improved the health of 
their waterways using SLAF grants while achieving 
ǞǿȯȌȲɈƊȁɈ�ƧȌٌƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǶǞǲƵ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺǞȁǐ�ɈȌɐȲǞȺǿة�
ƦƵƊɐɈǞǏɯǞȁǐ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ȯƊȲǲȺة�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵƮɐƧǞȁǐ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐخ�

ÀǘƵ�!ǞɈɯ�ȌǏ�RȌȯƵɩƵǶǶ�ȲƵȺɈȌȲƵƮ�Ɗ�ɩƵɈǶƊȁƮ�ɈȌ�˛ǶɈƵȲ�ɈǘƵ�
ɩƊɈƵȲ�ɈǘƊɈ�˜ȌɩȺ�ǞȁɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�hƊǿƵȺ�ªǞɨƵȲخ�RȌȯƵɩƵǶǶ�ɐȺƵƮ�
the SLAF grant as a match for a federal National Fish 
and Wildlife grant, which enabled the city to achieve 
substantial nutrient reductions while providing a 
restored park as a city amenity.9 

The City of Waynesboro restored a wetland using a 
combination of SLAF and federal funds to achieve 
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯȌǶǶɐɈǞȌȁ�ȲƵƮɐƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǿƵƵɈ�ǞɈȺ�ȯƵȲǿǞɈ�
requirements. The city’s project provides a healthier 
environment for its residents while attracting tourists to 
its lively trout streams.10

VIRGINIA CONSERVATION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM  
The Virginia Conservation Assistance Program 
(VCAP) provides cost-share assistance for smaller-
scale residential and commercial projects to improve 
drainage and reduce erosion such as rain gardens, 
conservation landscaping, and permeable driveways. 
Since the program began in 2012, Virginia’s Soil and 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Allocate at least $80 million each year from 
��ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�²ɈȌȲǿɩƊɈƵȲ�mȌƧƊǶ��ȺȺǞȺɈƊȁƧƵׂׅ׀ׂٌ׀ׂ׀ׂ
Fund to invest in pollution reduction projects 
and help localities meet their local water 
quality needs on time. 

Provide increased and consistent funding 
for the Virginia Conservation Assistance 
Program to restore the creeks and streams our 
children play in; create habitat for birds, bees, 
ƊȁƮ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�ȯȌǶǶǞȁƊɈȌȲȺس�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�ǶȌƧƊǶǞɹƵƮ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐس�
and protect property values.

Protect Virginia's Stormwater Management 
§ȲȌǐȲƊǿ�ɈȌ�ȯȲȌǿȌɈƵ�ȺǿƊȲɈƵȲ�ǐȲȌɩɈǘ�ƊȁƮ�˜ȌȌƮ�
resilient communities.

Water Conservation Districts and their partners have 
ǞȁȺɈƊǶǶƵƮ�ȌɨƵȲ�ׇׄ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺخ�RȌɩƵɨƵȲة�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ׅׄ�
project applications — worth $228,000 — in a backlog 
awaiting funding. Property owners, businesses, schools, 
and localities rely on VCAP as a cost-effective method 
of addressing erosion and runoff in their communities 
while engaging and educating the public. Last year, 
ɈǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵƮ׀׀׀ة׀׀ׅٽ��ɈȌ�ȺɐȯȯȌȲɈ�
VCAP projects across the state, half of the amount this 
program received in 2019. Consistent, stable funding is 
an important part of encouraging property owners to 
participate. 

STORMWATER DEFENSE 
Virginia’s stormwater management program includes 
technical rules designed to minimize pollution from 
new construction. These rules help us slow the growth 
of polluted runoff from our urban and suburban areas. 
However, our stormwater program comes under attack 
every year. Virginia’s legislators must remain strong 
in their commitment to maintain, enforce, and where 
possible, improve the program. 

CONCLUSION
Cities and towns, churches and schools, homeowners 
and developers — everyone has a role to play in 
keeping nutrient and sediment pollution out of our 
stormwater. The state can and should encourage 
pollution reduction practices by providing strong 
funding support and protecting our existing 
stormwater management regulations.

DRAINS TO BAY, FREDERICKSBURG
Image credit: Seth Craig
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia and regional partners have been steadily 
working to restore the Chesapeake Bay since 1983. 
²ǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯȲȌǐȲƵȺȺ�ǘƊȺ�ƦƵƵȁ�ƊƧǘǞƵɨƵƮة�ƦɐɈ�ƵȁǘƊȁƧƵƮ�
efforts are now needed in the face of new challenges, 
including population growth and climate change.  
Upgrades to wastewater facilities are critical to water 
ȱɐƊǶǞɈɯ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǿȌȺɈ�ǞǿǿƵƮǞƊɈƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�
because they immediately reduce large quantities of 
pollution.     

Virginia’s wastewater facilities have played a major 
role in progress to date, but they – along with 
farms, localities and other major pollution-causing 
sectors —are being asked to accelerate their nutrient 
pollution reduction work in the Phase III Watershed 
Implementation Plan (WIP). In order to continue 
progress the Virginia General Assembly needs to fund 
this program. 

BACKGROUND
In the last decade and a half, many of Virginia’s 
wastewater treatment plants have adopted upgraded 
ȁɐɈȲǞƵȁɈ�ȲƵǿȌɨƊǶ�ɈƵƧǘȁȌǶȌǐɯ�ɈȌ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈǶɯ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�ɈǘƵ�
pollution discharged to local rivers and the Bay. These 

upgrades have occurred across the Commonwealth, 
but the level of effort has been highest in the Potomac 
and Shenandoah River watersheds. 

We are now seeing the beginnings of a remarkable, 
though still fragile, recovery — increased water clarity 
and quality, and thousands of acres of thriving aquatic 
grasses. These signs of success are attributable to the 
hard work of the wastewater agencies and the localities 
they serve, but also thanks to the Commonwealth’s 
ǶȌȁǐٌɈƵȲǿ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ƧȌǿǿǞɈǿƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿة�
ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ȺɐȺɈƊǞȁƵƮ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ǿƊɈƧǘǞȁǐ�ǐȲƊȁɈȺ�ɈȌ�
upgrade nutrient reduction capabilities. 

The work is not complete, however. Water quality 
monitoring and advanced computer modeling 
analyzing current land uses, population growth, the 
effects of climate change, and a myriad of other 
factors show that Virginia and regional partners will 
have to enhance efforts to meet the goal of a restored 

UPGRADING WASTEWATER TREATMENT IN VIRGINIA

WE ARE NOW SEEING THE BEGINNINGS OF A REMARKABLE, 
THOUGH STILL FRAGILE, RECOVERY — INCREASED WATER 
CLARITY AND QUALITY, AND THOUSANDS OF ACRES OF 
THRIVING AQUATIC GRASSES. 

Jamie Brunkow // James River Association | Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Provide at least $55 million per year for 
upgrading the nutrient pollution reduction 
ƧƊȯƊƦǞǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ȌǏ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ɩƊȺɈƵɩƊɈƵȲ�ǏƊƧǞǶǞɈǞƵȺ�
discharging to the Chesapeake Bay and 
tributaries. 

Defend against any legislation that would 
prevent the Department of Environmental 
Quality from implementing wastewater 
treatment plant upgrades as called for in 
Virginia’s Phase III WIP.   

WATER DRAINS FROM THE JAMES RIVER NEAR CHAPEL 
ISLAND IN RICHMOND, VA

Image credit: Hollee Freeman

Bay. Virginia’s plan to do so is set out in the Phase III 
WIP, which addresses the work needed by all sectors. 
For wastewater, the Phase III WIP prescribes a plan 
that incentivizes equitable effort across all regions, 
potentially bringing facilities – especially in the James 
and York River watersheds – to a level of treatment 
similar to that achieved by Potomac and Shenandoah 
River facilities.

Not only will better wastewater treatment in the James 
and York River watersheds help the Bay, but it will 
ensure communities across the Commonwealth enjoy 
ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ƧǶƵƊȁƵȲ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�ƧǶȌȺƵȲ�ɈȌ�ǘȌǿƵخ�ªɐȲƊǶ�
communities, especially rural communities of color, 
“have long faced challenges with toxic water due to 
ǞȁȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ٘ة�ɩǘǞǶƵ�ǶȌɩ�ǞȁƧȌǿƵ�
ratepayers in urban areas struggle to afford wastewater 
and drinking water improvements.؇ State funding will 
help these communities maintain and improve aging 
infrastructure, prevent local water quality problems like 
toxic algae, and create jobs for skilled workers.؈ 

Based on Virginia’s average cost to date for reducing 
nutrient pollutants from the wastewater sector, Virginia 
ɩǞǶǶ�ȁƵƵƮ�Ɗȁ�ƊƮƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶׇׂׅٽ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ȌɨƵȲ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƵɮɈ�˛ɨƵ�
ɯƵƊȲȺـ�Ɗȁ�ƵȺɈǞǿƊɈƵƮׅׅٽ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ȯƵȲ�ɯƵƊȲف�ɈȌ�ǿƵƵɈ�ɈǘƵ�
goal.؉ 

CONCLUSION
In the last decade and a half, Virginia legislators have 
enacted a suite of programs, including a watershed 
general permit and a nutrient trading program, along 
with consistent funding through the Water Quality 
Improvement Fund — to help the wastewater sector 
cost-effectively reduce pollution to Virginia’s waterways. 
As positive results and new challenges begin to appear, 
Virginia must remain committed to this work by 
ensuring robust and sustained funding for continued 
modernization of the Commonwealth’s wastewater 
facilities. 
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia has ambitious tree planting goals in its Phase 
III Watershed Implementation Program (WIP). By 
planting more than 130,000 acres of tree canopy, the 
Commonwealth is looking to reduce polluted runoff 
into our streams, rivers, and the Chesapeake Bay. The 
Bay Program has also set a goal of adding 2,400 acres 
of urban tree canopy across the Chesapeake Bay 
watershed. In addition to their recognized water quality 
goals, trees also:

• Clean and cool the air;
• Sequester carbon;
• Reduce energy usage and associated emissions;
• Enhance economic activity;
• Provide wildlife habitat, and;
• ²ɈȌȲƵ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ǿǞɈǞǐƊɈƵ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐخ 

While acreage goals have not been established for 
the parts of Virginia outside of the Bay watershed, 
ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵƮ�ɈȲƵƵ�ȯǶƊȁɈǞȁǐ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƦȲǞȁǐ�ȺǞǿǞǶƊȲ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�
to these waterways and communities.  In order to 
continue receiving the water quality, climate change, 
ǘƵƊǶɈǘة�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ɈȲƵƵȺ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵة�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�
must strive to achieve no net loss of canopy. 

BACKGROUND
LOSING TREE CANOPY TO DEVELOPMENT AND REDEVELOPMENT  
According to the Virginia Department of Forestry, 
urbanization and development is the single biggest 
ǏƊƧɈȌȲ�Ǟȁ�ǶȌȺȺ�ȌǏ�ǏȌȲƵȺɈǶƊȁƮ�ƊƧȲƵƊǐƵ�²خǞȁƧƵ�ׂׅ׆ةׄׄ�ةׁ׀׀�
acres of forested land has been lost to land use 
changes; 64 percent of this acreage was cleared for 
urban development; 30 percent to agricultural uses; 
and the balance to other land uses.1 Highly urbanized 
areas that are experiencing redevelopment are losing 
trees as the developed footprint expands.

TREES IMPROVE WATER QUALITY AND REDUCE FLOODING  
According to Penn State Extension, during a one-inch 
ȲƊǞȁǏƊǶǶ�ƵɨƵȁɈة�ȌȁƵ�ƊƧȲƵ�ȌǏ�ǏȌȲƵȺɈ�ɩǞǶǶ�ȲƵǶƵƊȺƵ�ׇׅ׀�ǐƊǶǶȌȁȺ�
of runoff, while a parking lot of the same size will 
release 27,000 gallons.2 As impervious surfaces increase 
across a watershed and precipitation rates climb due 
to climate change, the rain that can’t be absorbed by 
the ground overwhelms the capacity of the stormwater 
ȺɯȺɈƵǿȺ�ƊȁƮ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ƵȁȺɐƵȺخ�

Trees can reduce the volume of rain to our streets, 
storm drains, and streams. A typical tree’s crown can 
intercept between 760 gallons to 3000 gallons per 
tree per year, depending on the species and age. “If 
Ɗ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�ɩƵȲƵ�ɈȌ�ȯǶƊȁɈ�Ɗȁ�ƊƮƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ׅ׀׀׀ة�ȺɐƧǘ�
trees, it could reduce polluted runoff of millions of 
ǐƊǶǶȌȁȺ�ȯƵȲ�ɯƵƊȲة�ȲƵȺɐǶɈǞȁǐ�Ǟȁ�ǏƵɩƵȲ�˜ȌȌƮƵƮ�ȺɈȲƵƵɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�
ǶƵȺȺ�ƮƊǿƊǐƵ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƧǞɈɯٚȺ�ȺɈȲƵƊǿȺ3٘خ

TREES CAN PUT VIRGINIANS BACK TO WORK AND BOOST ECONOMIC 
ACTIVITY
A University of Massachusetts study found that each 
$1 million invested in activities like tree planting can 
produce as many as 39.7 direct, indirect, and induced 
forest-related jobs.4 Businesses on treescaped streets 
show a 12 percent higher income stream than on retail 
areas devoid of trees.  Residential areas have similarly 
higher property values.

TREES REDUCE UTILITY BILLS AND ENERGY EMISSIONS
Well placed trees can lower air conditioning bills by as 
ǿɐƧǘ�ƊȺ�ׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ǘƵƊɈǞȁǐ�ƵɮȯƵȁȺƵȺ�Ʀɯ�ǿȌȲƵ�
than 40 percent by insulating homes from sun and 
wind.ׅ New research by USDA Forest Service found 
that urban/community forests could save Virginians 
ƊȯȯȲȌɮǞǿƊɈƵǶɯׅخׇׁׅٽ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ƊȁȁɐƊǶǶɯ�Ǟȁ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵƮ�
energy costs associated with heating and cooling 
residential buildings.6 Properly shaded residential 
buildings can prevent millions of tons of carbon 
dioxide, sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxide from being 
released to the atmosphere. 

Low-income and households of color in major US cities 
experience higher energy burdens when compared to 
the average household in the same city. Families who 
face higher energy burdens experience many negative 
long-term effects on their health and well-being. These 
families are at greater risk for respiratory diseases and 
increased stress.7

TREES FOR HEALTH AND SAFETY
Trees clean the air, removing harmful particulates that 
induce asthma and other respiratory illnesses. Trees in street 
proximity absorb nine times more pollutants than more 

CONSERVING AND EXPANDING TREE CANOPY FOR CLEANER 
AND HEALTHIER COMMUNITIES

DURING A ONE-INCH RAINFALL EVENT, ONE ACRE OF FOREST 
WILL RELEASE 750 GALLONS OF RUNOFF, WHILE A PARKING 
LOT OF THE SAME SIZE WILL RELEASE 27,000 GALLONS.

         MEETING OUR CHESAPEAKE BAY CLEAN-UP GOALS

Karen Forget // Lynnhaven River NOW | Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock
Ann Jurczyk // Chesapeake Bay Foundation



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Amend §15.2-961.1 to allow all Virginia 
localities to adopt local ordinances for 
implementing tree canopy fund programs 
and to require that the site plan for any 
subdivision or other development provide for 
the preservation or replacement of trees on 
development sites such that the minimum 
tree canopy or tree cover percentage 10 years 
after development  is achieved.

Increase funding for the Virginia Conservation 
Assitance Program (VCAP), the new Turf to Trees 
program, and VDOF Trees for Clean Water.

Increase incentives such as allowing greater 
densities for developers to create cluster 
subdivisions which increase the amount of 
green open space that is preserved.

Expand the use of the Healthy Watersheds 
Forest Initiative.

distant trees, converting harmful gases back into oxygen. 
Living in areas with high levels of trees and greenery 
can increase physical activity, reducing the prevalence 
of obesity by 40 percent. Children and youth living in 
greener neighborhoods have lower body mass index.؎

Trees cool the air by shading heat-absorbing asphalt 
and concrete streets and parking lots through 
evapotranspiration. A Science Museum of Virginia study 
found a 16-degree temperature difference between 
the higher canopy neighborhoods of Richmond and 
neighborhoods with less canopy.؏ The study also found 
that 94 percent of studied areas display consistent city-
scale patterns of elevated land surface temperatures 
in formerly redlined areas relative to their non-redlined 
neighbors by as much as 7°C. These heat islands 
correlate to increased hospital visits for heat-related 
illnesses as well as causing thermal shock to streams 
and temperature-sensitive macroinvertebrates.  

TREES AND WILDLIFE
Trees help increase food, habitat, shelter, and breeding 
areas that are necessary to restore and sustain Virginia’s 
wildlife.  Trees are critical to helping maintain the 
wide variety of Virginia’s unique natural areas and 
ecosystems (see Improving Safety for Wildlife and 
People Through Wildlife Corridor Stewardship, p. 108).

CONCLUSION
Conserving existing tree canopy and investing in 
urban forests and riparian corridors restores our 

waterways, and can help restore Virginia’s economy 
and improve the physical and mental health of our 
residents, particularly those who live in underserved 
communities.

HIKING UPSTREAM, SHENANDOAH NATIONAL FOREST
Image credit: Nissa Dean
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FORT MONROE VICE - TAKEN AT SUNSET AT FORT MONROE IN HAMPTON, VA.
Image credit: Raziel Janeway
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DANCE - TWO PELICANS DOING WHAT PELICANS DO BEST
Image credit: Raziel Janeway
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While the Chesapeake Bay cleanup represents is a major focus of water conservation e!orts, almost half of Virginia’s 
rivers and streams do not flow to the Bay. With an overarching goal of cleaner air and water, healthier soils, improved 
habitats for fish and wildlife, and more lands for Virginians to enjoy, the Commonwealth has must focus on investing in our 
natural resources. This includes growing economies around our natural resources, gaining a better understanding of the 
Albemarle-Pamlico Watershed, and keeping plastic and toxics out of our waters. 
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INVESTING IN VIRGINIA’S NATURAL RESOURCES, HEALTHIER COMMUNITIES, AND JOB 
CREATION  
Virginia has many important natural resource programs, and its state agencies 
bear serious responsibilities to implement them in a manner consistent with the 
Constitutional mandate. By increasing appropriations to natural resources to two 
ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊǶ�ǏɐȁƮة�ɩƵ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƦƵ�ƊƦǶƵ�ɈȌ�ǿƊǲƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯȲȌǐȲƵȺȺ�ɈȌɩƊȲƮ�ƧǶƵƊȁƵȲ�
ƊǞȲ�ƊȁƮ�ɩƊɈƵȲة�ǘƵƊǶɈǘǞƵȲ�ȺȌǞǶȺة�ǞǿȯȲȌɨƵƮ�ǘƊƦǞɈƊɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�˛Ⱥǘ�ƊȁƮ�ɩǞǶƮǶǞǏƵة�ƊȁƮ�ǿȌȲƵ�ǶƊȁƮȺ�ǏȌȲ�
Virginians to enjoy. We will also be able to accelerate Virginia’s recovery from the ravages 
of the pandemic and economic slowdown, and address long standing concerns over 
environmental injustice. 

Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@jrava.org 
Margaret L. (Peggy) Sanner // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // psanner@cbf.org

UNDERSTANDING THE ALBEMARLE-PAMLICO WATERSHED AND PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE
��ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǶǞƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ��ǶƦƵǿƊȲǶƵٌ§ƊǿǶǞƧȌ�ɩƊɈƵȲȺǘƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ɩƵ�ǘƊɨƵ�Ɗ�
responsibility to restore and protect the natural resources as well as the quality of life of 
the residents in this watershed. We also have an obligation to work together with our 
partners in North Carolina to plan effectively for the future of this beautiful and bountiful 
estuary.

Karen W. Forget // Executive Director // Lynnhaven River NOW // karen@lrnow.org
Mike Pucci // Executive Director // Roanoke River Basin Association // mcp10981@gmail.com

VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert
VCN Policy and Campaigns Manager, Healthy Rivers and Land Conservation
pat@vcnva.org

EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES AND 
CONTACT INFORMATION

PROTECTING VIRGINIA WATERWAYS AND COMMUNITIES FROM FRACKED-GAS PIPELINES
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǘƊȺ�ȺƵƵȁ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈة�ǘƊȲǿǏɐǶ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈȺ�ɈȌ�ǞɈȺ�ɩƊɈƵȲɩƊɯȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ǏȲƊƧǲƵƮٌǐƊȺ�
pipelines. The Virginia General Assembly should prioritize accountability measures for 
polluters and strengthen protections for Virginia communities and waterways through 
stricter and more stringent review processes for interstate pipelines.

Jonathan Gendzier // Southern Environmental Law Center // jgendzier@selcva.org
Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // connor.kish@sierraclub.org
Jessica Sims // Appalachian Voices // jessica@appvoices.org
David Sligh // Wild Virginia // david@wildvirginia.org



REDUCING PLASTIC POLLUTION
Virginians’ health, communities, and natural areas are under siege from plastics. Plastics 
are now found in our air, water, and soil. Recycling has been overwhelmingly shown to 
ȁȌɈ�ƦƵ�Ɗ�ǏƵƊȺǞƦǶƵ�ȺȌǶɐɈǞȌȁخ��ɐȲ�ƵǶƵƧɈƵƮ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶȺ�ȁƵƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƵȁƊƧɈ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɩƊȺɈƵ�ȲƵƮɐƧɈǞȌȁ�
policies and encourage businesses as well as Virginians to reduce waste generation 
to protect Virginia residents, communities, and our environment from the scourge of 
plastic litter.

Elly Boehmer // Environment Virginia // eboehmer@environmentvirginia.org
Zach Huntington // Clean Fairfax // zach@cleanfairfax.org 
Mark Swingle // Virginia Aquarium // mswingle@vbgov.com

ELIMINATING TOXICS TO IMPROVE HUMAN AND ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH
The Commonwealth should identify the risks posed by PFAS, 1,4-dioxane and other 
emerging contaminants, set drinking water standards that protect human health, and 
take steps to eliminate sources of contamination. Virginia should also inventory coal 
refuse piles and develop a remediation plan that safeguards our air, our water, and our 
soil. 

Michael Bochynski // Clean Water Fund // mbochynski@cleanwater.org
Carroll Courtenay // Southern Environmental Law Center // ccourtenay@selcva.org 
Kim Jemaine // Virginia League of Conservation Voters // kjemaine@valcv.org
Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org

PROTECTING VIRGINIANS FROM HAZARDOUS CHEMICAL SPILLS
Both the West Virginia law on chemical storage tanks and Virginia’s existing law on oil 
storage tanks can serve as models for new legislation in the Commonwealth. Virginia 
should take action before it is faced with another catastrophic spill. 

Jamie Brunkow // James River Association // jbrunkow@thejamesriver.org
(ƊɨǞƮ�IǶȌȲƵȺشش��!ƵȁɈƵȲ�ǏȌȲ�§ȲȌǐȲƵȺȺǞɨƵ�ªƵǏȌȲǿشش��Ʈ˜ȌȲƵȺۊȯȲȌǐȲƵȺȺǞɨƵȲƵȲƵǏȌȲǿخȌȲǐ
Noah Sachs // Center for Progressive Reform // nsachs@richmond.edu

A HERON FLIES OVER THE JAMES RIVER, BELOW THE TYLER POTTERFIELD MEMORIAL BRIDGE
Image credit: Jenn Clarke
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INTRODUCTION
From the iconic Chesapeake Bay to the Piedmont’s rich 
croplands to the deep forests of the western highlands, 
Virginia’s diverse natural resources have long sustained 
the Commonwealth’s economy, the cultural life of our 
communities and the health and wellbeing of our 
people. For decades, Virginians have worked to protect 
these resources; but progress, though real, has been 
hobbled by unreliable and inadequate funding. Indeed, 
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ȲƊȁǲȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ɨƵȲɯ�ƦȌɈɈȌǿ�ɈǞƵȲ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�˛ǏɈɯ�ȺɈƊɈƵȺ�
in terms of general fund dollars committed to natural 
resources.  
 
Now, as Virginia works to recover from the serious 
health, economic and justice challenges of 2020, these 
natural resources programs can play an important 
role.  Ensuring adequate and dedicated funding is an 
important step.      

BACKGROUND
As mandated by the Constitution, Virginia lawmakers 
have adopted a myriad of programs designed to 
protect the Commonwealth’s rich and diverse natural 
resources. To mention only a few, the Chesapeake 
Bay Watershed Implementation Plan prescribes a 
ƮƵɈƊǞǶƵƮ�ȯǶƊȁ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǞǿƵǶǞȁƵ�ǏȌȲ�ȲƵȺɈȌȲƊɈǞȌȁ�Ʀɯ�ׂׂׅ׀�
ɈǘƊɈ�ƵȁɈƊǞǶȺ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯȌǶǶɐɈǞȌȁ�ȲƵƮɐƧɈǞȌȁ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�
improved agricultural practices, wastewater treatment, 
stormwater and septic management, and other 
measures. Virginia’s visionary land conservation 
programs, which help preserve our open spaces, 
farmlands and forests, include the Virginia Land 
!ȌȁȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�IȌɐȁƮƊɈǞȌȁـ�ƧȌȁȺƵȲɨǞȁǐ�ȌɨƵȲ�ׁׅ׀׀׀ة׀�
acres) and the Land Preservation Tax Credit program 
(conserving approximately 873,000 acres).؇ 
 
Yet these and other essential natural resources 
programs have never been adequately or reliably 
funded. One striking example (among many) is the 
Virginia agriculture cost-share program which boosts 
both farmers and water quality by keeping soil on the 
land and out of streams. Full funding for that program 
– the most cost-effective program for Bay restoration 
-- would require approximately $100 million every year, 
but Virginia has never achieved that level (the average 
annual appropriation from 2010 to 2019 was $28 
million).     
 

wȌȲƵȌɨƵȲة�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ǞǿȯǶƵǿƵȁɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�
essential programs depends on Virginia’s natural 
resources agencies – among them, the Department 
of Environmental Quality (DEQ), the Department 
of Conservation and Recreation (DCR), the Marine 
Resources Commission (MRC) and the Department 
ȌǏ�àǞǶƮǶǞǏƵ�ªƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺـ�(àªخف�æƵɈة�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƊȺɈ�ׁׅ�ɯƵƊȲȺ�
or more, Virginia lawmakers have repeatedly reduced 
the funding for these agencies, causing a loss of 
talented staff and a concomitant reduction in the 
ƊǐƵȁƧǞƵȺٚ�ƊƦǞǶǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ǏɐǶ˛ǶǶ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ȯȲȌɈƵƧɈǞȌȁ�
responsibilities. Indeed, a 2017 study demonstrated that 
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǘƊȺ�ȲƊȁǲƵƮ�ȁƵƊȲ�ɈǘƵ�ƦȌɈɈȌǿ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ׅ׀�ȺɈƊɈƵȺ�Ǟȁ�
funding its natural resources programs.؈   

In the coming years, the funding shortfalls threaten 
ɈȌ�ƦƵƧȌǿƵ�ǿȌȲƵ�ȺƵȲǞȌɐȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǘƊȲǿǏɐǶخ��wƵƵɈǞȁǐ�ׂׂׅ׀�
goals for Bay restoration will require accelerated efforts 
ɈȌ�ǿƵƵɈ�ƮǞǏ˛ƧɐǶɈ�ƧǘƊǶǶƵȁǐƵȺخ�wƵƊȺɐȲƵȺ�ɈȌ�ǿǞɈǞǐƊɈƵ�
climate change effects and bolster the resiliency of 
coastal and upland communities are increasingly 
exigent. And ensuring that environmental justice is 
incorporated into all our natural resources programs, as 
required by the Virginia Environmental Justice Act, is 
non-negotiable.  
 
Adequate and reliable funding for environmental 
justice initiatives at Virginia’s natural resources 
agencies will ensure that our environmental programs 
ƊȲƵ�ƮƵǶǞɨƵȲƵƮ�ƦȌɈǘ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈǶɯ�ƊȁƮ�ƵȱɐǞɈƊƦǶɯخ�ÀǘǞȺ�
ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵȺ�ƊɈ�ǶƵƊȺɈ׀׀׀ة׀׀ׁٽ��ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƵɩǶɯ�ƧȌƮǞ˛ƵƮ�
!ȌɐȁƧǞǶ�Ȍȁ�0ȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�hɐȺɈǞƧƵ�ƊȁƮ�ǏȌȲ�Ɗȁ�ȌǏ˛ƧƵ�ɈȌ�
ensure a just transition to a clean energy economy in 
Virginia. It also includes dedicated staff and training 
at all natural resources agencies to facilitate better 
community engagement and environmental justice 
analyses early in decision-making.
  
Prior to the advent of the COVID-19 pandemic, Virginia’s 
leaders had begun to address the glaring funding 
challenges. In April 2018, Governor Northam committed 
to increasing threefold the percentage of state funds 
appropriated for natural resources appropriations 
from the current 0.6% to 2%. In early 2020, the General 

INVESTING IN VIRGINIA’S NATURAL RESOURCES, HEALTHIER 
COMMUNITIES, AND JOB CREATION  

HEALTHY NATURAL RESOURCES PROVIDE SUBSTANTIAL 
BENEFITS FOR HUMAN HEALTH AND WELL-BEING AND, 
THEREFORE, TO OUR QUALITY OF LIFE.

Anna Killius // James River Association  | Margaret L. (Peggy) Sanner // Chesapeake Bay Foundation
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Assembly passed a budget that made progress toward 
that goal.

àƵ�˛ȲǿǶɯ�ȺɐȯȯȌȲɈ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǶƊɩǿƊǲƵȲȺ�ƊȺ�ɈǘƵɯ�ɩȌȲǲ�
to bring Virginia and its residents to full recovery 
from these grave challenges and to move the 
Commonwealth forward to address critical needs like 
environmental justice.  Indeed, support for natural 
resources and environmental justice programs should 
be recognized as indispensable elements of this 
recovery work.  
 
ÀǘƵ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ȁƊɈɐȲƊǶ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�
are well documented. For example, spending on 
natural resources infrastructure like wastewater 
treatment plant upgrades and effective stormwater 
management projects directly support job creation. 
Appropriations for other natural resources programs 
ƧȲƵƊɈƵ�ȺȯǞȁȌǏǏ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺخ��IȌȲ�ƵɮƊǿȯǶƵة�
recent studies have shown that each dollar spent on 
agricultural conservation practices,؉ and each dollar 
spent on land conservation, leads to a return of $4.؊  
Outdoor recreation in Virginia supports 197,000 direct 
jobs and over $1 billion in state and local tax revenue.؋ 
Virginia’s state parks and natural areas support 10 
million annual visits, generating $267 million in positive 
economic impact and supporting over 3,800 jobs.،    
 
Moreover, healthy natural resources provide substantial 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ǘɐǿƊȁ�ǘƵƊǶɈǘ�ƊȁƮ�ɩƵǶǶٌƦƵǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮة�
therefore, to our quality of life.  A 2014 economic 
study concludes that if all the practices necessary to 
ƊƧǘǞƵɨƵ� Ɗɯ�ƧǶƵƊȁɐȯ�ǐȌƊǶȺ�Ʀɯ�ׂׂׅ׀�ɩƵȲƵ�ǞǿȯǶƵǿƵȁɈƵƮة�
Virginia will reap an additional $8.3 billion annually in 
ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉة�ɩǞɈǘ׆خ׃ٽ��ȌǏ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƊǿȌɐȁɈ�ƊȲǞȺǞȁǐ�
ǏȲȌǿ�ƵȁǘƊȁƧƵƮ�ٗƊƵȺɈǘƵɈǞƧ٘�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ٌٌ�ǞخƵةخ�ȱɐƊǶǞɈǞƵȺ�
that attract people to live, work and play in the 
region.؍ Improved water quality will enhance Virginia’s 
commercial seafood industry, which was valued at $179 
million in 2018.؎ Similarly, enhanced funding for state 
parks (to build bathrooms, piers, campgrounds and 
the like) and to improve water access throughout the 
Commonwealth will encourage people to be involved 
in healthy and enjoyable outdoors activities. 

CONCLUSION
Virginia has many important natural resource 
programs, and its state agencies bear serious 
responsibilities to implement them in a manner 
consistent with the Constitutional mandate. By 
increasing appropriations to natural resources to two 
percent of the general fund, we will be able to make 
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯȲȌǐȲƵȺȺ�ɈȌɩƊȲƮ�ƧǶƵƊȁƵȲ�ƊǞȲ�ƊȁƮ�ɩƊɈƵȲة�
ǘƵƊǶɈǘǞƵȲ�ȺȌǞǶȺة�ǞǿȯȲȌɨƵƮ�ǘƊƦǞɈƊɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�˛Ⱥǘ�ƊȁƮ�ɩǞǶƮǶǞǏƵة�
and more lands for Virginians to enjoy. We will also be 
able to accelerate Virginia’s recovery from the ravages 
of the pandemic and economic slowdown, and address 
long standing concerns over environmental injustice. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fund key water quality programs at levels 
consistent with achieving the goals of the 
Watershed Implementation Plan (see chapter 
wƵƵɈǞȁǐ��ɐȲ�!ǘƵȺƊȯƵƊǲƵ� Ɗɯ�!ǶƵƊȁ٧Çȯ�JȌƊǶȺل�
p. 1).

Fund land conservation programs (see 
Healthy, Resilient Communities and 
Landscapes, p. 88).
 
Increase funding for key state environmental 
agencies to levels adequate with 
programmatic needs, including programs to 
address resiliency and climate change needs.
 
Fund and ensure rapid and thorough 
integration of environmental justice mandates. 
See additional recommendations in Working 
Towards Environmental Justice (p. 118). 

Ensure Virginia’s natural resources 
programs are adequately and reliably 
funded going forward by adopting dedicated 
funding mechanisms, such as application 
of the full statewide recordation fee revenue 
(see 0ɮȯǶȌȲǞȁǐ�(ƵƮǞƧƊɈƵƮ�IɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�
Conservation, p. 94).

SUNSET OVER HORSESHOE MOUNTAIN IN NELLYSFORD, VA.
Image credit: James Oglethorpe
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia lies between the two largest estuaries in the 
United States: the Chesapeake Bay to the north and 
the Albemarle and Pamlico Sounds to the south.  We 
have an obligation to protect and restore both of these 
ƵȺɈɐƊȲǞƵȺخ�àǞɈǘ�ׂׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�ǶƊȁƮ�ƊȲƵƊ�Ǟȁ�
the Albemarle-Pamlico watershed and the increasing 
challenges to the health of this system, there is a critical 
need for baseline data to ground effective planning 
in the Albemarle-Pamlico Watershed. This data will 
help communication among the cities and counties 
in Virginia that make up this watershed as well as a 
mechanism for communication and planning with our 
partners in North Carolina. 

BACKGROUND
The Virginia Albemarle-Pamlico watershed includes 
thirty-eight Virginia counties and cities and roughly 
��ȺȱɐƊȲƵ�ǿǞǶƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȺȌɐɈǘƵȲȁ�ȯȌȲɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ȌɐȲ�ȺɈƊɈƵ׀׀ׅة׀ׁ
��ÀǘƵ�ɩƊɈƵȲȺ�Ǟȁخ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƊȁƮ�ƊȲƵƊ�ȌǏ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊׂׅ�ى
this watershed affect Virginians in many more ways 
than they likely realize. The area is rich in farmland 
and recreational opportunities as well as being the 
source of drinking water for approximately two million 
Virginians.

The Albemarle-Pamlico watershed contains many 
different ecosystems and diverse and unique sets of 
˜ȌȲƊ�ƊȁƮ�ǏƊɐȁƊخ�ÀǘƵ�ɩƊɈƵȲȺǘƵƮ�ȺȯƊȁȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ��ɈǶƊȁɈǞƧ�
Ocean well into the mountains, with habitats ranging 
from open estuary and coastal marsh to densely 
forested upland piedmont. Some of these plant and 
animal species are not found anywhere else in Virginia 
and several are threatened or species of concern.

Increasingly, the health of this watershed and the rivers 
and estuaries that it supports is being threatened. The 
Albemarle-Pamlico Watershed faces challenges from 
climate change and sea level rise, increased precipitation 
and larger and longer lasting storms, toxins and bio-
ɩƊȺɈƵ�ȺɈȌȲƵƮ�Ǟȁ�˜ȌȌƮ�ȯǶƊǞȁȺة�ȯȌɈƵȁɈǞƊǶ�ɐȲƊȁǞɐǿ�ǿǞȁǞȁǐة�
increasing demands for ground water from a shrinking 
aquifer, and a need for improved farming practices.

²ƵƊ�ǶƵɨƵǶ�ȲǞȺƵ�ƊȁƮ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ƊǶȌȁƵ�ƊȲƵ�Ɗ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ȺȌɐȲƧƵ�
of concern for many residents in the eastern parts of 
this watershed.  The northernmost opening in the 
Albemarle-Pamlico estuary to the Atlantic Ocean is 
Oregon Inlet which is only three miles wide. This alone 
creates a very different hydrological system than the 
Chesapeake Bay with an eighteen mile wide opening 

UNDERSTANDING THE ALBEMARLE-PAMLICO WATERSHED 
AND PLANNING FOR THE FUTURE
Karen Forget // Lynnhaven River NOW | Mike Pucci // Roanoke River Basin Association
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to the Atlantic Ocean. Water is wind-driven rather than 
ǶɐȁƊȲ�ɈǞƮƵ�ƮȲǞɨƵȁ�ƊȁƮ�˜ȌȌƮ�ɩƊɈƵȲȺ�ƧƊȁ�ɈƊǲƵ�ǿƊȁɯ�ƮƊɯȺ�
or even weeks to recede. Combined with increased 
precipitation and bigger storms, there are unique 
environmental and economic implications for this area 
of the watershed.

Concerns in the western region of the watershed, 
made up of the Roanoke River Basin, echo those of the 
eastern part related to adaptation and climate change. 
Abundant clean water is a vitally important resource 
for this region, providing safe drinking water and 
supporting the agricultural economy. In addition, the 
area’s rivers and rural character provide an opportunity 
to develop outdoor recreation and tourism – another 
important part of the economy. Moving forward, 
balancing the use of the region’s land and water 
resources with the need to protect its clean water, 
open spaces, and natural habitats, will be vital to future 
economic success and improved quality of life in the 
region.

Currently, there is a dearth of baseline data on the 
Albemarle-Pamlico Watershed areas of Virginia.  We need 
better and more complete information in order to plan 
effectively for the future.  Among other data, we need:

• Land-use and demographic data;
• Toxin and bio-waste storage information;
• Rainfall data and future projections;
• Information on previous major storms including 

the paths they followed and  impact on affected 
communities;

• Groundwater supply, quality and sustainability;
• Distribution and population data on key species 

ȌǏ�ƦȌɈǘ�˜ȌȲƊ�ƊȁƮ�ǏƊɐȁƊة�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ƵȁƮƊȁǐƵȲƵƮة�
threatened, and species of concern;

• ²ƧǞƵȁɈǞ˛ƧƊǶǶɯٌǐȲȌɐȁƮƵƮ�ƮƊɈƊ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȲȌǶƵ�
that conserved forests are playing in water 
management;

• Threats to drinking water supplies;
• Baseline data on stormwater and wastewater issues 

and treatment in rural areas and access to state 
programs designed to assist with stormwater and 
ɩƊȺɈƵɩƊɈƵȲ�ȲƵɈȲȌ˛ɈȺس

• Map/data of completed agriculture best 
management practices (BMP) projects;

• Map/data of conserved lands and existing riparian 
buffers compared to needs; and, 

• This information will become the basis for a much-
needed strategic plan for Virginia’s Albemarle-
Pamlico watershed.

CONCLUSION
��ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯƊȲɈ�ȌǏ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǶǞƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ��ǶƦƵǿƊȲǶƵٌ
Pamlico watershed and we have a responsibility to 
restore and protect the natural resources as well as the 
quality of life of the residents in this watershed. We also 
have an obligation to work together with our partners 
in North Carolina to plan effectively for the future of this 
beautiful and bountiful estuary.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
The Commonwealth should fund a study 
of the Albemarle-Pamlico Watershed within 
DEQ. The study needs to be comprehensive 
and include at a minimum the items in the 
list above.  This will form the basis for good 
planning to protect the residents and the 
natural resources on which we depend in the 
Albemarle-Pamlico watershed of Virginia.

FALL POCOSIN COLORS ON THE NORTH LANDING RIVER, VIRGINIA BEACH, VA.
Image credit: Erik Moore

THE AREA IS RICH IN FARMLAND AND RECREATIONAL 
OPPORTUNITIES AS WELL AS BEING THE SOURCE OF DRINKING 
WATER FOR APPROXIMATELY TWO MILLION VIRGINIANS.
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia communities and waterways have endured the 
harmful impacts of pre-construction and construction 
ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȲɐǞȁȌɐȺ�ׂׄ٘�ƮǞƊǿƵɈƵȲ�ǏȲƊƧǲƵƮٌǐƊȺ�wȌɐȁɈƊǞȁ�
Valley pipeline and the now-cancelled Atlantic Coast 
pipeline (MVP and ACP, respectively) for years. Since 
2017, activities on the MVP have resulted in over 300 
water quality violations, a lawsuit from Virginia’s 
Attorney General, damaged karst areas, caves and wells, 
ǿɐƮȺǶǞƮƵȺة�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ƵȲȌȺǞȌȁ�Ȍȁ�²ȌɐɈǘɩƵȺɈ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�
steep, mountainous slopes, pending litigation and 
multiple vacated permits. 

The Mountain Valley pipeline shares many attributes 
with the Atlantic Coast pipeline, cancellation of which 
was long overdue. The ACP was unneeded for the 
market, billions over budget, years behind schedule, 
environmentally unjust and missing multiple federal 
permits. While ACP cleared trees but did not break 
ground in Virginia, the harmful impacts of MVP 
construction to date overwhelmingly demonstrate that 
current review, permitting, and mitigation measures 
for a project of this size and scope are dangerously 
inadequate. Construction of the MVP has done and 
will continue to do grave harm to communities and 
the environment. The project does not comport with a 
clean energy future for Virginia and the region, and it, 
too, should be cancelled.

BACKGROUND
Before state water quality certifications were issued 
in 2017 for the controversial Mountain Valley and 
Atlantic Coast pipelines, the public, including directly 
impacted community members and experts in various 
fields, warned that water quality standards would be 
violated by construction through Virginia.  They showed 
that both proposed routes would disproportionately 
affect communities of color, Indigenous communities 
and low-income communities. These warnings have 
materialized during MVP construction, with water 
quality degradation and resulting harm to ecosystems, 
farms, forests, and livelihoods.

Ongoing, systemic pollution problems caused by MVP 
have resulted in more than 300 violations cited in a 
state enforcement lawsuit, which led to a consent 
decree and a $2w�ǏǞȁƵ؇�²خǞȁƧƵ�ɈǘƵȁ0)�ة©�ǘƊȺ�ȲƵȯȌȲɈƵƮ�
ƊƮƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�ȱɐƊǶǞɈɯ�ɨǞȌǶƊɈǞȌȁȺخ؈�wß§�ƧɐȲȲƵȁɈǶɯ�

lacks multiple Federal permits and the Federal Energy 
Regulatory Commission has approved variances 
allowing different crossing methods for dozens of 
ȺɈȲƵƊǿȺة�ɩǞɈǘȌɐɈ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩȺ�Ʀɯ�(0©�ȌȲ�ȯȲȌȯƵȲ�ȺɈɐƮǞƵȺخ؉�XǏ�
MVP, now nearly $2 �ȌɨƵȲ�ƦɐƮǐƵɈة؊�ɩƵȲƵ�ƧȌǿȯǶƵɈƵƮ�
and operational, communities along the route in Giles, 
Craig, Montgomery, Franklin, Roanoke and Pittsylvania 
Counties would face the threat of explosions, continued 
erosion and sediment contamination of public and 
private water supplies, and additional negative effects 
on tourism, agriculture and outdoor recreation-based 
economies.

The ACP, canceled in July 2020, was more than $2B 
over budget, years behind schedule, missing eight 
required permits and was a stunning example of 
ɈǘƵ�ƵǐȲƵǐǞȌɐȺǶɯ�˜ƊɩƵƮ�ȲƵǐɐǶƊɈȌȲɯ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺخ��
Inadequate environmental justice review concerns 
over Dominion’s siting of the Buckingham Compressor 
Station in the historic Black community of Union Hill 
resulted in the federal Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals 
vacating the State Air Permit. It took this ruling for 
the Commonwealth, and Dominion, to acknowledge 
the existence of the historic Black community of 
Union Hill as an environmental justice community. 
Dominion aggressively pushed its preferred siting of 
this Buckingham Compressor Station after conducting 
wholly inadequate environmental justice and public 
health reviews. The Virginia Air Pollution Control 
Board improperly approved Dominion’s air permit 
on the recommendation of DEQ staff and leadership. 
Dominion failed to produce studies showing an actual 
need for the ACP, and analysts had highlighted the 
increasing unlikelihood of ACP’s completion due in 
part to fracked gas and electricity supply economics 
and impacts of 2020 Virginia legislation mandating 
increased use of renewables.؋ 

The flawed review process for the Mountain Valley Pipeline 
mirrors the ACP and it is currently missing many of the 
same Federal permits. Without a doubt, it has already 
significantly harmed Virginia communities and waterways.

PROTECTING VIRGINIA WATERWAYS AND COMMUNITIES FROM 
FRACKED-GAS PIPELINES

THE FLAWED REVIEW PROCESS FOR THE MOUNTAIN 
VALLEY PIPELINE MIRRORS THE ACP AND IT IS CURRENTLY 
MISSING MANY OF THE SAME FEDERAL PERMITS. WITHOUT A 
DOUBT, IT HAS ALREADY SIGNIFICANTLY HARMED VIRGINIA 
COMMUNITIES AND WATERWAYS.

Jonathan Gendzier // Southern Environmental Law Center | Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter 
Jessica Sims // Appalachian Voices | David Sligh // Wild Virginia 
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If completed, MVP could introduce ׅ׀ million tons per 
year of Greenhouse Gas emissions, long-term slope and 
soil instability,  permanent forest and habitat loss and 
ȌȁǐȌǞȁǐ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�ȱɐƊǶǞɈɯ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈȺ؍,،خ

CONCLUSION
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǘƊȺ�ȺƵƵȁ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈة�ǘƊȲǿǏɐǶ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈȺ�ɈȌ�ǞɈȺ�
waterways from fracked-gas pipelines. The Virginia 
General Assembly should prioritize accountability 
measures for polluters and strengthen protections for 
Virginia communities and waterways through stricter 
and more stringent review processes for interstate 
pipelines.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
(Ƶ˛ȁƵ�ɈǘƵ�ٗƊƮɨƵȲȺƵ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈȺ٘�ǶǞȺɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ßƊخ�
!ȌƮƵخ�خׁخׅبׁׅخׁٌׄׄخׂ׆�ۍ��ɈȌ�ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵ��ɩƊɈƵȲ�ȱɐƊǶǞɈɯ�
conditions that will justify stop-work orders and 
allow work to be stopped on larger areas, where 
violations have been widespread and repeated. 

Require new sedimentation plans or project 
analyses, via State Water Control Board review 
ȌȲ�ɈǘǞȲƮ�ȯƊȲɈɯ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩة�ǞǏ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈȺ�ǏȲȌǿة�
ȌȲ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵȺ�ɈȌة��ȌȲǞǐǞȁƊǶ�ȯǶƊȁȺ�ƊȲƵ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮة�ɈǘɐȺ�
requiring a stop-work order for the full project 
during the review period.

Lower from 36 inches to 24 inches in diameter 
the threshold for interstate pipeline projects 
that require a Clean Water Act Section 401 
ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ƧȌǿȯȲǞȺǞȁǐ�ƦȌɈǘ�Ɗ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�àƊɈƵȲ�
§ȲȌɈƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ȯƵȲǿǞɈ�ƊȁƮ�Ɗȁ�ɐȯǶƊȁƮ�ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁخ

Require Virginia review and DEQ approval for 
pipeline variances, that have been submitted 
to FERC, affect water quality or impact the 401 
ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁخ

§ȲȌǘǞƦǞɈ�ȌǞǶ�ƊȁƮ�ǐƊȺ�ȯǞȯƵǶǞȁƵȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ȲƵǶɯǞȁǐ�
on Nationwide Permit 12 by requiring the State 
Water Control Board to issue only partial Clean 
àƊɈƵȲ��ƧɈ�²ƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ׁׄ׀�ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ǏȌȲ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�
versions of NWP 12, which do not certify NWP 
12 for use by oil and gas pipelines that are 24 
inches in diameter or greater. This would, in 
effect, require such pipelines to seek Section 404 
individual permits, which the SWCB would then 
have the opportunity to certify under Section 401.

Require additional criteria for Clean Water Act 
��ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�Ɗ�ƧȌȁƮǞɈǞȌȁة©�ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�Ʀɯ�(0ׁ׀ׄ
that all federal and state permits must be 
ȌƦɈƊǞȁƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ƵǏǏƵƧɈǞɨƵ�ƦƵǏȌȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�
becomes effective.

AN UPDATE TO THE "NO PIPELINE" SIGN DISPLAYED OUTSIDE 
OF BLUE MOUNTAIN BREWERY IN NELSON COUNTY, VA.
Image credit: David Oglethorpe
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INTRODUCTION
The health of Virginia’s rivers and streams is vital to a 
strong economy. A healthy Chesapeake Bay Watershed 
has an economic value of $129.7 billion to the region.؇ 
ÀǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ɈȌȌǲ�Ɗ�ȁȌɈƊƦǶƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȺɈƵȯ�Ǟȁ�
2020 to reduce the overwhelming amount of plastic 
waste that is entering our communities, agriculture 
lands, and waterways. Providing localities with the 
authority to place a fee on single use plastic bags will 
enable them to craft policies that will reduce litter in 
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊخ�àǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�ǶǞɈɈƵȲ�ɈƊɮ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵƮ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ɈǞǿƵ�
in 43 years, communities will be better funded to 
remove litter and institute effective waste reduction 
programs. However, two major sources of plastic 
pollution still need to be addressed in Virginia: balloons 
and Expanded Polystyrene (EPS) foam food service 
containers (also known as Styrofoam).

BACKGROUND
Plastic litter has wide-ranging destructive impacts 
on human health, wildlife, water infrastructure, and 
agricultural land. The direct cost of litter clean up is 
substantial. The Virginia Department of Transportation 
spends $ׅخ׆�million a year picking up litter on 
ȲȌƊƮɩƊɯȺ؈خ

Plastic litter is harming Virginia’s agricultural land. 
Microplastics remain in the soil for decades, harming 
the natural flora of the soil and degrading soil quality. 
Researchers have also discovered that microplastics 
ƧƊȁ�ƧȌȁɈȲǞƦɐɈƵ�ɈȌ�ǶȌɩ�ƧȲȌȯ�ɯǞƵǶƮȺخ؉�wƵƊȁɩǘǞǶƵة�ɈȌɮǞƧ�
chemicals from ingested plastic damage the health 
of livestock and even spread to humans through the 
ƧȌȁȺɐǿȯɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ǿǞǶǲ�ƊȁƮ�ǿƵƊɈ�ȯȲȌƮɐƧɈȺخ؊

àǞǶƮǶǞǏƵى��ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ɈɐȲɈǶƵȺة�ƦǞȲƮȺة�˛Ⱥǘة�ǿƊǿǿƊǶȺة�ƊȁƮ�
ǞǿȯȌȲɈƊȁɈ�˛ǶɈƵȲǞȁǐ�ƦǞɨƊǶɨƵȺ�ǶǞǲƵ�ȌɯȺɈƵȲȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǿɐȺȺƵǶȺى��
often mistake plastic items for food.؋ This is particularly 
prevalent in the use of plastic balloons – one of the 
most harmful and deadly litter items to wildlife. Burst 
ƦƊǶǶȌȌȁȺ�ƧǶȌȺƵǶɯ�ȲƵȺƵǿƦǶƵ�ǯƵǶǶɯ˛Ⱥǘة�Ɗ�ǏƊɨȌȲǞɈƵ�ǏȌȌƮ�ȌǏ�
sea turtles and other marine animals. Balloon ribbons 
also easily entangle birds and cause lasting damage.، 
Unfortunately, intentional balloon releases, which are 
legal in Virginia, litter our waterways and landscapes 
with deadly plastic waste.

EPS foam containers for takeout food and beverages 

are another major source of plastic pollution in Virginia. 
Made of styrene, a known hazardous substance linked 
to various types of cancer, EPS foam is a petrochemical 
derived product that is a serious concern for human 
health and wildlife. Toxic chemicals from EPS foam 
containers can leach into food and drinks and then 
be ingested, especially when the food or beverage 
is served hot. People who work in areas with high 
concentrations of styrene have increased rates of 
cancer, neurological issues, and depression.؍ For 
low-income communities and communities of color, 
this concern is especially acute. Often suffering from 
ǞȁȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ɈȌ�ǐȲȌƧƵȲɯ�ȺɈȌȲƵȺ�ɩǞɈǘ�ƊǏǏȌȲƮƊƦǶƵ�
and nutritional food, these communities are forced to 
rely on fast food options, which are often stored in EPS 
containers.؎

The chemical industry has argued that recycling 
is the solution to their harmful products, but the 
New York City Department of Sanitation recently 
determined that EPS foam food containers cannot be 
recycled in a manner that is economically feasible or 
environmentally effective for New York City.؏ Global 
plastic production is projected to quadruple between 
 We cannot recycle our way out of this ؆؇خ׀ׅ׀�ƊȁƮ�ׁׂׄ׀ׂ
ȯȲȌƦǶƵǿس�ɩƵ�ǿɐȺɈ�˛ȁƮ�ȺȌǶɐɈǞȌȁȺ�ɈȌ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�ȯǶƊȺɈǞƧ�ƊɈ�
the source.
 
Eliminating the production and consumption of 
single-use plastic products is an effective way to reduce 
plastic pollution and combat this global crisis. After the 
!ƊǶǞǏȌȲȁǞƊ�ƧǞɈǞƵȺ�ȌǏ�²ƊȁɈƊ�!Ȳɐɹ�ƊȁƮ�§ƊƧǞ˛Ƨ�JȲȌɨƵ�ƦƊȁȁƵƮ�
EPS foam food containers, EPS litter on local beaches
decreased by as much as 71 percent.؇؇ And it’s possible 
to replace EPS food containers with a minimal increase 
to cost – on average, plastic-free alternatives are only 
$0.01 more expensive.؇؈
 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the plastics industry 
has raised concerns over the risk of transferring the 
virus through reusable food containers and other 
packaging. The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has 
recognized that the virus spreads through respiratory 
droplets and that transmission of the virus from surface 
contact has never been documented.؇؉ It is possible 

REDUCING PLASTIC POLLUTION

WE CANNOT RECYCLE OUR WAY OUT OF THIS PROBLEM; WE 
MUST FIND SOLUTIONS TO REDUCE PLASTIC AT THE SOURCE. 

Elly Boehmer // Environment Virginia | Zach Huntington // Clean Fairfax 
Mark Swingle // Virginia Aquarium & Marine Science Center
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to decrease use of single-use plastics in a safe and 
sanitary measure, and this should not deter work to 
combat plastic pollution.

CONCLUSION
Virginians’ health, communities, and natural areas are 
under siege from plastics. Plastics are now found in our 
air, water, and soil. Recycling has been overwhelmingly 
ȺǘȌɩȁ�ɈȌ�ȁȌɈ�ƦƵ�Ɗ�ǏƵƊȺǞƦǶƵ�ȺȌǶɐɈǞȌȁخ��ɐȲ�ƵǶƵƧɈƵƮ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶȺ�
ȁƵƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƵȁƊƧɈ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɩƊȺɈƵ�ȲƵƮɐƧɈǞȌȁ�ȯȌǶǞƧǞƵȺ�
and encourage businesses as well as Virginians to 
reduce waste generation to protect Virginia residents, 
communities, and our environment from the scourge 
of plastic litter.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Ban the use of expanded polystyrene food 
ȺƵȲɨǞƧƵ�ƧȌȁɈƊǞȁƵȲȺخ�R �ׅ׃׃�ȯƊȺȺƵƮ�ɈǘƵ�ׂ׀ׂ׀�
General Assembly with a reenactment clause 
ȲƵȱɐǞȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ƦǞǶǶ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ƧȌȁ˛ȲǿƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ׂخׁׂ׀

�ƮƮȲƵȺȺ�ƦƊǶǶȌȌȁ�ȲƵǶƵƊȺƵȺ�Ʀɯ�ƊǿƵȁƮǞȁǐ�
Virginia’s current law and making the 
intentional outdoor release of any balloons 
illegal and subject to a civil penalty. Exceptions 
would be made for state or federal agency 
purposes, such as weather balloons.

LITTER CLEANUP IN RICHMOND, VA. ON CLEAN THE BAY DAY
Image credit: Kenny Fletcher
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INTRODUCTION
Toxic substances are a threat to our environment and 
our health. Whether they are the legacy products of 
our society’s reliance on fossil fuels, or man-made 
chemicals of emerging concern, toxics can pollute our 
air, leach into our soil, and contaminate our water. Once 
they enter the human body, these toxic substances 
have been linked to cancer, infertility, and other 
health impacts. Virginia should take action to identify 
the risks posed by toxics, particularly those detailed 
below, eliminate new sources of contamination, and 
remediate existing ones, so that all communities 
ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ǏȲȌǿ�ƧǶƵƊȁ�ƊǞȲة�ƧǶƵƊȁ�ɩƊɈƵȲة�ƊȁƮ�ǘƵƊǶɈǘɯ�ȺȌǞǶخ�

BACKGROUND
SAFEGUARDING OUR COMMUNITIES AND ENVIRONMENT FROM TOXIC 
EMERGING CONTAMINANTS
ٗ0ǿƵȲǐǞȁǐ�ƧȌȁɈƊǿǞȁƊȁɈȺ٘�ƊȲƵ�ƧǘƵǿǞƧƊǶȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƮȌ�ȁȌɈ�
yet have water quality or drinking water standards 
but for which there is emerging concern about their 
effect on human health and the environment. Per- 
ƊȁƮ�ȯȌǶɯ˜ɐȌȲȌƊǶǲɯǶ�ȺɐƦȺɈƊȁƧƵȺـ�§I�²ةف�Ɗ�ǏƊǿǞǶɯ�ȌǏ�
thousands of man-made chemicals, represent potent 
examples of emerging contaminants. PFAS are toxic, 
bioaccumulative, and extremely persistent.؇ Studies 
suggest that human exposure to these chemicals 
may adversely affect fertility, raise cholesterol levels, 
and increase the risk of some forms of cancer.؈ We 
can come into direct contact with PFAS through its 
usage in items like waterproof gear, food packaging, 
˛ȲƵ˛ǐǘɈǞȁǐ�ǏȌƊǿة�ƊȁƮ�ȁȌȁٌȺɈǞƧǲ�ȯƊȁȺخ� ɐɈ�§I�²�ƧƊȁ�
also reach our rivers and streams--and ultimately our 
drinking water--through stormwater and industrial 
wastewater. 

ªƵƧȌǐȁǞɹǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȲǞȺǲȺ�ȯȌȺƵƮ�Ʀɯ�§I�²�
contamination, the 2020 General Assembly passed 
legislation directing the Department of Health to 
conduct a two-year study on the toxicity of PFAS and its 
prevalence in our drinking water.؉ Additional legislation 
that takes effect at the end of the study period directs 
the State Board of Health to establish “maximum 
ƧȌȁɈƊǿǞȁƊȁɈ�ǶƵɨƵǶȺ٘ة�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ȲƵǐɐǶƊɈƵ�ǘȌɩ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�
drinking water providers identify and treat harmful 
substances, for PFAS, and for two other emerging 
contaminants: chromium-6 and 1,4-dioxane.؊

State lawmakers should ensure that the PFAS 
drinking water study is comprehensive, transparent, 
and completed on time. But the most effective and 
equitable way to protect our drinking water is to 
keep these contaminants out of our communities 
Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȯǶƊƧƵخ���ȺɈɐƮɯ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�ÇȁǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�!ȌȁƧƵȲȁƵƮ�
Scientists found that low income communities and 
communities of color were more likely to live within 
˛ɨƵ�ǿǞǶƵȺ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ȺǞɈƵ�ƧȌȁɈƊǿǞȁƊɈƵƮ�Ʀɯ�§I�²؋خ Virginia 
should make every effort to eliminate PFAS and other 
emerging contaminants of concern from potential 
sources like wastewater and food packaging before 
these chemicals reach the environment in order to 
protect socially vulnerable communities, preserve our 
waterways, and avoid costly water treatment efforts 
that raise utility rates. 

PROTECTING OUR AIR AND WATER FROM LOW QUALITY COAL REFUSE
Similarly, coal refuse stands as a long overlooked 
environmental hazard. Coal refuse – also known as 
coal waste, waste piles, or gob piles – refers to the 
raw material that remains when coal is cleaned and 
prepared for the market. Coal refuse is the low-quality 
coal which is then mixed with rock, clay, shale, slate, 
and other materials. This mixture often contains 
elevated levels of mineral pyrite, making it a dangerous 
source of polluted acid mine drainage, surface runoff, 
and leachate.، These piles are the legacy of the coal 
industry and are left heaped on acres of abandoned 
mine lands. These areas are not only highly erosive, 
but are harmful to plant life and ecosystems, and 
contaminate water. 

While federal legislation passed in the 1970s called for 
reclamation of these sites, the reality is that by the time 
ǶƵǐǞȺǶƊɈǞȌȁ�ɩƊȺ�˛ȁƊǶǶɯ�ƵȁƊƧɈƵƮة�ǿƊȁɯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǿǞȁǞȁǐ�
operations had been abandoned, leaving mounds of 
coal refuse. As a result, states like Pennsylvania have 
turned to unsafe remediation methods like burning 
the refuse as a low quality energy source. While such 
efforts are touted as a way to generate energy while 
restoring waterways and reclaiming land, they offer 
local communities a false choice.؍  Coal refuse contains 
higher concentrations of mercury, uses more energy 

ELIMINATING TOXICS TO IMPROVE HUMAN AND 
ENVIRONMENTAL HEALTH

ONCE THEY ENTER THE HUMAN BODY, THESE TOXIC 
SUBSTANCES HAVE BEEN LINKED TO CANCER, INFERTILITY, 
AND OTHER HEALTH IMPACTS.

Michael Bochynski // Clean Water Fund | Carroll Courtenay // Southern Environmental Law Center 
Anna Killius // James River Association | Kim Jemaine // Virginia League of Conservation Voters
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to combust, and releases harmful particulates.؎ 
Southwest Virginia should not have to choose between 
cleaner air and cleaner water. 

As Virginia works toward a new clean energy future, 
harmful solutions to gob pile remediation are 
unacceptable. Virginia’s Department of Mines, Minerals 
and Energy (DMME) should work with the Department 
of Environmental Quality (DEQ) to identify the breadth 
of gob piles in the Commonwealth and develop an 
environmentally and economically responsible plan for 
remediation.  

CONCLUSION
The Commonwealth should identify the risks posed by 
PFAS, 1,4-dioxane and other emerging contaminants, 
set drinking water standards that protect human 
health, and take steps to eliminate sources of 
contamination. Virginia should also inventory coal 
refuse piles and develop a remediation plan that 
safeguards our air, our water, and our soil. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Ensure that the Department of Health 
conducts a comprehensive, transparent, and 
timely PFAS drinking water study, paying 
particular attention to communities most at 
risk of contamination, and sets maximum 
contaminant levels for PFAS compounds that 
adequately protect public health.

Identify and eliminate potential pathways 
for PFAS contamination. This could include 
explicitly addressing PFAS contamination in: (i) 
wastewater permit and industrial pretreatment 
ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺـ�سǞǞف�ǶƊȁƮٌƊȯȯǶǞƵƮ�ƦǞȌȺȌǶǞƮȺـ�سǞǞǞف�ǶƊȁƮ˛ǶǶ�
leachate; (iv) air pollution; and/or (v) food 
packaging.

Identify other emerging contaminants, 
such as 1,4-dioxane, that may be of particular 
concern in the Commonwealth and assess how 
to control these chemicals in order to protect 
human health and the environment.

Direct DMME in conjunction with DEQ to 
identify, inventory, and implement water 
quality testing of remaining coal refuse sites 
in Virginia. Further direct these agencies to 
develop an environmentally and economically 
responsible plan for remediation that prevents 
ǞȁƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ȯȲȌƮɐƧɈǞȌȁ�ǏȲȌǿ�ǶȌɩٌȱɐƊǶǞɈɯ�
coal combustion.

THE CONFLUENCE OF THE RIVANNA AND THE JAMES RIVERS. 
TAKEN ACROSS THE RIVER FROM THE TOWN OF COLUMBIA, VA.
Image credit: Doug Rogers
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INTRODUCTION
Throughout the Commonwealth, thousands of 
manufacturers and other businesses store hazardous 
chemicals in aboveground storage tanks. The quantity, 
location, contents, age, and condition of chemical 
storage tanks are unknown because owners are not 
required to register their tanks with the Department 
of Environmental Quality (DEQ). Virginia does not have 
comprehensive safety regulations for these chemical 
storage tanks, even though strong regulations for 
certain petroleum storage tanks have been in effect 
since 1998. The discrepancy in how we regulate tanks 
containing petroleum and tanks containing hazardous 
ƧǘƵǿǞƧƊǶȺ�ǞȺ�ǏɐȁƮƊǿƵȁɈƊǶǶɯ�˜ƊɩƵƮ�²خȯǞǶǶȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ƦȌɈǘ�
types of tanks pose a substantial risk of harm to public 
health and natural resources, including drinking water.

BACKGROUND
There are likely tens of thousands of aboveground 
chemical storage tanks in Virginia, with many of them 
located near waterbodies because of the concentration 
of industry along our rivers. However, because Virginia 
does not implement even a registration program for 
these tanks, state regulators have no idea how many 
tanks there are, exactly where they are located, or their 
condition and contents. As a result, there are likely 
risks posed by these tanks to vulnerable communities 
already burdened by industrial pollution that cannot be 
ascertained.
 
The Center for Progressive Reform’s 2019 Toxic 
IǶȌȌƮɩƊɈƵȲȺ�ȲƵȯȌȲɈ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�ȌɨƵȲ�ׁ׀׀׀ة�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲǞƊǶ�
facilities in the James River basin that are exposed 
ɈȌ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ȲǞȺǲȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ȲǞɨƵȲȺة�ȺɈȌȲǿ�ȺɐȲǐƵة�ȌȲ�ȺƵƊ�
level rise.؇ The analysis focused on facilities located 
in communities that are among the most socially 
vulnerable to disaster. Socially vulnerable communities 
are those that need the most support in preparing 
for hazards or recovering from disaster, based on the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s ranking of 
ׁׅ�ǏƊƧɈȌȲȺة�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ȯȌɨƵȲɈɯة�ǶƊƧǲ�ȌǏ�ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺة�ƊȁƮ�
crowded housing.؈ The report found major data gaps 
for unregulated aboveground chemical storage tanks 
that hindered a full picture of what was being stored 
at each of these facilities and the risk to the public if 
there were a spill. Unlike other states, Virginia does not 
require inspections and lacks both a comprehensive

inventory of these tanks and does not regulate their 
construction or siting.
 
Xȁ�ׂةׁׅ׀�ɈǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ɩƊȺ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈǶɯ�
concerned about these risks and unanimously passed 
SB811, a law requiring DEQ to study the risks and the 
need for regulation. The DEQ study, released in the fall 
of 2016, found that:
 

• There is a general lack of siting requirements for 
chemical storage tanks in proximity to drinking 
water sources; 

• ��˛ȲȺɈ�ȺɈƵȯ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǞȁǐ�
a framework for inventorying and registering a 
ƮƵ˛ȁƵƮ�ɐȁǞɨƵȲȺƵ�ȌǏ�ƧǘƵǿǞƧƊǶ�ȺɈȌȲƊǐƵ�ǏƊƧǞǶǞɈǞƵȺ�Ǟȁ�
Virginia; and, 

• A new program should consider information 
disclosure requirements, such as requiring facilities 
to provide information to public water systems 
about emergency response plans and inventories 
for chemical storage tanks within the same 
watershed as the water system.

 
It is now time to implement DEQ’s recommendations. 
A new regulatory program for these tanks should 
ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵ�ǞȁɨƵȁɈȌȲɯة�ȲƵǐǞȺɈȲƊɈǞȌȁة�ǞȁȺȯƵƧɈǞȌȁة�ƊȁƮ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�
security requirements. The State Water Control Board 
should be empowered to enact detailed regulations. 
Inspections should be conducted by professional 
engineers, not DEQ staff, to keep down the cost of the 
program.   

The need for such a program is clear. Catastrophic 
spills from hazardous chemical tanks have already 
occurred in Virginia. In 2008, a tank containing two 
million gallons of liquid fertilizer collapsed at a facility in 
!ǘƵȺƊȯƵƊǲƵة�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ȁƵƊȲƦɯ�ȲƵȺǞƮƵȁɈǞƊǶ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�
and contaminating the Elizabeth River with 200,000 
gallons of fertilizer. Two workers were injured, requiring 
hospitalization, and residents were exposed to toxic 
ammonia vapor. After the spill, Virginia adopted rules 
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CONDITION AND CONTENTS. 
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for only the largest aboveground fertilizer storage tanks 
in 2010.

Other states are far ahead of Virginia on this issue. 
In 2014, a chemical spill in Charleston, West Virginia 
contaminated the regional water supply, leaving more 
than 300,000 residents without access to drinking 
water. The tanks involved had corroded, the site had 
ȁȌɈ�ƦƵƵȁ�ǞȁȺȯƵƧɈƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶȺ�Ǟȁ�ׂ׃�ɯƵƊȲȺة�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�
tanks were not regulated by the state or EPA. The 
spill caused devastating economic impacts, including 
week-long hotel and business closures in Charleston.  
 
West Virginia quickly enacted a comprehensive 
chemical tank law, including siting standards, 
construction standards, and special provisions to 
protect water supplies. The state has since compiled 
an inventory of over 42,000 aboveground chemical 
storage tanks, of which more than a quarter are over 
�خ�ȌǶƮƵȲ�ɈǘƊȁ�ׇׅ�ɯƵƊȲȺة�Ǟȁ�ȺȌǿƵ�ƧƊȺƵȺة�ɯƵƊȲȺ�ȌǶƮ�ƊȁƮ׀׃
Virginia’s economy is six times larger than West 
Virginia’s, so the number of chemical storage tanks in 
the Commonwealth is likely to be much higher.

CONCLUSION
Both the West Virginia law on chemical storage tanks 
and Virginia’s existing law on oil storage tanks can serve 
as models for new legislation in the Commonwealth. 
Virginia should take action before it is faced with 
another catastrophic spill. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
ÀǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƮǞȲƵƧɈ�(0©�
to establish a program for registration and 
regulation of aboveground chemical storage 
tanks. The program should be modeled on the 
Commonwealth’s existing regulatory program 
for petroleum storage tanks and include 
requirements for: 

• Registration and reporting; 
• Inspections;
• ²ȯƵƧǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ǏȌȲ�ȺǞɈǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ƧȌȁȺɈȲɐƧɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�

new tanks; and 
• Planning and implementation of measures 

to prevent and mitigate chemical spills 
from the largest and most dangerous 
hazardous chemical tanks. 

ÀǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƮǞȲƵƧɈ�(0©�
to ensure that the program is responsive to 
˛ȁƮǞȁǐȺ�ƊƦȌɐɈ�˜ȌȌƮ�ȲǞȺǲ�ȌǏ�ƧǘƵǿǞƧƊǶ�ȺɈȌȲƊǐƵ�
facilities.  The legislation may require, for 
example, that facilities create spill prevention 
ȯǶƊȁȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƊȲƵ�ȲƵȺȯȌȁȺǞɨƵ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�˜ȌȌƮ�ȲǞȺǲȺة�
ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ǞȁɈƵȁȺǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�
expected to occur due to climate change.

CHEMICAL FERTILIZER STORAGE FACILITY.
Image credit: Will Parson, Chesapeake Bay Program
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A STORM ROLLS OVER CRAWFORD'S KNOB AND LAKE MONOCAN 
IN WINTERGREEN, VA.

Image credit: James Oglethorpe
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A 22-ACRE SOLAR PROJECT.
Image credit: Will Parson, Chesapeake Bay Program
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In the past year, Virginia has enacted significant policy to move the Commonwealth towards a clean energy future. With 
the passing of the Virginia Clean Economy Act, the state is on a path to zero carbon emissions from the energy sector by 
2050. Through the Clean Energy and Community Flood Preparedness Act, Virginia joined the Regional Greenhouse Gas 
Initiative. In order to meet those lofty goals, we must defend and expand upon these clean energy commitments, including 
putting an end to fracked-gas pipelines, ramping up energy e"ciency and solar investments, and ensuring an equitable 
clean energy economy. 
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DEFENDING OUR ZERO-CARBON ENERGY GOALS
The key to rebuilding Virginia’s economy is not to go backwards; it lies in moving forward 
and expanding upon the success from the 2020 session. The legislature must oppose 
any attempts to unwind the Clean Energy and Community Flood Preparedness Act, 
the Virginia Clean Economy Act, or other legislation that advances the clean energy 
economy  

Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center // wcleveland@selcva.org

         POWERING THE COMMONWEALTH WITH CLEAN ENERGY

VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Narissa Turner
VCN Policy and Campaigns Manager, Clean Energy and Climate
narissa@vcnva.org

EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES AND 
CONTACT INFORMATION

ENSURING OFFSHORE WIND BENEFITS ALL VIRGINIANS
ÀȌ�ƧƊȯɈɐȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǯȌƦٌƧȲƵƊɈǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ȌǏǏȺǘȌȲƵ�ɩǞȁƮ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈة�Ɗ�
robust and diverse workforce in Virginia must be readied. To help ensure that offshore 
wind is brought online as affordably as possible, we must also ensure that offshore wind 
is composed of American made parts.

David Carr // Southern Environmental Law Center // dcarr@selcva.org 
ÀɯȁƵȺǘǞƊ�JȲǞǏ˛ȁشش��yƵɩ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�wƊǯȌȲǞɈɯشش��ɈǐȲǞǏ˛ȁۊȁƵɩɨǞȲǐǞȁǞƊǿƊǯȌȲǞɈɯخȌȲǐ�
Eileen Woll // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // eileen.woll@sierraclub.org

INVESTING IN VIRGINIA’S ENERGY EFFICIENCY
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƵȁƊƧɈ�ȲȌƦɐȺɈ�ȯȌǶǞƧǞƵȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�ƊǶǶ�ȺƵƧɈȌȲȺ�Ǟȁ�
the Commonwealth. Reducing energy burdens is especially important for low-income 
and overburdened households.  Virginia should allow local governments to impose 
ȺɈȲȌȁǐƵȲ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ǿƵƊȺɐȲƵȺ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ǯɐȲǞȺƮǞƧɈǞȌȁȺخ�IƊǞǶǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�ǞǿȯȲȌɨƵ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�
ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƦɐȲƮƵȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺة�ȌɐȲ�ǘƵƊǶɈǘة�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿɯ�ǏȌȲ�ƮƵƧƊƮƵȺخ 

Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy // lena.lewis@tnc.org 
William Penniman // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // bill.penniman@gmail.com



PROTECTING VIRGINIA FROM NEW FOSSIL FUEL INFRASTRUCTURE
Expansion of fossil fuel infrastructure runs counter to the equitable treatment of Virginians, 
and to the necessary steps to mitigate the climate crisis.  State agencies and legislators 
must hold polluters accountable, ensure protective measures for Virginia’s waterways, 
authentically engage and include resident stakeholders in transparent decision-making, 
and critically examine the need for new, extractive fossil fuel infrastructure that promises to 
harm Virginians.

Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // connor.kish@sierraclub.org 
Kim Jemaine // Cheaspeake Climate Action Network // kim@chesapeakeclimate.org
Mary-Stuart Torbeck // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // mary-stuart.torbeck@sierraclub.org

BUILDING AN EQUITABLE CLEAN ENERGY ECONOMY FOR COMMUNITIES AND WORK
Virginia has made great strides in addressing the challenge of climate change, but 
the Commonwealth must prioritize the needs of people and communities in the 
clean energy transition to ensure it is just, reaches our full clean energy potential, and 
addresses the harms of the extractive and destructive fossil-fuel industry, consistent 
with the principles of environmental justice. We must optimize this moment in order to 
connect low-income and frontline communities to healthier environments, new jobs, 
and economic opportunities in the clean energy economy.

Chelsea Barnes // Appalachian Voices // chelsea@appvoices.org
Mary Cromer // Appalachian Citizens Law Center // mary@aclc.org
Kim Jemaine // Virginia League of Conservation Voters // kjemaine@valcv.org
Rebecca Shelton // Appalachian Citizens Law Center // rshelton@aclc.org

A WIND TURBINE PROVIDES POWER TO THE LEARNING BARGE WHILE EVACUATED TUBES ABSORB SOLAR 
ENERGY THAT HEATS WATER ON THE BARGE, DOCKED AT GRANDY VILLAGE LEARNING CENTER IN NORFOLK, VA.
Image credit: Will Parson, Chesapeake Bay Program
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INTRODUCTION
Climate change is the greatest environmental concern 
of our time. While Hampton Roads is the second most 
vulnerable spot in the nation to sea level rise, Virginians 
across the Commonwealth – from the Shenandoah 
ßƊǶǶƵɯ�ɈȌ�²ȌɐɈǘȺǞƮƵ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌƊǶ˛ƵǶƮȺى��ɩǞǶǶ�ȺƵƵ�ǶǞǏƵ�ƊǶɈƵȲƵƮ�
Ʀɯ�ƧǘƊȁǐǞȁǐ�ɩƵƊɈǘƵȲ�ȯƊɈɈƵȲȁȺة�ȲƵƧɐȲȲƵȁɈ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐة�
and atypical temperatures. Although transportation 
is the single greatest economic sector contributing to 
climate altering carbon emissions, the energy sector 
is close behind. While there is much yet to do on 
transportation, Virginia took massive strides in the 2020 
session, and we must defend those victories going 
forward.

BACKGROUND
The 2020 legislative session delivered paradigm-
shifting victories for climate advocates. First, the 
General Assembly passed the Clean Energy and 
Community Flood Preparedness Act (HB981/SB1027), 
which in addition to securing both coastal resiliency 
ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�
for low-income communities and businesses in 
ƧǶǞǿƊɈƵ�ƧǘƊȁǐƵ�ǘȌɈȺȯȌɈȺة�ȯǶƊƧƵȺ�Ɗ�˛Ȳǿ�ƧƊȯ�Ȍȁ�ƧƊȲƦȌȁ�
emissions from covered fossil fuel power plants and 
authorizes Virginia to join the Regional Greenhouse 
Gas Initiative (RGGI). The initiative represents a coalition 
of ten Northeast and mid-Atlantic states that have 
banded together in the absence of federal climate 
policy to reduce carbon emissions on a regional scale. 
Virginia’s participation in the RGGI carbon markets will 
reduce carbon emissions by 30 percent by 2030.

Building upon that success, the legislature also 
ȯƊȺȺƵƮ�R ׁׂׅةׁׅ ²ش׆�ɈǘƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�!ǶƵƊȁ�0ƧȌȁȌǿɯ�
Act (VCEA). The VCEA stands on four key pillars: (1) 
mandatory retirement of Dominion and Appalachian 
§ȌɩƵȲٚȺ�ƵȁɈǞȲƵ�ƧƊȲƦȌȁٌƵǿǞɈɈǞȁǐ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁ�˜ƵƵɈ�Ʀɯ�
�ة�ȌǞǶة�ƵƊȲǶǞƵȲ�ɈƊȲǐƵɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ƧƵȲɈƊǞȁ�ƧȌƊǶةɩǞɈǘ�ǞȁɈƵȲǞǿـ�ׅׄ׀ׂ
and biomass units). Additionally, the legislation creates 
an expanded cap and trade program that applies to 
all in-state power plants, regardless of owner or fuel 
type, that will eliminate carbon emissions from power 
ȯǶƊȁɈȺ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘȌɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�!ȌǿǿȌȁɩƵƊǶɈǘ�Ʀɯ�ׂفׂـ�س׀ׅ׀�
Ɗ�ǿƊȁƮƊɈȌȲɯ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵ�ȺɈƊȁƮƊȲƮس�
(3) a six-fold increase in rooftop solar (known as “net 
ǿƵɈƵȲǞȁǐ٘سف�ƊȁƮفׄـ��Ɗ�ǿƊȁƮƊɈȌȲɯ�ȲƵȁƵɩƊƦǶƵ�ȯȌȲɈǏȌǶǞȌ�
standard to spur investment in utility-scale solar, 

ȌǏǏȺǘȌȲƵ�ɩǞȁƮة�ƊȁƮ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ȺɈȌȲƊǐƵخ� ɯ�ׂة׀ׅ׀�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�
ƵȁɈǞȲƵ�ȯȌɩƵȲ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁ�˜ƵƵɈ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƦƵ�ƧƊȲƦȌȁٌǏȲƵƵخ�ÀǘƵ�
ß!0��ǞȺ�ƊǶȺȌ�ȌȁƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƧǶǞǿƊɈƵ�ǿǞɈǞǐƊɈǞȌȁ�ȯȌǶǞƧǞƵȺ�
to directly involve the consultation of the Virginia 
Environmental Justice Advisory Council in its long-term 
development, implementation, and oversight. 
ÀǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ƊǶȺȌ�ȯƊȺȺƵƮ�R ׂׅة�ɩǘǞƧǘ�

restores to the State Corporation Commission the full 
power to manage ratepayer costs of carbon-emitting 
ȯȌɩƵȲ�ȯǶƊȁɈȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƦƵƧȌǿƵ�ٗȺɈȲƊȁƮƵƮ٘�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�
early retirement, likely saving vulnerable ratepayers 
hundreds of millions of dollars on their future electricity 
bills.

Due to the economic recession caused by COVID-19, 
many opponents of clean energy and climate 
advocacy will argue that Virginia can no longer afford 
to implement these pieces of legislation. On the 
contrary, the VCEA will spur dramatic investment in 
rooftop solar, offshore wind, energy storage, large-scale 
solar farms, and – perhaps most importantly – energy 
ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�0خȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ƵǿȯǶȌɯȺ�ɈǘȌɐȺƊȁƮȺ�ȌǏ�
ȺǲǞǶǶƵƮ�ɩȌȲǲƵȲȺ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ȲƊȁǐƵ�ȌǏ�˛ƵǶƮȺة�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�Rß�!ة�
lighting, ductwork, and building insulation.

Concerns about ratepayer costs are valid, but the 
problem is not in climate legislation; the cause lies in 
Virginia’s regulatory scheme that prevents the State 
Corporation Commission from actually setting utility 
rates at a fair and equitable level. The bipartisan Fair 
Energy Bills Act (HB1132) would have remedied that 
problem, but the legislation unfortunately died in 
Senate Commerce and Labor, despite passing the 
House with broad bipartisan support (see Reforming 
Electric Utility Regulations, p. 128).

DEFENDING OUR ZERO-CARBON ENERGY GOALS

THE KEY TO REBUILDING VIRGINIA’S ECONOMY IS NOT TO GO 
BACKWARDS; IT LIES IN MOVING FORWARD AND EXPANDING 
UPON THE SUCCESS FROM THE 2020 SESSION

Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center
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CONCLUSION
The key to rebuilding Virginia’s economy is not to go 
backwards; it lies in moving forward and expanding 
upon the success from the 2020 session. The legislature 
must oppose any attempts to unwind the Clean Energy 
and Community Flood Preparedness Act, the Virginia 
Clean Economy Act, or other legislation that advances 
the clean energy economy.

A RAINBOW EMERGES OVER THE SHENANDOAH VALLEY IN PAGE COUNTY, VA.
Image credit: Chris Anderson

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Oppose any legislation to repeal or weaken 
any policies that promote carbon-free power 
generation, including the Clean Energy and 
Community Flood Preparedness Act or the 
Virginia Clean Economy Act.

 ɐǞǶƮ�ɐȯȌȁ�ɈǘƵ�!ǶƵƊȁ�0ƧȌȁȌǿɯ��ƧɈ�Ʀɯ�
expanding and imposing longer-term, more 
ȺɈȲǞȁǐƵȁɈ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ǿƊȁƮƊɈƵȺة�ƊȁƮ�
expanding the renewable energy portfolio 
requirements to Old Dominion Power, electric 
cooperatives, and municipal utilities to ensure 
all Virginians can access clean energy.

Pass ratepayer protective legislation like the 
Fair Energy Bills Act to ensure customers never 
pay more than is fair for their electricity.
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INTRODUCTION
One of the most potent yet underutilized tools we have 
to reduce our dependence on fossil fuels is energy 
ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ��0خȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯوƊƧǘǞƵɨǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ȺƊǿƵ�
output with less energy—is the least expensive way 
to meet consumers’ energy needs. It lowers customer 
bills, creates thousands of local jobs, and reduces 
all environmental and health impacts of energy 
generation.  If we were to fully tap into available energy 
ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɈƵƧǘȁȌǶȌǐɯة�ɩƵ�ƧȌɐǶƮ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�ƧƊȲƦȌȁ�ƮǞȌɮǞƮƵ�
ƵǿǞȺȺǞȌȁȺ�Ʀɯ�ׅ׀�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�Ʀɯ�ׂخ׀ׅ׀؇  While important 
progress was made in the 2020 legislative session, 
there is more to be done.

BACKGROUND
VIRGINIA'S ENERGY EFFICIENCY PROBLEM
Unnecessary energy use and pollution harms 
Virginians across the board – in their wallets, health, 
and environment - and, Virginia remains far behind 
ǿȌȺɈ�ȺɈƊɈƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ƊƧǘǞƵɨƵǿƵȁɈȺ؈خ   
Avoidable energy usage disproportionately impacts 
low-income individuals and African-American and 
Latinx households.1,3 A 2013 study found that Virginia 
ƧȌɐǶƮ�ǐƊǞȁ�ƊƦȌɐɈ׀ׅخ׃ٽ��ǏȌȲ�ƵƊƧǘ׀׀خׁٽ��ǞȁɨƵȺɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�
ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ3خ The Virginia Clean Economy Act (VCEA) will 
ǘƵǶȯ�ƧǶȌȺƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ǐƊȯ�ƦɐɈ�ǿȌȲƵ�ǞȺ�ȁƵƵƮƵƮ�ɈȌ�
ȲƵƊƧǘ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�ǏɐǶǶ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȯȌɈƵȁɈǞƊǶخ�

0ȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ƧȌǿƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ǿƊȁɯ�ǏȌȲǿȺة�ȺɐƧǘ�ƊȺ��
ǿȌȲƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ǘƵƊɈǞȁǐشƧȌȌǶǞȁǐ�ȺɯȺɈƵǿȺة�ɐȯǐȲƊƮǞȁǐ�ȌǏ�
appliances, and tighter building envelopes.  The least-
ƧȌȺɈ�ȌȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ɈȌ�ǿƊɮǞǿǞɹƵ�Ɗ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐٚȺ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�
occurs when it is constructed or rehabilitated and 
when major systems (like heating and air) are replaced 
ٌ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƧȌƮƵȺ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈ�ɈǘǞȺ�ȲƵƊǶǞɈɯخ

REACHING EFFICIENCY POTENTIAL REQUIRES GOVERNMENT LEADERSHIP
ÀǘȌɐǐǘ�ǞȁɨƵȺɈǞȁǐ�Ǟȁ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȺƊɨƵȺ�ǿȌȁƵɯ�ȌɨƵȲ�ɈǘƵ�
long term, barriers impede uptake.  Energy users 
ƊȲƵ�ȌǏɈƵȁ�ƮǞȺƧȌɐȲƊǐƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɐȯǏȲȌȁɈ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�ȌǏ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�
improvements and tenants of rental properties do not 
ƧȌȁɈȲȌǶ�ɐȯǐȲƊƮƵȺ�ȌǏ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺٚ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯخ�� ɐǞǶƮƵȲȺ�ƧƊȁ�
also have misaligned incentives – when they lower 
ɈǘƵǞȲ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�Ʀɯ�ɐȺǞȁǐ�ǶƵȺȺ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ǿƊɈƵȲǞƊǶȺة�
future residents pay higher energy bills for decades. For 
utilities, growing total energy loads remains central to 
their business model. Government has an essential role 
to play in overcoming these barriers.

ÀǘƵ�ß!0��ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵȺ�Ɗȁ�0ȁƵȲǐɯ�0Ǐ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ªƵȺȌɐȲƧƵ�
Standard (EERS) that directs investor-owned electric 
ɐɈǞǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ɈȌ�ǿƵƵɈ�ƊȁȁɐƊǶ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ɈƊȲǐƵɈȺ�
ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ׂخׂׅ׀��ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƧƊȁ�ƦɐǞǶƮ�ɐȯȌȁ�ɈǘǞȺ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�
success by expanding the EERS to natural gas and 
municipal and electric cooperative utilities.  The EERS  
ƮȌƵȺ�ȁȌɈ�ǿƊȁƮƊɈƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȺɈƊȁƮƊȲƮȺ�ƦƵɯȌȁƮ�ׂةׂׅ׀�
leaving that to the State Corporation Commission 
��ɩǘǞƧǘ�ǘƊȺ�ȁȌɈ�ȺɈȲȌȁǐǶɯ�ȺɐȯȯȌȲɈƵƮ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�Ǟȁةف!!²ـ
the past. The annual targets in Virginia’s EERS are lower 
than in a number of other states, demonstrating that 
higher standards are achievable. Legislation setting 
ambitious, achievable targets far into the future for 
all electric and gas utilities would ensure that utilities 
ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ǶȌȁǐٌɈƵȲǿ�ȯǶƊȁȁǞȁǐخ

VIRGINIAN'S DESERVE ENERGY EFFICIENT BUILDINGS
RǞǐǘǶɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƧȌƮƵȺ�ǏȌȲ�ȁƵɩ�ƊȁƮ�
rehabilitated buildings are critical to saving energy, 
lowering bills, and reducing carbon emissions. 
Buildings consume 40 percent of total energy and 
70 percent of electric energy in the United States.8 
Unfortunately, Virginia’s building code has been less 
ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɈǘƊȁ�ɈǘƵ�XȁɈƵȲȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�!ȌƮƵ�!ȌɐȁƧǞǶٚȺ�
model energy conservation code for many years. 
That problem is made worse because the Dillon 
Rule prohibits local governments from requiring 
ǘǞǐǘƵȲ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ǶƵɨƵǶȺ�ǏȌȲ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƧȌȁȺɈȲɐƧɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�
rehabilitation within their jurisdictions.  Low- and 
moderate-income residents are among those who 
ƊȲƵ�ǘɐȲɈ�ɈǘƵ�ǿȌȺɈ�Ʀɯ�ǘǞǐǘƵȲ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�Ǟȁ�ǞȁƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�
ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺة�ƊȺ�ɈǘƵɯ�ȌǏɈƵȁ�ǶǞɨƵ�Ǟȁ�ƊǐǞȁǐة�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ǞȁƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�
housing and pay a high energy burden. 

0ȁƵȲǐɯ�ƦɐȲƮƵȁ�ǞȺ�ƮƵ˛ȁƵƮ�ƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ǐȲȌȺȺ�
household income spent on energy costs (not 
including transportation). A widely accepted threshold 
for what constitutes an affordable energy burden is 
six percent.؊ Unfortunately, many Virginians’ energy 
burden is nearly double. Building code policy should 
prioritize improvements that will reduce the energy 
burden on our most vulnerable residents.

INVESTING IN VIRGINIA'S ENERGY EFFICIENCY

IF WE WERE TO FULLY TAP INTO AVAILABLE ENERGY EFFICIENT 
TECHNOLOGY, WE COULD REDUCE CARBON DIOXIDE 
EMISSIONS BY 50 PERCENT BY 2050.

Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy | William Penniman // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter
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CONCLUSION
Virginia should enact robust policies that 
ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�ƊǶǶ�ȺƵƧɈȌȲȺ�Ǟȁ�
the Commonwealth. Reducing energy burdens is 
especially important for low-income and overburdened 
households.  Virginia should allow local governments 
ɈȌ�ǞǿȯȌȺƵ�ȺɈȲȌȁǐƵȲ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ǿƵƊȺɐȲƵȺ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�
ǯɐȲǞȺƮǞƧɈǞȌȁȺخ�IƊǞǶǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�ǞǿȯȲȌɨƵ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�
will burden Virginians, our health, environment and 
economy for decades.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
0ɮɈƵȁƮ�ƊȁƮ�ȺɈȲƵȁǐɈǘƵȁ�ɈǘƵ�00ª²�ƦƵɯȌȁƮ�
��ȺȌ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɐɈǞǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�ƧǶƵƊȲ�ȯǶƊȁȁǞȁǐׂׅ׀ׂ
guidance and the public is assured that there 
will be strong standards farther into the future.

Require natural gas utilities and non-
investor-owned utilities to meet appropriate 
EERS targets.

XǿȯǶƵǿƵȁɈ�Ɗ�ȲȌƦɐȺɈ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ȲƵɨȌǶɨǞȁǐ�ǏɐȁƮ�
ɈȌ�˛ȁƊȁƧƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ǿƵƊȺɐȲƵȺ�Ʀɯ�ǶȌƧƊǶ�
governments, schools and possibly others, 
and ensure that a portion of the funds reach 
low-income, African-American, and Latinx 
ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺخ��ÀǘƵȺƵ�ǏɐȁƮȺ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƊǶȺȌ�˛ȁƊȁƧƵ�
basic repairs that are prerequisite to energy 
ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ǞǿȯȲȌɨƵǿƵȁɈȺخ

(ƵƧȌɐȯǶƵ�ɐɈǞǶǞɈɯ�ȯȲȌ˛ɈȺ�ǏȲȌǿ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ȺȌǶƮة�
ǏȲƵƵǞȁǐ�ɐɈǞǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ɈȌ�ȯȲǞȌȲǞɈǞɹƵ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯخ

ªƵȱɐǞȲƵ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ƧȌƮƵȺ�ǿƵƵɈ�ȌȲ�
exceed the latest national and international 
standards and empower local governments to 
ȲƵȱɐǞȲƵ�ǐȲƵƊɈƵȲ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ɩǞɈǘǞȁ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�
jurisdictions. 

yƵɈٌɹƵȲȌ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƊȁƮ�ƧƊȲƦȌȁ�ǐȌƊǶȺ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ 
incorporated into building codes or otherwise 
incentivized to the greatest extent possible.

Require – or allow local governments to 
require - building landlords and sellers to 
publicize average energy costs.
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INTRODUCTION
Xȁ�ׂة׀ׂ׀�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ɩƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƊɈǞȌȁ�ɈȌ�
stand offshore wind turbines in federal waters.  With its 
Coastal Virginia Offshore Wind project, Virginia is also 
in line to be home to the nation’s largest offshore wind 
project. Offshore wind is happening here in Virginia, 
and it is happening now. In 2021, we must ensure that 
offshore wind is implemented responsibly and brought 
online in a way that is fair, equitable, and provides 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺخ�

BACKGROUND
Offshore wind can provide clean energy at the scale 
necessary to meet Virginia’s 100 percent clean energy 
goals. With a national record of avoiding 189 million 
tons of CO״ emissions since 2001, wind energy in 
Virginia will improve public health and wellness, and 
confront the climate crisis head-on.؇ If implemented 
responsibly, this renewable energy source can create 
thousands of family-supporting jobs for Virginians and 
ƦƵ�ƮƵǶǞɨƵȲƵƮ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ɩƊɯ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞȺ�ǏƊǞȲة�ƵȱɐǞɈƊƦǶƵة�ƦƵȁƵ˛ƧǞƊǶ�
for all, and ensures the protection for marine mammals 
and other wildlife, especially the endangered North 
Atlantic Right Whale.
 
The Virginia Clean Economy Act (VCEA), mandates 
ɈǘƊɈ�ɐȯ�ɈȌ�ׅ׀׀ׂة�ǿƵǐƊɩƊɈɈȺـ�wàف�ȌǏ�ȌǏǏȺǘȌȲƵ�ɩǞȁƮ�
ƦƵ�ƧȌȁȺɈȲɐƧɈƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵǶǞɨƵȲ�ȯȌɩƵȲ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ǐȲǞƮ�Ʀɯ�ׂخׅ׃׀�
Dominion is on track to build approximately 220 
turbines starting in 2024 and supply 2,600 MW of 
offshore wind power by 2026. The remaining 2,600 MW 
could be realized by leasing additional wind energy 
areas off Virginia’s coast and/or from the Kitty Hawk 
offshore wind project. Avangrid Renewables will start 
ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�ɈǘǞȺ�yȌȲɈǘ�!ƊȲȌǶǞȁƊ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈ�Ǟȁ�ׂׂׅ׀�ƊȁƮ�ƮƵǶǞɨƵȲ�
that power into the grid through Virginia. 
 
ÀǘǞȺ�ƧȌǿǿǞɈǿƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�ׅ׀׀ׂة�wà�ȌǏ�ȌǏǏȺǘȌȲƵ�ɩǞȁƮ�ǘƵǶȯȺ�
position the Commonwealth to become an offshore 
wind hub for the industry, serving not only Virginia 
and North Carolina, but also projects in northeastern 
ȺɈƊɈƵȺ�ɈȌɈƊǶǶǞȁǐ�ȌɨƵȲ�ׂׅ�ǐǞǐƊɩƊɈɈȺ�ȌǏ�ȯȌɩƵȲخ�XȁƮƵƵƮة�ɈǘǞȺ�
commitment has already prompted Siemens Gamesa, 
the world’s largest offshore wind turbine manufacturer, 
to announce interest in locating its US manufacturing 
facility in Virginia. 
 

However, the proclamation that these resources are in 
the public interests puts over-burdened ratepayers at 
risk of paying more than is necessary for these wind 
resources. Legislators must restore State Corporation 
Commission authority to ensure that wind resources 
are built as cost-effectively as possible (see Reforming 
Electric Utility Regulations, p. 128)

Each wind turbine is made with over 8,000 parts 
- many of which can be manufactured by Virginia 
workers across the Commonwealth. With its deep-
water port, world-class shipbuilding and maritime 
industries, and no overhead restrictions for ships, 
Virginia could become a major east coast hub and a 
national offshore wind energy leader.  

Turbines made and constructed with American parts 
and labor will mean both tremendous job creation and 
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ƧȌȺɈ�ȺƊɨǞȁǐȺخ�JǶȌƦƊǶǶɯة�ƧȌȺɈȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�ȯǶɐȁǐƵƮ�
32 percent in the past year, and industry experts 
anticipate even further price drops as the U.S. builds 
its own manufacturing and supply chain instead of 
importing European parts.؈ 

Researchers estimate that a full build-out of the 
offshore wind industry can create over 14,000 jobs 
in Virginia.؉ These are high-paying, local, career-
length jobs that can employ high school and college 
graduates, job changers, returning workers, and 
veterans transitioning to the civilian workforce. 
Coupling Virginia’s robust network of community 
colleges, trade schools, world-class universities, and 
labor apprenticeship programs with investments in 
implementing the state’s workforce development, 
offshore wind can provide job opportunities for a broad 
swath of Virginians including people in historically 
disadvantaged communities.

More than 10 percent of Virginia residents live below 
the federal poverty threshold. Virginia can help 
confront income inequality and lower barriers to 
employment by creating more and higher paying jobs 

ENSURING OFFSHORE WIND BENEFITS ALL VIRGINIANS

WITH ITS DEEP-WATER PORT, WORLD-CLASS SHIPBUILDING 
AND MARITIME INDUSTRIES, AND NO OVERHEAD 
RESTRICTIONS FOR SHIPS, VIRGINIA COULD BECOME A 
MAJOR EAST COAST HUB AND A NATIONAL OFFSHORE WIND 
ENERGY LEADER.  

(ƊɨǞƮ�!ƊȲȲ�²شش�ȌɐɈǘƵȲȁ�0ȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�mƊɩ�!ƵȁɈƵȲے��ÀɯȁƵȺǘǞƊ�JȲǞǏ˛ȁشش��yƵɩ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�wƊǯȌȲǞɈɯ
Eileen Woll // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter 
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for residents with limited economic opportunity. While 
the VCEA directs state agencies to develop a workforce 
development plan to help local workers secure careers 
in offshore wind, more can and should be done to 
ǿƊǲƵ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ƧǞƊȲǞƵȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƵǿƵȲǐǞȁǐ�
industry.

CONCLUSION
ÀȌ�ƧƊȯɈɐȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǯȌƦٌƧȲƵƊɈǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�
of offshore wind development, a robust and diverse 
workforce in Virginia must be readied. To help ensure 
that offshore wind is brought online as affordably as 
possible, we must also ensure that offshore wind is 
composed of American made parts.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
ÇȯƮƊɈƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƦǞƵȁȁǞƊǶ�ƦɐƮǐƵɈ�ɈȌ�ǞȁƧǶɐƮƵ�
˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ȺɐȯȯȌȲɈ�ǏȌȲ�ǞǿȯǶƵǿƵȁɈǞȁǐ�Ɗ�
robust and diverse offshore wind workforce 
development plan for local workers that 
supports a full suite of educational and 
training programs including especially pre-
employment programs.

²ɈȲƵȁǐɈǘƵȁ�ǶȌƧƊǶ�ǶƊƦȌȲ�ȯȲȌɨǞȺǞȌȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�
agency directives in the VCEA to ensure the 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȌǏǏȺǘȌȲƵ�ɩǞȁƮ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲɯ�ƵɮɈƵȁƮ�
to job seekers in low-income communities and 
communities of color and reach the people 
most in need of these new job opportunities.

Explicitly require that Department of Mines, 
Minerals, and Energy reports information on 
the current implementation and outcomes 
of energy programs, job training programs 
for local workers, and the placement of 
renewable energy facilities in disadvantaged 
communities. 

Ensure that utilities are not overcharging 
ratepayers for wind energy by restoring State 
Corporation Commission authority over 
electricity rates (see Reforming Electric Utility 
Regulations, p. 128).

ONE OF TWO 6-MEGAWATT WIND TURBINES INSTALLED AT 
THE COASTAL VIRGINIA OFFSHORE WIND (CVOW) PILOT 
PROJECT
Image credit: Ørsted
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INTRODUCTION
IȌȺȺǞǶ�ǏɐƵǶ�ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƧƊɐȺƵȺ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈة�
ongoing harm to Virginia’s communities and 
environment. Current and proposed projects 
endanger future generations, preventing necessary 
climate mitigation efforts, and perpetuate systemic 
environmental racism related to the siting of projects.  
Fracked gas pipelines, coal mines, coal terminals, coal 
ƊȁƮ�ǐƊȺٌ˛ȲƵƮ�ȯȌɩƵȲ�ȯǶƊȁɈȺة�ǿƵɈǘƊȁƵ�ƦƵƮȺة�ƊȁƮ�ƧȌƊǶ�ƊȺǘ�
ponds all harm communities, groundwater, air quality, 
and postpone urgent changes to eliminate greenhouse 
gas emissions. Regulatory reforms and accountability are 
urgently needed, and a rapid and just transition to clean, 
renewable energy sources is required to foster a healthier, 
more equitable future.

BACKGROUND
Virginia communities have long endured the harmful 
ȲƵȺɐǶɈȺ�ȌǏ�ɐɈǞǶǞɈɯ�ȌȲ�ƧȌȲȯȌȲƊɈƵ�ǞȁɈƵȲƵȺɈȺة�ɩǞɈǘȌɐɈ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�
oversight of cumulative health, social, or long-term air 
and water impacts. The disproportionate placement of 
fossil fuel infrastructure in communities of color and 
low-income communities has a direct connection to 
harmful health disparities. A recent study published in 
the American Journal of Public health found that black 
�ǿƵȲǞƧƊȁȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƵɮȯȌȺƵƮ�ɈȌ�ׁׅׄخ�ɈǞǿƵȺ�ǿȌȲƵ�ǘƊȲǿǏɐǶ�
air pollution than white Americans, leading to health 
problems such as lung disease and heart disease, both 
of which increase the chance of death from COVID-19 
as well.؇

wƊȁɯ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺ�ǶƊƧǲ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ɈȌ�ǞȁǏȌȲǿƊɈǞȌȁ�
about fossil fuel projects proposed to be sited in their 
community, reducing their essential role in submitting 
public comment. Lack of need for additional gas 
supply for electricity generation in Virginia, ballooning 
costs, and a massive existing amount of fossil fuel 
infrastructure, also traps ratepayers into funding 
potential projects directly harmful to their own 
communities.؈ Coal mines are still being permitted and 
operated in Southwest Virginia, leading to increased 
rates of cancer, lung disease including black lung, 
heart disease, water pollution, and property and 
ecological damage.؉ Coal terminals, along Virginia’s 
major ports in Hampton Roads, continue to expose 
historically Black neighborhoods to coal dust from 
uncovered coal-carrying train cars and rotary dumpers 
—  an issue residents link to water contamination and 

increased cases and severity of asthma locally.؊ A suite 
of bills passed during the 2020 legislative session, 
which examined environmental justice considerations, 
mandated closure of carbon-emitting plants owned by 
Dominion and Appalachian Power and strengthened 
public participation processes, pushed Virginia in 
the right direction. However, we must also recognize 
that closing fossil fuel infrastructure will result in 
job loss and economic decline in already struggling 
communities; our recommendations to address this 
ǞȁǘƵȲƵȁɈ�ƧȌȁ˜ǞƧɈ�ƊȲƵ�ƊƮƮȲƵȺȺƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�Building an 
Equitable Clean Energy Economy for Communities and 
Workers paper (p. 40).  

CONCLUSION
Expansion of fossil fuel infrastructure runs counter 
to the equitable treatment of Virginians, and to 
the necessary steps to mitigate the climate crisis.  
State agencies and legislators must hold polluters 
accountable, ensure protective measures for Virginia’s 
waterways, authentically engage and include resident 
stakeholders in transparent decision-making, and 
critically examine the need for new, extractive fossil fuel 
infrastructure that promises to harm Virginians.

PROTECTING VIRGINIA FROM NEW FOSSIL FUEL 
INFRASTRUCTURE

THE DISPROPORTIONATE PLACEMENT OF FOSSIL FUEL 
INFRASTRUCTURE IN COMMUNITIES OF COLOR AND LOW-
INCOME COMMUNITIES HAS A DIRECT CONNECTION TO 
HARMFUL HEALTH DISPARITIES.

Kim Jemaine // Cheaspeake Climate Action Network | Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter 
Mary-Stuart Torbeck // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
0ȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘ�Ɗ�ǿȌȲƊɈȌȲǞɐǿ�Ȍȁ�ȁƵɩ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ƊȁƮ�ǿǞȁȌȲ 
fossil fuels projects including, but not limited to: 
generating facilities, import and export terminals, 
ƵɮȯƊȁȺǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ƧƊȲȲɯǞȁǐ�ƧƊȯƊƧǞɈɯة�ȲƵ˛ȁƵȲǞƵȺة�
merchant gas plants and fracking sites, to include 
denial of any permits by the Virginia Air Pollution 
Control Board for projects that emit carbon via a 
just transition per the “Building an Equitable Clean 
0ȁƵȲǐɯ�0ƧȌȁȌǿɯ�ǏȌȲ�!ȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�àȌȲǲƵȲȺ٘�
 ȲǞƵ˛ȁǐ�ȯƊǐƵخ

�ƦȺƵȁɈ�Ɗ�ƧȌǿȯǶƵɈƵ�ǿȌȲƊɈȌȲǞɐǿ�ɈǘƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�
General Assembly needs to proactively address 
ɈǘƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȲǞȺǲȺ�ƊȺȺȌƧǞƊɈƵƮ�ɩǞɈǘ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲǞƊǶ�
gas development. Options should  include 
stronger, regulatory protections for Virginia’s 
people, environment, and natural resources (see 
Protecting Virginia Waterways and Communities 
ǏȲȌǿ�IȲƊƧǲƵƮ٧JƊȺ�§ǞȯƵǶǞȁƵȺل�p. 22):

• Require health assessments for new future 
fossil fuel infrastructure, including cumulative 
health impacts, climate impacts and social cost 
for every proposed fossil fuel infrastructure 

• projects; expansion of required environmental 
justice analysis to include on-site demographic 
studies. 

• Expand statewide the ban on fracking within 
the Eastern VA Groundwater Management 
Area.

• Cap methane leakage, as determined by the Air 
Pollution Control Board  

ÇȯƮƊɈƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵ˛ȁǞɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ٗȲƵȁƵɩƊƦǶƵ٘�Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�
code to expressly exclude carbon-based fuels.

MVP PIPE ALONG CRAIG CREEK, MONGOMERY COUNTY, VA.
Image credit: Mountain Valley Watch
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INTRODUCTION
As Virginia begins to implement the Virginia Clean 
Economy Act (VCEA), communities with fossil-
fuel reliant economies face an uncertain future 
ɩǞɈǘ�Ɗȁ�ɐȁȯȲƵƧƵƮƵȁɈƵƮ�ȌȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈɯخ�!ȌƊǶ˛ƵǶƮ�
communities have been experiencing the harsh 
reality of the declining coal industry for decades, 
and now more workers and communities across the 
entire Commonwealth will begin to experience this 
challenging economic transition. As Virginia transitions 
to an economy based on cleaner technologies, it has 
the opportunity to implement policies which revitalize 
and prioritize people most impacted by the transitions, 
and to grow the workforce as we push to create a clean 
economy for all. 

BACKGROUND
WORKFORCE TRANSITION
Approximately 80 fossil fuel power plants are currently 
operational in Virginia؇ and will be retired within the 
next 30 years in order to meet the state’s carbon goals. 
Fossil fuel infrastructure is disproportionately located in 
low-income communities and communities of color.؈ 
It is critical to engage impacted people in economic 
transition planning and decision-making, and ensure 
ɈǘƵɯ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ�ɩƵƊǶɈǘ�ƧȲƵƊɈƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�ƧǶƵƊȁ�
energy economy. Approximately 14,000 Virginians 
are directly employed in coal and gas extraction, and 
10,000 are employed in fossil fuel electricity generation, 
transmission, and distribution.؉ Many of these jobs will 
be lost in the coming decades.؊

At the same time, the VCEA is estimated to create 
13,000 jobs per year in the advanced energy industry,؋ 
with wages that are generally higher than the national 
average.، The growing clean energy industries will 
need more workers, and new energy facilities will 
have an increasing impact on local communities. 
Public education, workforce training, research, and job 
transition support programs are needed to transition 
people to new jobs in the clean energy workforce and 
ɈȲƊǞȁ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ɈȌ�˛ǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�ǐȲȌɩǞȁǐ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲɯ�
ȁƵƵƮخ�ÀǘƵ�ß!0��ɈȌȌǲ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȺɈƵȯ�ȌǏ�ȯȲǞȌȲǞɈǞɹǞȁǐ�
disadvantaged communities and communities near 
fossil fuel infrastructure. However, the Commonwealth 
will need to take additional steps to invest in these 
communities in ways that are consistent with the 
ȁȌɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ٗhɐȺɈ�ÀȲƊȁȺǞɈǞȌȁ٘�ɈǘƊɈ�ƊǞǿȺ�ɈȌ�ƊǶǶƵɨǞƊɈƵ�ɈǘƵ�

geographically concentrated, negative impacts of job 
and economic loss associated with the closure of fossil-
fuel industries.

COMMUNITY IMPACTS OF THE ENERGY INDUSTRY
We are changing the way we produce energy and 
now have a responsibility to ensure that vulnerable 
communities are not left behind. These communities 
have borne many burdens in order to provide the fuel 
that powered this nation. Justice requires that these 
legacy impacts be addressed and that communities be 
compensated and prioritized in the transition.

Though shutting down a fossil fuel facility leads to 
better environmental quality and human health, 
it also causes loss of jobs and tax revenue for local 
governments.7 Shuttered power plants and mines 
and bankrupt fossil-fuel companies leave behind 
environmental hazards such as coal ash and 
ɐȁȲƵƧǶƊǞǿƵƮ�ǿǞȁƵȺ�ȺǞɈƵȺة�ƦɐɈ�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ǞȺ�ǞȁȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�
funding to clean them up.؎ Compounding the 
problem, the places where power plants or mining 
operations are shut down are often not the best 
sites for clean energy infrastructure. As new energy 
resources are constructed, the communities that are 
ǶȌȺǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ǏȌȺȺǞǶ�ǏɐƵǶ�ȯȲȌƮɐƧɈǞȌȁ�
aren’t necessarily the same communities reaping the 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȲƵȯǶƊƧƵǿƵȁɈ�ǞȁƮɐȺɈȲǞƵȺخ

Other kinds of clean-up are also needed to revitalize 
ɈǘƵ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈƵƮ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�²خȯƵƧǞ˛ƧƊǶǶɯة�ǏȌȺȺǞǶٌǏɐƵǶٌ
impacted communities have (or are at risk of having) 
ȁɐǿƵȲȌɐȺ�ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮ�ȺǞɈƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƊƦƊȁƮȌȁƵƮ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺة�
ƦɐɈ�ƮȌ�ȁȌɈ�ǘƊɨƵ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�ƧǶƵƊȁٌɐȯ�ƊȁƮ�
redevelop these sites, harming economic development 
and impacting public health.؏ 

Declining tax revenue further impacts the ability of 
local districts and municipalities to maintain and invest 
in critical infrastructure such as water and housing. 
Additionally, coal and gas infrastructure has distressed 
water resources, leaving many households without 
adequate water access. 

BUILDING AN EQUITABLE CLEAN ENERGY ECONOMY FOR 
COMMUNITIES AND WORKERS

WE ARE CHANGING THE WAY WE PRODUCE ENERGY AND 
NOW HAVE A RESPONSIBILITY TO ENSURE THAT VULNERABLE 
COMMUNITIES ARE NOT LEFT BEHIND DURING THE 
TRANSITION. 

Chelsea Barnes // Appalachian Voices | Mary Cromer // Appalachian Citizens Law Center
Kim Jemaine // Virginia League of Conservation Voters | Rebecca Shleton // Appalachian Citizens Law Center 
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§ȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�ȺɐƧǘ�ƊȺ�ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮ�ȲƵƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈ�ǐȲƊȁɈȺ�
can help ensure the new energy industry brings wealth 
to communities hurting the most from the transition. 
Legislators must prioritize support for transitioning 
ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƮǞɨƵȲȺǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�
programs, physical infrastructure funding to ensure 
new businesses can move in and to lift struggling 
communities out of poverty, and funding for the clean 
up of environmental hazards. Energy research and 
educational programs can bring new industries to 
impacted communities while meeting the industry's 
workforce needs.

CONCLUSION
Virginia has made great strides in addressing the 
challenge of climate change, but the Commonwealth 
must prioritize the needs of people and communities 
in the clean energy transition to ensure it is just, 
reaches our full clean energy potential, and addresses 
the harms of the extractive and destructive fossil-
fuel industry, consistent with the principles of 
environmental justice. We must optimize this 
moment in order to connect low-income and frontline 
communities to healthier environments, new jobs, and 
economic opportunities in the clean energy economy.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
0ȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘ�Ɗ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�hɐȺɈ�ÀȲƊȁȺǞɈǞȌȁ��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�
coordinated with the Environmental Justice 
!ȌɐȁƧǞǶخ�ÀǘƵ�ȌǏ˛ƧƵ�ǿɐȺɈ�ƦƵ�ƮȲǞɨƵȁ�Ʀɯ�Ɗȁ�ƊƮɨǞȺȌȲɯ�
committee of diverse community stakeholders 
who are charged with developing Just Transition 
Plans with impacted stakeholders and advising the 
state legislature and regulators on policy related 
to economic transition, long-term health care, and 
ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ȲƵǿƵƮǞƊɈǞȌȁخ�ÀǘƵ�ȌǏ˛ƧƵ�ǿɐȺɈ�ȲƵǶɯ�
on robust community-based and expert-informed 
planning processes.

Provide workforce training and reemployment 
services to workers and communities with 
historically fossil-fuel reliant economies. Prioritize 
individuals impacted by mine and plant closures 
and provide income support while workers are in 
transition.

0ȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘ�Ɗ�!ȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�ªƵƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈ�IɐȁƮ�
to provide immediate employment for  people in 
transitioning communities and climate-resilient 
infrastructure. The Fund should support public 
ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺة�ȲƵƧǶƊǿƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮȺة�
ƊȁƮ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȺƵȲɨǞƧƵȺخ�ÀǘƵ�IɐȁƮ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�
paired with workforce training programs to ensure 
ǶȌƧƊǶ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ƧƊȁ�˛ǶǶ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƵƧƵȺȺƊȲɯ�ǯȌƦȺخ

Each utility's triennial integrated resource plan 
must include the anticipated closure date of every 
fossil-fuel power plant that is required to close 
under the Virginia Clean Economy Act. Every three 
years, upon approval of the resource plan, this 
anticipated closure schedule must also be provided 
to the DMME, Virginia Employment Commission, 
and power plant employees, and posted publicly. 

Require that state-funded workforce programs 
serve people who are representative of the diverse 
population of Virginia.

Work to ensure that Virginia has the needed 
workforce to meet clean energy targets. This can 
be done through tax incentives for corporate 
retraining programs, implementation of a Green 
Career and Technical Education Dual Enrollment 
program for high school students, as well as grants 
for community colleges with high enrollment in 
pertinent programs. 
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SOLAR NET-ZERO HOME. A PRIVATE RESIDENCE IN LOUDON COUNTY, 
VA. PRIMARILY SOLAR POWERED WITH THE GAMUT OF NET-ZERO 
CONSTRUCTION TECHNIQUES USED.
Image credit: Harlow Chandler
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While Our Common Agenda covers many different topics and conservation efforts, they all intersect in our 
communities. This means that we must be more intentional with the way we invest in mixed-use, walkable, and 
transit-oriented communities. We must ensure that flood-prone communities become less vulnerable through 
investments in flood-preparedness and resiliency. With the new social-distancing norms as a result of the COVID-19 
pandemic, many Virginians are in dire need of access to parks and green spaces, trails and outdoor recreation, and 
safe opportunities for biking and walking.
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BOOSTING SMART GROWTH
IȌȲ�ɈȌȌ�ǶȌȁǐ�ɩƵ�ǘƊɨƵ�ȯȌɐȲƵƮ�ȌɐȲ�ǿȌȁƵɯ�ǞȁɈȌ�ƧƊȲٌƧƵȁɈȲǞƧ�ǐȲȌɩɈǘ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵȺ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�
and sprawl while ignoring Virginians’ most basic need: quality, affordable housing 
close to jobs, retail, and other essential destinations. Smart growth offers us the chance 
to undo that damage. By investing in mixed-use, walkable, and transit-oriented 
communities, we can reduce harmful vehicle miles traveled, expand affordable housing, 
ƊȁƮ�ǐȲȌɩ�ɩǞɈǘ�Ɗ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈ�ǿȌƮƵǶ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞȺ�ƦȌɈǘ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶǶɯ�ƊȁƮ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶǶɯ�
sustainable.

Karen T. Campblin // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // karen@ktcplan.com
Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council // dholmes@pecva.org
Stewart Schwartz // Coalition for Smarter Growth // stewart@smartergrowth.net

ENSURING THE RESILIENCY OF FLOOD-PRONE COMMUNITIES
Virginia has begun taking much-needed steps to address our communities’ growing vulner-
ƊƦǞǶǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�˜ȌȌƮ�ƵɨƵȁɈȺخ� ɯ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺǞȁǐ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺة�ɐȯƮƊɈǞȁǐ�ǲƵɯ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�
and standards, and developing guidelines that ensure the effectiveness of the Community 
Flood Preparedness Fund, the Commonwealth can demonstrate national leadership in pro-
moting community resilience. 

Morgan Butler // Southern Environmental Law Center // mbutler@selcva.org
Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Ross Weaver // Wetlands Watch // ross.weaver@wetlandswatch.org
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VCN POINTS OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert
VCN Policy and Campaigns Manager, Healthy Rivers and Land Conservation
pat@vcnva.org

Wyatt Gordon
VCN Policy and Campaigns Manager, Land Use and Transportation
wyatt@vcnva.org

Narissa Turner
VCN Policy and Campaigns Manager, Clean Energy and Climate
narissa@vcnva.org
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BRINGING MORE SMALL SCALE SOLAR TO OUR COMMUNITIES
Building distributed solar in our communities should be a priority for Virginia as we 
pursue the transition to carbon-free electricity. Distributed solar projects can and should 
ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺة�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ǶȌɩٌǞȁƧȌǿƵ�ƧȌȁȺɐǿƵȲȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ȌǏ�ƧȌǶȌȲخ�
These projects will harness the power of private capital to create jobs, save money for 
customers and taxpayers, and reduce the need for utility-scale generation.

Chelsea Barnes // Appalachian Voices // chelsea@appvoices.org
Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center // wcleveland@selcva.org
Joy Loving // Climate Action Alliance of the Valley // jal_1998@yahoo.com
Xɨɯ�wƊǞȁ�²شش�ǞƵȲȲƊ�!ǶɐƦ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�!ǘƊȯɈƵȲشش��ƵǞ˛ȌȁƊǿƊǞȁۊǐǿƊǞǶخƧȌǿ
Susan Stillman // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // stillman.susan@gmail.com

INCREASING ACCESS TO BIKING AND WALKING THROUGHOUT THE COMMONWEALTH
Virginia has made great strides to integrate walking and biking into the state’s 
transportation system, but more needs to be done in order to make active transportation 
safe and accessible for people of all ages and abilities. Providing a dedicated source of 
state funding to invest in safer pedestrian and cycling infrastructure and providing local 
jurisdictions with additional slots to submit non-motorized safety and infrastructure 
projects as part of SMART SCALE would help make biking and walking both safe and 
accessible throughout the Commonwealth.    

Sonya Breehey // Coalition for Smarter Growth // sonya@smartergrowth.net
Champe Burnley // Virginia Bicycling Federation // champe_burnley@vabike.org 

ENSURING EVERY VIRGINIAN HAS ACCESS TO PARKS AND GREEN SPACES
Virginians need daily access to parks and green spaces to thrive, and we must ensure 
communities that have inadequate access receive adequate access. Virginia’s natural 
resources and transportation agencies can play a meaningful role in promoting the 
equitable distribution of parks and green spaces by supporting the creation of accessible 
and inclusive parks and public lands. By ensuring Virginians have access to parks and 
green spaces in their daily lives, we will promote healthier and resilient communities. 

Cat Anthony // Virginia Capital Trail Foundation // cat@virginiacapitaltrail.org 
Justin Doyle // James River Association // jdoyle@thejamesriver.org

INCREASING SUPPORT FOR TRAILS AND OUTDOOR RECREATION 
While Virginia’s trails and parks are important to both state and local economies, public 
health, and community development, funding and support has not been adequate to 
meet the demand.  Virginia should invest more in its precious, natural resources so all can 
ƵɮȯƵȲǞƵȁƧƵ�ǞɈȺ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺخ

Cat Anthony // Virginia Capital Trail Foundation // cat@virginiacapitaltrail.org
Wendy Austin // Friends of the Lower Appomattox River // waustin@folar-va.org 
Peter Krebs // Piedmont Environmental Council // pkrebs@pecva.org  
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INTRODUCTION
Where and how we build our communities is 
critical not only for our quality of life but also for our 
environment. Smart growth is a term commonly used 
to describe a community growth plan that prioritizes 
housing – including affordable housing – near jobs, 
retail, and other essential destinations. Smart growth 
means that individuals have a safe path to walk or 
bike to the store or their job from their home or can 
easily access frequent, reliable transit to get where 
they need to go. Virginia communities are increasingly 
embracing smart growth as they recognize the value of 
walkable, bike-able, transit-friendly communities, but 
too often our state policies encourage more car-centric 
development. To build a greener and more equitable 
future, Virginia should prioritize policies that help cities, 
counties, and towns prioritize smart growth.

BACKGROUND
The past 80 years of sprawling development have 
proven costly. This lack of smart growth has created 
longer commutes, record levels of carbon pollution, 
socio-economic segregation, and an increasing loss of 
historic, natural, and scenic resources. By underfunding 
transit while subsidizing the development of car-
dependent suburban communities, Virginia’s land use 
and transportation policies have forced families to live 
ever further from jobs, schools, and other essential 
destinations.  

The impact on household budgets from long, 
ƵɮȯƵȁȺǞɨƵ�ƧȌǿǿɐɈƵȺ�ǘƊȺ�ƦƵƵȁ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�
ƧȌȁɈȲǞƦɐɈƵƮ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ׂ׀׀�ȲƵƊǶ�ƵȺɈƊɈƵ�ƧȌǶǶƊȯȺƵة�ȺȯƵƧǞ˛ƧƊǶǶɯ�
in Virginia’s outer suburbs.؇ A 2019 study from the 
American Automobile Association (AAA) estimated 
the cost of annual car ownership at over $9,000.؈  With 
the average Virginia family owning a minimum of two 
cars and accruing between $18,230-$36,460 per year 
in related expenses according to AAA, there is far less 
income to be put towards putting food on the table, 
starting a small business, or investing in education. And 
for individuals and families that cannot afford a car, do 
not drive, or choose greener transportation, essential 
services and job opportunities are increasingly out of 
reach.

�ɯƵƊȲ�ȺɐǿǿƊȲɯ�ȌǏ�˛ȺƧƊǶ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈ�ȺɈɐƮǞƵȺ�ȺǘȌɩƵƮٌ׀ׄ��
that smart growth consumes fewer acres of farmland 

and forests and costs localities far less to build 
and maintain than does sprawling, car-centric 
development.؉ With over 80 years of experience to 
ǿƵƊȺɐȲƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǘǞǐǘ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�
of sprawl, now is the time to reorient Virginia towards 
smart growth with its focus on low-cost, inclusive, 
ǶȌƧƊɈǞȌȁٌƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈخ�

Virginia has taken some steps to better link 
land use and transportation including the 2007 
Urban Development Areas and Subdivision Street 
Connectivity requirements, the introduction of SMART 
SCALE in 2014, and legislation last year which requires 
localities over a certain size to consider transit-oriented 
development in their comprehensive plans. Given the 
damage of sprawl on our climate and its high costs to 
taxpayers, the Commonwealth needs to do more to 
focus transportation and infrastructure investments in 
the cities, towns, and neighborhoods where Virginians 
already live. We must prioritize smart growth in 
ȌȲƮƵȲ�ɈȌ�ƧȲƵƊɈƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈة�ɩƊǶǲƊƦǶƵة�ƊȁƮ�ƊǏǏȌȲƮƊƦǶƵ�
communities that will power our growth throughout 
the 21st century. 

The market wants alternatives to sprawl, but many of 
Virginia’s sprawl-oriented land use policies prevent 
exactly the growth that an increasing number of our 
state’s residents need and crave.  Society’s changing 
demographics and preferences among young 
professionals, empty nesters, and newer families 
are increasing demand for vibrant and walkable 
cities, towns, and traditional neighborhoods where 
job opportunities are located close to housing. The 
high quality of life available in these communities, 
combined with the associated protection of our scenic 
landscapes and natural resources, enhances economic 
competitiveness by helping to attract and retain high-
wage businesses and workers while also keeping our 
communities affordable through smart land use and 
housing policies.

ÀǘƵ�!�ßX(ׁٌ�ȯƊȁƮƵǿǞƧ�ɈȲǞǐǐƵȲƵƮ�Ɗ�˛ƵȲƧƵ�ƮƵƦƊɈƵ�
on whether density in our cities has contributed to 

BOOSTING SMART GROWTH

THE MARKET WANTS ALTERNATIVES TO SPRAWL, BUT MANY 
OF VIRGINIA’S SPRAWL-ORIENTED LAND USE POLICIES 
PREVENT EXACTLY THE GROWTH THAT AN INCREASING 
NUMBER OF OUR STATE’S RESIDENTS NEED AND CRAVE.

Karen T. Campblin // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter | Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council
Stewart Schwartz // Coalition for Smarter Growth 
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the spread. However, recent research is showing that 
crowded spaces, not urban density itself, have proven 
ɈȌ�ƦƵ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȲǞȺǲ�ǏƊƧɈȌȲخ�àǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈȲȌȁǐ�ǘƵƊǶɈǘ�
care systems their density affords, cities have proven to 
be more capable at addressing health crises than far-
˜ɐȁǐ�ȺɐƦɐȲƦƊȁ�ƊȁƮ�ȲɐȲƊǶ�ǯɐȲǞȺƮǞƧɈǞȌȁȺخ؊ The connected, 
creative, and dynamic economies of cities, towns, and 
urban places are expected to continue to attract people 
and jobs and will likely power Virginia’s recovery much 
as they pushed our economy forward before the crisis.

Smart growth represents Virginia’s greatest 
opportunity to reduce vehicle miles traveled, 
lower localities’ cost burdens from infrastructure 
maintenance, and build a prosperous future in which 
people at all levels of the income ladder have a fair 
chance to get ahead. To make that dream a reality, 
the state must in partnership with local governments 
encourage and incentivize accessory dwelling units 
(ADUs) and multi-family housing in our cities, towns 
and mixed-use walkable suburbs where adequate 
public facilities exist. To ensure new growth is 
affordable, the Commonwealth should also allow 
localities to experiment with inclusionary zoning, a 
practice which mandates a small percentage of new 
housing units per building be marketed at affordable 
rates.  Allowing affordable housing close to jobs, 
services, and transit will reduce pollution-intensive 
driving and promote cleaner, healthier forms of travel 
such as walking, biking, and transit.

CONCLUSION
For too long we have poured our money into car-
ƧƵȁɈȲǞƧ�ǐȲȌɩɈǘ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵȺ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�ƊȁƮ�ȺȯȲƊɩǶ�
while ignoring Virginians’ most basic need: quality, 
affordable housing close to jobs, retail, and other 
essential destinations. Smart growth offers us the 
chance to undo that damage. By investing in mixed-
use, walkable, and transit-oriented communities, we 
can reduce harmful vehicle miles traveled, expand 
affordable housing, and grow with a development 
ǿȌƮƵǶ�ɈǘƊɈ�ǞȺ�ƦȌɈǘ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶǶɯ�ƊȁƮ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶǶɯ�
sustainable.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Target state infrastructure funds to compact, 
walkable, transit-oriented places and prioritize 
state funding to jurisdictions that plan housing 
for all levels of the workforce.

!ȌȁƮɐƧɈ�Ɗ�ȺɈɐƮɯ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȌɈƵȁɈǞƊǶ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�
of linking economic development funds and 
Opportunity Zones to mixed-use, walkable, and 
transit-oriented locations, and linking industrial 
sites to freight rail. 

XȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ƊǏǏȌȲƮƊƦǶƵ�ǘȌɐȺǞȁǐ�ɈȲɐȺɈ�
fund to $200 million over time, and prioritize 
funding for new construction projects and 
conversion from commercial uses close to jobs 
and transit

Authorize inclusionary zoning in all localities.

Conduct a statewide study to identify racial 
inequities and recommend any necessary 
changes to remove these barriers in VA Codes 
relating to planning, zoning, subdivision, and 
covenants.

Encourage and incentivize multi-family 
housing and the elimination of parking 
minimums and within a half mile of all bus 
rapid transit, light-rail, and Metro routes in 
Virginia.

Encourage and incentivize accessory dwelling 
units, which include basement apartments, 
mother-in-law suites, and backyard cottages, 
in cities, towns, and suburban districts within 
walking distance of services, and where 
sewage and water infrastructure allow.

Provide community land trusts and land 
ƦƊȁǲȺ�Ɗ�ȺɈƊɈƵɩǞƮƵ�ȲǞǐǘɈ�ȌǏ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȲƵǏɐȺƊǶ�Ȍȁ�ƊǶǶ�
abandoned and/or blighted properties up for 
auction, if they commit to using the properties 
for affordable housing.

AN EXAMPLE OF URBAN SPRAWL. RESIDENTIAL DEVELOPMENT NORTH OF HIGHWAY 66 IN HAYMARKET, VA. 
Image credit: Will Parson, Chesapeake Bay Program
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INTRODUCTION
Communities throughout Virginia are facing 
unprecedented challenges from rising seas, recurrent 
˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐة�ƊȁƮ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵƮ�ȯȲƵƧǞȯǞɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ȺɈȌȲǿ�
intensity. Governor Northam’s administration has 
shown leadership through Executive Orders 24 and 
��ɩǘǞƧǘ�ȲƵȱɐǞȲƵ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�!ȌƊȺɈƊǶ�ªƵȺǞǶǞƵȁƧƵةׅׄ
Master Plan and implementation of the Virginia Flood 
Risk Management Standard. The General Assembly has 
also expanded its efforts by, for example, establishing 
the Community Flood Preparedness Fund to aid 
ǶȌƧƊǶǞɈǞƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ȯǶƊȁȁǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ƊȁƮ�ǞǿȯǶƵǿƵȁɈǞȁǐ�˜ȌȌƮ�
resiliency projects.  However, more is needed to ensure 
the health and resilience of our communities, natural 
systems, and economy in the face of these growing 
threats. 

BACKGROUND
Coastal Virginia faces one of the highest rates of 
sea-level rise on the East Coast.؇�ªƵƧɐȲȲƵȁɈ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�
continues to be an increasing concern in shoreline 
communities, posing a threat to property and 
impacting infrastructure even on sunny days.؈ But 
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�˜ȌȌƮ�ȲǞȺǲ�ǞȺ�ǿɐǶɈǞǏƊƧƵɈƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ƵɮɈƵȁƮȺ�
far beyond the coast, and as the number of heavy 
precipitation events occurring annually continues 
to increase,؉�ƵɮɈȲƵǿƵ�ȲƊǞȁǏƊǶǶ�ǞȺ�ƦȲǞȁǐǞȁǐ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�
communities statewide. 

Chief among the Administration’s resiliency focus 
during the 2020 General Assembly session was 
its advocacy for the establishment of the Virginia 
Community Flood Preparedness Fund (Fund), 
ɩǘǞƧǘ�ǿɐȺɈ�ƦƵ�ɐȺƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƵȁǘƊȁƧƵ�˜ȌȌƮ�ȯȲƵȯƊȲƵƮȁƵȺȺ�
ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘȌɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�!ȌǿǿȌȁɩƵƊǶɈǘى��ǏȌȲɈɯٌ˛ɨƵ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�
the revenue Virginia will receive from its participation 
in the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) will be 
dedicated to the Fund. This investment in community 
˜ȌȌƮ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁƧƵ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ǿƊǯȌȲ�ǿǞǶƵȺɈȌȁƵة�ƦɐɈ�ǿɐƧǘ�ɩȌȲǲ�
must be done through the development of guidelines 
for the program. These guidelines must ensure that 
grants and loans are distributed through an objective 
system that evaluates and ranks proposals and 
prioritizes nature-based and community-scale projects, 
as well as direct funding to low-income geographic 
areas. It is also key that rural communities have 
enhanced access to the Fund. 

Beyond the Fund, increased funding is needed for 
several existing programs that can help expand local 
ƧƊȯƊƧǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ƊƮƮȲƵȺȺ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐخ�ÀǘƵ�²ǘȌȲƵǶǞȁƵ�0ȲȌȺǞȌȁ�
Advisory Service (SEAS) provides technical assistance 
to both localities and landowners to address erosion 
problems. The Virginia Conservation Assistance 
§ȲȌǐȲƊǿـ�ß!�§ف�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵȺ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ǞȁƧƵȁɈǞɨƵȺ�ɈȌ�
property owners installing Best Management Practices 
within Soil and Water Conservation Districts. Expansion 
of both of these programs would provide much needed 
ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺ�ɈȌ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�˜ȌȌƮ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁƧɯـ�ȺƵƵ�Working with 
IƊȲǿƵȲȺ�ɈȌ�§ȲȌɈƵƧɈ�ȌɐȲ�ªǞɨƵȲȺ�ƊȁƮ�²ɈȲƵƊǿȺ, p. 4).

ÀȌ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺǞȁǐ�ȯȲƵƧǞȯǞɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ɈȲƵȁƮȺة�ǞɈ�ǞȺ�ƧȲɐƧǞƊǶ�
that the state update the outdated rainfall intensity 
benchmarks found in NOAA Atlas 14, and then use the 
updated benchmarks to revise Virginia’s stormwater 
regulations. A study to revise Atlas 14 is expected to 
ƧȌȺɈ�ƊȯȯȲȌɮǞǿƊɈƵǶɯ׀׀׀ةׅ׀ׄٽ��ƊȁƮ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ɨǞɈƊǶ�ȺɈƵȯ�ɈȌɩƊȲƮ�
ȲƵƮɐƧǞȁǐ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ȲǞȺǲ�ȺɈƊɈƵɩǞƮƵخ��ǶȌȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘ�ȲƵɨǞȺƵƮ�
stormwater standards, the Administration should clarify 
ɈǘƊɈ�0ɮƵƧɐɈǞɨƵ��ȲƮƵȲ�ׅׄ�ƵȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘƵȺ�Ɗ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ȺɈƊȁƮƊȲƮ�
for sea level rise, using the NOAA Intermediate-High 
scenario curve updated in 2017. 

CONCLUSION
Virginia has begun taking much-needed steps to 
address our communities’ growing vulnerability 
ɈȌ�˜ȌȌƮ�ƵɨƵȁɈȺخ� ɯ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺǞȁǐ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶ�
programs, updating key projections and standards, and 
developing guidelines that ensure the effectiveness 
of the Community Flood Preparedness Fund, the 
Commonwealth can demonstrate national leadership 
in promoting community resilience. 

ENSURING THE RESILIENCY OF FLOOD-PRONE COMMUNITIES

VIRGINIA’S FLOOD RISK IS MULTIFACETED AND EXTENDS 
FAR BEYOND THE COAST, AND AS THE NUMBER OF HEAVY 
PRECIPITATION EVENTS OCCURRING ANNUALLY CONTINUES 
TO INCREASE, EXTREME RAINFALL IS BRINGING FLOODING TO 
COMMUNITIES STATEWIDE. 

Morgan Butler // Southern Environmental Law Center | Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock
Ross Weaver // Wetlands Watch
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Legislative
Continue to fund adaptation efforts through 
existing funding mechanisms, and explore creative 
funding opportunities outside of the General Fund. 

• Expand Shoreline Erosion Advisory Service (SEAS) 
and Virginia Conservation Assistance Program 
(VCAP) funding. Additionally, increase the staff 
capacity of Soil and Water Conservation Districts 
(SWCD) to administer these programs.

• Maintain the Virginia Community Flood 
Preparedness Fund. 

• 0ɨƊǶɐƊɈƵ�ȌȯɈǞȌȁȺ�ɈȌ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�˜ȌȌƮ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁƧɯ�
amongst divested communities, including 
ƵȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘǞȁǐ�Ɗ�ǏɐȁƮ�ɈȌ�ȺɐƦȺǞƮǞɹƵ�˜ȌȌƮ�ǞȁȺɐȲƊȁƧƵ�
for low-income residents. 

Fund an update to NOAA Atlas 14, which has 
an ƵȺɈǞǿƊɈƵƮ�ƧȌȺɈ�ȌǏ׀׀׀ةׅ׀ׄٽ��ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�Ɗ�ٌׄȺɈƊɈƵ�
collaboration with North Carolina, Delaware, and 
Maryland. 

Develop new or refocus existing programs to 
facilitate utilization of natural and nature-based 
ȺɈȲƊɈƵǐǞƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ȺƵƊ�ǶƵɨƵǶ�ȲǞȺƵ�ƊȁƮ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁƧɯ�
efforts, including programs that support re-
naturalization of lands to support their most 
sustainable use, restore the natural function of 
˜ȌȌƮȯǶƊǞȁȺة�ƊȁƮ�ȺɈȲƊɈƵǐǞƵȺ�ɈȌ�ǞȁƧƵȁɈǞɨǞɹƵ�ǿƊȁƊǐƵƮ�
ȲƵɈȲƵƊɈ�ǏȲȌǿ�˜ȌȌƮ�ȯȲȌȁƵ�ƊȲƵƊȺخ�

Xȁ�ȲƵƊǶ�ƵȺɈƊɈƵ�ɈȲƊȁȺƊƧɈǞȌȁȺة�ƊǶǶ�ȯȌɈƵȁɈǞƊǶ�ƦɐɯƵȲȺ�
and renters should receive information regarding 
ɈǘƵ�˜ȌȌƮ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲɯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌȯƵȲɈɯ�Ǟȁ�ƧȌȁȺǞƮƵȲƊɈǞȌȁة�
ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ǏɐǶǶ�ƮǞȺƧǶȌȺɐȲƵ�ȌǏ�I0w��˜ȌȌƮ�ƧǶƊǞǿȺخ�

Develop new regulatory program for preventing 
discharges from aboveground storage tanks 
containing hazardous substances (See Protecting 
Virginians from Hazardous Chemical Spills, p. 28)

Administrative
ªƵ˛ȁƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٌȺȯƵƧǞ˛Ƨ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ǏȌȲ�
temperature change, sea level rise, storm intensity, 
and changes in rainfall intensity. 

• Conduct a new precipitation study to replace 
Atlas 14. Use these data to inform design-storm 
ƧȲǞɈƵȲǞƊة�ƵȁȺɐȲǞȁǐ�ȺɈȌȲǿɩƊɈƵȲ�ȺɈƊȁƮƊȲƮȺ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈ�
our changing precipitation trends. Additional 
studies should consider climate change and 
develop predictive Intensity-Duration-Frequency 
(IDF) curves. 

• Develop guidance on the sea level rise 
ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ƵȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘƵƮ�Ǟȁ�0ɮƵƧɐɈǞɨƵ��ȲƮƵȲ�ׅׄخ

Provide consistent guidance, updated regularly, 
on climate change benchmarks for which localities 
should plan. 

Require that all state agencies, regional planning 
authorities, and localities include consideration 
of more frequent and intense storms, increased 
precipitation, and, where applicable, sea-level 
rise in all long-range planning processes (e.g. 
comprehensive, transportation, water supply, hazard 
mitigation) and land use decisions.

0ȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘ�Ɗ�ǏɐǶǶ�ȺɈƊǲƵǘȌǶƮƵȲ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺ�ɈȌ�ǘƵǶȯ�
develop effective and comprehensive guidelines for 
the Virginia Community Flood Preparedness Fund:

• Develop an equitable framework for evaluating 
and prioritizing potential projects

• Ensure compliance with statutory directives:
 » Prioritizing community-scale activities that 
ɐȺƵ�ȁƊɈɐȲƵٌƦƊȺƵƮ�ȺȌǶɐɈǞȌȁȺ�ɈȌ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�˜ȌȌƮ�
risk; and

 » ÇȺǞȁǐ�ƊɈ�ǶƵƊȺɈ�ׂׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ǿȌȁǞƵȺ�
disbursed from the Fund for projects in low-
income geographic areas.

• Ensure adequate focus is placed on providing 
local planning assistance for rural localities.

• Ensure principles outlined in the Virginia 
Environmental Justice Act are followed during 
the development of the guidelines

Convene a task force composed of representatives 
from Department of Environmental Quality, 
Department of Health, local governing bodies, 
planning district commissions, conservation 
organizations, and other stakeholders to study 
solutions to the human health and water quality 
ɈǘȲƵƊɈȺ�ȯȌȺƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ǞȁɐȁƮƊɈƵƮ�ȌȲ�ȲƵƧɐȲȲƵȁɈǶɯ�˜ȌȌƮƵƮ�
infrastructure, including but not limited to septic 
systems and wells in Resource Protection Areas. 
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FLOODING AT CHESAPEAKE BAY FOUNDATION'S 
BROCK CENTER DURING A HURRICANE. 
Image credit: Chris Gorri, Chesapeake Bay Foundation



CARS DRIVE IN STREETS FLOODED BY A HIGH TIDE NEAR NORFOLK, VA.'S 
LAFAYETTE RIVER. AN EXAMPLE OF "SUNNY DAY FLOODING."
Image credit: Kenny Fletcher
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INTRODUCTION
Small-scale solar facilities on rooftops, parking lots, 
ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮȺة�ƊȁƮ�ƵǶȺƵɩǘƵȲƵ�Ǟȁ�ȌɐȲ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ǿɐȺɈ�
play a major role in Virginia’s transition to a zero-
ƧƊȲƦȌȁ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿɯخ�ÀǘǞȺ�ٗƮǞȺɈȲǞƦɐɈƵƮ٘�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁ�ƧȌɐǶƮ�
meet more than one-third of our electric demand.؇ It 
also reduces the need for large, utility-operated solar 
farms on agricultural and forest land, while creating 
jobs, saving money for consumers and taxpayers, and 
increasing the resilience and reliability of our electricity 
supply.
 
The General Assembly should act to make distributed 
solar a meaningful part of the renewable portfolio 
standard (RPS), remove barriers and provide incentives 
for customers to invest in on-site solar, promote solar-
plus-storage solutions for resilience, and ensure that 
all Virginians have equal access to solar energy and its 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺخ�

BACKGROUND
The passage of the Virginia Clean Economy Act (VCEA) 
and Solar Freedom Act removed many barriers to 
distributed solar. Yet much remains to be done to 
realize the full potential of distributed generation and 
expand access to clean energy. The VCEA’s new RPS 
focuses on large-scale utility projects, largely ignoring 
the rich potential of private-sector distributed solar. 
 
The traditional utility business model relies on large, 
centralized power stations pumping electricity onto 
the grid. By contrast, distributed generation produces 
electricity close to where it is consumed, without the 
need for long-distance transmission. This saves money 
for all customers. Distributed generation, particularly 
ȺȌǶƊȲة�ƊǶȺȌ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵȺ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺة�ȺɐƧǘ�ƊȺ�
reducing the need for the utility to build expensive new 
generation, helping to decarbonize the grid, increasing 
grid resilience and emergency preparedness in our 
communities, and enabling the public to positively 
contribute to a decentralized energy system.؈
 
As Virginia seeks to decarbonize its electricity supply, 
distributed solar must be a priority. Although more 
labor-intensive, and therefore more expensive 
than utility-scale solar on a per kilowatt-hour basis, 
ƮǞȺɈȲǞƦɐɈƵƮ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ǿƊǲƵȺ�ǿȌȲƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɐȺƵ�ȌǏ�ǶƊȁƮ�
because it can be placed on rooftops, parking lots, 

ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮȺة�ƊȁƮ�ǿȌȲƵخ�(ǞȺɈȲǞƦɐɈƵƮ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊǶȺȌ�
create more jobs than larger-scale resources.3 On-site 
solar paired with battery storage also adds resilience, 
allowing critical infrastructure, EV transportation, and 
community buildings to remain powered when the 
larger grid is disabled and after dark.

Currently, Virginia policy does not recognize, value, or 
ȲƵɩƊȲƮ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺخ�!ɐȺɈȌǿƵȲȺ�ɩǘȌ�ǞȁȺɈƊǶǶ�
solar for their own use can take advantage of net 
metering, which provides a credit for surplus solar fed 
back to the grid. Net metering is a vital program that 
allows customers to save money on energy over the 
life of the system, but many customers can’t afford the 
ɐȯǏȲȌȁɈ�ƧȌȺɈ�ȌǏ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ȌȲ�ȌƦɈƊǞȁ�ƊǏǏȌȲƮƊƦǶƵ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞȁǐة�ƊȁƮ�
unnecessary limitations on net metering remain. 

Low-income and minority customers in particular 
ǏƊƧƵ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ȌȲ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�ƦƊȲȲǞƵȲȺ�ɈȌ�ǞȁȺɈƊǶǶǞȁǐ�ȺȌǶƊȲة�ƊȁƮ�
ǿƊȁɯ�ƧƊȁٚɈ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ǞɈȺ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ƊɈ�ƊǶǶ�ƦƵƧƊɐȺƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƮȌȁٚɈ�
own their own homes. This is notably problematic as 
Virginians pay a higher percentage of their income 
on average for electricity than other Americans (3.1% 
compared to 2.7%); for low-income Virginians, energy 
costs often exceed the six percent threshold for 
unaffordability.؊ There is a dire need for programs that 
help customers use solar to lower their electricity costs, 
including programs targeted to minority consumers.  
There are many examples of successful programs.؋
 
In addition to net metering, appropriately valuing 
and incentivizing distributed generation requires tax 
credits, rebates, and/or an RPS solar carve-out that 
ƧȲƵƊɈƵȺ�Ɗ�ǿƊȲǲƵɈ�ǏȌȲ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ȲƵȁƵɩƊƦǶƵ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈƵȺ�
�ɐȺɈȌǿƵȲȺ�ƊǶȺȌ�ȁƵƵƮ�ƊƮƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞȁǐ!�خف²ª0!Ⱥـ
options, such as residential property-assessed clean 
ƵȁƵȲǐɯـ�ªٌ§�!0ف�˛ȁƊȁƧǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ƵɮȯƊȁƮƵƮ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ɈȌ�
power purchase agreements (PPAs).

While Virginia’s recently-enacted RPS does include 
a very small carve-out for distributed energy, that 
carve-out can be met with anaerobic digestion (animal 
waste), which will likely be met through Dominion 
0ȁƵȲǐɯٚȺ�ƮƵƊǶ�ɩǞɈǘ�²ǿǞɈǘ˛ƵǶƮ�IȌȌƮȺ�ɈȌ�ǿƊǲƵ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�

BRINGING MORE SMALL-SCALE SOLAR TO COMMUNITIES

AS VIRGINIA SEEKS TO DECARBONIZE ITS ELECTRICITY 
SUPPLY, DISTRIBUTED SOLAR MUST BE A PRIORITY.

Chelsea Barnes // Appalachian Voices | Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center 
Joy Loving // Climate Action Alliance of the Valley | Ivy Main // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter
Susan Stillman // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter
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from pig waste rather than through small-scale solar or 
wind.،
 
Finally, Virginia customers face a confusing, illogical, 
and unfair patchwork of laws and regulations 
governing distributed solar. Residents of multifamily 
buildings in Dominion Energy and Old Dominion 
Power territory now have access to shared solar, but 
the same option is not available in Appalachian Power 
ɈƵȲȲǞɈȌȲɯخ���ǘȌǿƵ�ɩǞɈǘ�ǿȌȲƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�ׁׅ�ǲǞǶȌɩƊɈɈȺ�ȌǏ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�
pays standby charges in Dominion territory but not in 
Appalachian Power or Old Dominion Power territory—
and so on. The rules are different, and more restrictive 
still, for rural electric cooperatives and municipal 
electric utilities (MEUs) customers, who often face a 
higher energy burden.؍ Lastly, electricity rates are often 
designed to discourage renewable energy adoption 
ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ǘǞǐǘ�˛ɮƵƮ�ƧǘƊȲǐƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȁȌȁٌƧȌǞȁƧǞƮƵȁɈ�ȯƵƊǲ�
demand charges; rates should be designed to facilitate 
Virginia’s clean energy goals, rather than hinder them.؎

CONCLUSION
Building distributed solar in our communities should 
be a priority for Virginia as we pursue the transition to 
carbon-free electricity. Distributed solar projects can 
ƊȁƮ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺة�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ǶȌɩٌǞȁƧȌǿƵ�
consumers and communities of color. These projects 
will harness the power of private capital to create jobs, 
save money for customers and taxpayers, and reduce 
the need for utility-scale generation.9

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
²ɐȯȯȌȲɈ�ƮǞȺɈȲǞƦɐɈƵƮ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ǞȁƧƵȁɈǞɨƵȺ�
such as tax credits, rebates, and/or low-interest 
ǶȌƊȁȺة�ƊȁƮ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞȁǐ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�ǶǞǲƵ�
ªٌ§�!0�ȺȌ�ɈǘƊɈ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞȁǐ�ǞȺ�ƊɨƊǞǶƊƦǶƵ�ɈȌ�Ɗ�
broader population (including populations that 
ƧɐȲȲƵȁɈǶɯ�ǶƊƧǲ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ɈȌ�ƧȌȺɈٌƵǏǏƵƧɈǞɨƵ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞȁǐ�
tools); and ensure these incentives reach 
members of low-income communities and 
people of color.

Increase the percentage of the RPS set 
aside for distributed projects from 1% to at 
least 10%, expand the set-aside requirement 
to Appalachian Power, and remove anaerobic 
digestion (animal waste) from the set-aside.

²ɐȯȯȌȲɈ�ȺȌǶƊȲٌȯǶɐȺٌȺɈȌȲƊǐƵ�ǏȌȲ�ƦɐǞǶƮǞȁǐȺ�ɈǘƊɈ 
can serve as resilience hubs for communities, 
especially those in low-income areas, during 
storm events and other widespread grid 
outages.

Reform our net metering laws to give 
residents in all parts of the state the same 
opportunities, regardless of their utility 
provider.

Allow aggregated net metering for 
agriculture, business, & residential entities with 
non-contiguous sites.

Expand community solar programs to allow 
more people to access solar (especially people 
who do not own their homes) and to allow 
more competition from independent solar 
providers that can help bring down the costs 
to the consumer.

0ȁȺɐȲƵ�§§��§ǞǶȌɈ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƊɨƊǞǶƊƦǶƵ�ɈȌ 
non-jurisdictional customers (i.e. government 
buildings and schools) in Appalachian Power 
and Old Dominion Power territories.

Require utilities to offer rate options that 
encourage the adoption of renewable energy 
�ȺɐƧǘ�ƊȺ�ǶȌɩƵȲ�˛ɮƵƮ�ƧǘƊȲǐƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǘǞǐǘƵȲـ
usage charges) and prohibit the use of non-
coincident peak demand charges.

Fund programs to increase access to 
rooftop solar for lower income Virginians and 
minorities, such as the pilot program that 
the General Assembly already authorized 
the Virginia Clean Energy Advisory Board to 
conduct or any  other programs that the Board 
ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵȺخ

WORKER INSTALLING SOLAR PANELS AT 
WASHINGTON & LEE UNIVERSITY.
Image credit: Secure Futures
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INTRODUCTION
Transportation funding and planning in Virginia has 
overwhelmingly prioritized roadway expansion and 
moving cars faster at the expense of Virginians having 
the choice to safely walk and bike. Many forms of 
active transportation offer healthy, sustainable, and 
more affordable ways to get around that also reduce 
ǐȲƵƵȁǘȌɐȺƵ�ǐƊȺ�ƵǿǞȺȺǞȌȁȺة�ƮƵƧȲƵƊȺƵ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨة�ƊȁƮ�ƦȌȌȺɈ�
public health. 

Recent impressive growth in walking and biking comes 
at a time when pedestrian and cyclist fatalities have 
been growing in the Commonwealth. To turn the 
tide, Virginia needs to provide a dedicated source of 
state funding to invest in safer active transportation 
infrastructure and incentivize localities to build 
sidewalks, bike lanes, and trails by leveraging Smart 
Scale and federal funding programs.

BACKGROUND
Bicycling and walking are popular activities for 
both transportation and recreation in Virginia. The 
Commonwealth’s residents and visitors alike travel 
on foot and by bike in all parts of the state. They walk 
and ride along urban streets and rural roads; they 
use sidewalks, bike lanes, trails, shared use paths, 
and greenways. Even in areas that lack sidewalks and 
bike facilities, people still choose to bike and walk, 
particularly those with limited transportation options. 
These residents are often forced into the street under 
dangerous conditions. 

Active transportation provides environmental, health, 
ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺخ� ǞǲǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ɩƊǶǲǞȁǐ�ȯȲȌƮɐƧƵ�ȁȌ�
ƧƊȲƦȌȁ�ƵǿǞȺȺǞȌȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǘƵǶȯ�ɈȌ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�ƧȌȁǐƵȺɈǞȌȁ�
while fostering a sense of community. It provides 
ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶ�˛ȲȺɈٌ�ƊȁƮ�ǶƊȺɈٌǿǞǶƵ�ƧȌȁȁƵƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ɈȌ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�
transportation without needing to drive and offers the 
most economical option for those looking to reduce 
their transportation costs or who may have limited 
transportation choices.  

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, walking and 
biking have boomed.  Across the country, walking has 
overwhelmingly increased and, in some instances, trail 
usage is up by over 200 percent as people seek to get 
outdoors for exercise and mental well being as well as 
commuting to essential jobs.؇

Unfortunately, recent growth in biking and walking 
has led trails and greenways to become overcrowded. 
Where sidewalks are too narrow or non-existent as 
they are in many locations, people are forced to walk in 
the roadway.  This reveals Virginia’s disappointing lack 
of investment in our healthiest and most sustainable 
modes of travel: walking and biking.

Both modes’ impressive growth comes at a time 
when pedestrian fatalities have been rapidly rising 
in the Commonwealth. According to the Governors 
Highway Safety Association؈, nationwide pedestrians 
ǏƊɈƊǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ǿȌȲƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�ׅ׀�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌɨƵȲ�
the past decade.  Virginia saw a 10 percent increase 
in pedestrian deaths from 2018 to 2019 alone. The 
inequality of access to safe sidewalks and cycling 
infrastructure has become even more evident in low-
income neighborhoods and communities of color 
which disproportionately rely upon walking and biking 
for transportation rather than recreation.  

Most bike and pedestrian projects begin at the 
local level, driven by enthusiastic Virginians or as a 
connection to a larger trail network. Rural localities and 
small towns often do not prioritize sidewalks, trails, and 
bike infrastructure, instead leaving such necessities 
no more than a paragraph or two in a comprehensive 
plan, which never progresses beyond the shelf of a 
ƧȌɐȁɈɯ�ȌǏ˛ƧƵخ

Statewide, the Virginia Department of Transportation 
(VDOT) supports the provision of a multimodal 
transportation system that addresses the needs of 
non-motorized users.؉ In 2004, the Commonwealth 
Transportation Board (CTB) adopted the Policy for 
Integrating Bicycle and Pedestrian Accommodations.؊ 
This provides the framework through which VDOT 
accommodates bicyclists and pedestrians in the 
funding, planning, design, construction, operation, and 
maintenance of Virginia’s transportation network. 

Unfortunately, much progress is held back as our 
state lacks a dedicated funding stream for biking and 
walking safety and capacity improvements. Dedicated 

INCREASING ACCESS TO BIKING AND WALKING THROUGHOUT 
THE COMMONWEALTH

BIKING AND WALKING PRODUCE NO CARBON EMISSIONS AND 
HELP TO REDUCE TRAFFIC CONGESTION WHILE FOSTERING A 
SENSE OF COMMUNITY.

Sonya Breehey // Coalition for Smarter Growth | Champe Burnley // Virginia Bicycling Federation
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funds could be used to invest in needed sidewalks, 
missing segments, and safety improvements to help 
residents walk and bike safely to jobs and transit 
stops. It could provide needed funds for completing 
trail networks, greenways, and outdoor facilities that 
would not only support active transportation in more 
urban areas, but could be of particular importance to 
small towns and rural communities that are starved 
for funding as they pivot their local economies towards 
tourism.

This policy lays out a bold vision for the 
Commonwealth; however, nearly 20 years later it’s 
clear that increased resources and infrastructure are 
necessary if we are to make the dream of safe access to 
walking and biking a reality for all Virginians.

CONCLUSION
Virginia has made great strides to integrate walking 
and biking into the state’s transportation system, 
but more needs to be done in order to make active 
transportation safe and accessible for people of all 
ages and abilities. Providing a dedicated source of 
state funding to invest in safer pedestrian and cycling  
infrastructure and providing local jurisdictions with 
additional slots to submit non-motorized safety and 
infrastructure projects as part of SMART SCALE would 
help make biking and walking both safe and accessible 
throughout the Commonwealth.   

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Virginia should create one additional SMART 
SCALE slot per locality and metropolitan 
planning organization (MPO) for bike/ped 
projects to provide greater opportunities to 
fund pedestrian and cycling (non-motorized)  
infrastructure like paths, trails, and greenways.

The Commonwealth should identify a 
dedicated funding source for walking, biking, 
and trails projects to help localities plan these 
facilities and/or meet federal Transportation 
Alternative Program matching requirements. 

Virginia should decriminalize the act of 
ǯƊɯɩƊǶǲǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�ȯƊȺȺ�Ɗ�ٗ²ƊǏƵɈɯ�²ɈȌȯ٘�ƦǞƧɯƧǶǞȁǐ�
rule (allowing cyclists to yield at stop signs) to 
improve safety and reduce opportunities for 
needless police interaction with the public. 

The Commonwealth should require all 
ǶȌƧƊǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ɈȌ�ȯɐƦǶǞȺǘ�ȺɈƊɈǞȺɈǞƧȺ�Ȍȁ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�
enforcement towards cyclists and pedestrians 
with breakdowns of race, age, gender, etc.

CYCLISTS NEAR NEW MARKET HEIGHTS, VA. ON THE CAPITAL TRAIL.
Image credit: William Draper
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INTRODUCTION
From the Appalachian Mountains to the Atlantic 
Ocean, our Commonwealth is abundant with 
opportunities for outdoor recreation. State parks, 
natural area preserves, wildlife management areas, 
state forests, and statewide trails are state-owned and 
managed lands available for public use and enjoyment. 
But for too many Virginians, these parks and public 
lands are inaccessible due to distance or the lack of 
facilities compliant with the Americans with Disability 
Act. Correcting this inequity by helping communities 
create new parks and green spaces must be a priority 
of the Commonwealth of Virginia. Furthermore, new 
public access infrastructure and facilities must be 
designed and constructed to accommodate people of 
all abilities to promote inclusion.

BACKGROUND
Our parks and green spaces offer us the ability to 
connect with nature, relaxing our minds and nurturing 
our bodies through exercise and outdoor recreation. 
They also contribute to community resilience by 
providing opportunities for gardening and ecosystem 
services such as capturing carbon, absorbing 
stormwater, and reducing the urban heat island 
effect.؇ The COVID-19 pandemic has more recently 
demonstrated the importance of parks in our lives 
ƊȺ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ǘƊɨƵ�˜ȌƧǲƵƮ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵǿ�ɩǞɈǘ�ǏƵɩƵȲ�ȯǶƊƧƵȺ�ɈȌ�
go for recreation and enjoyment. This importance 
was previously shown in the 2017 Virginia Outdoors 
Demand Survey conducted by the Department of 
Conservation and Recreation, with the overwhelming 
majority of respondents (93.2%) describing outdoor 
recreation opportunities as very important (70%) or 
important (23.2%).؈

It is important to recognize, however, that strong 
public support for parks does not always translate into 
equitable access to parks and quality park systems. 
Race and income play roles in determining the 
quality and size of parks and green spaces individuals 
ǘƊɨƵ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ɈȌ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ÇȁǞɈƵƮ�²ɈƊɈƵȺخ��Ǐ˜ɐƵȁɈ�àǘǞɈƵ�
municipalities tend to have access to higher quality 
park systems with more acreage than those with 
larger low-income and Latino or Black populations.؉ 
Therefore, any effort to increase local parks and green 
space accessibility should work with community 

leaders to assess how best to address these systemic 
inequalities. 

As of 2018, Virginia had 2,440 local and regional parks 
and 724 water access sites؊ but Virginians who have 
ǿȌȲƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�Ɗ�ׁٌ׀ǿǞȁɐɈƵ�ɩƊǶǲׁٌׅ�ةǿǞȁɐɈƵ�ƦǞǲƵ�ȲǞƮƵة�
or a 20-minute drive to a park or green space have 
inadequate access. The 2017 Virginia Outdoors Demand 
Survey asked Virginians why they do not visit parks; the 
ɈȌȯ�ɈɩȌ�ȲƵƊȺȌȁȺ�ɩƵȲƵ�ٗǶƊƧǲ�ȌǏ�ɈǞǿƵׅ٘ـ� ��ƊȁƮ�ٗǶƊƧǲ�ȌǏفڭׄخׇ
ǿȌȁƵɯ٘خفڭׂׅـ��wȌȺɈ�ƧȌȁƧƵȲȁǞȁǐ�ǞȺ�ǿȌȲƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�ȌȁƵٌ˛ǏɈǘ�
ȌǏ�ȲƵȺȯȌȁƮƵȁɈȺفڭׁׂـ��ȲƵȯȌȲɈƵƮ�ٗƊ�ǶƊƧǲ�ȌǏ�ȯƊȲǲȺ�ȁƵƊȲƦɯ٘خ�
A consistent source of state funding investing in 
locally created parks and green spaces in underserved 
communities does not currently exist as it does in 
many other states.

The City of Richmond is making an intentional effort 
to improve access to parks and green spaces for its 
residents to address, in part, the fact that 22 percent 
of Richmond residents live beyond a 10-minute walk 
to at least one of the city’s 164 parks.، Appointed by 
Richmond’s mayor, a team of public servants and 
green space advocates are working toward the goal of 
ensuring all Richmonders reside within a ten-minute 
ɩƊǶǲ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ȯƊȲǲ�ȌȲ�ǐȲƵƵȁ�ȺȯƊƧƵخ�ÀǘǞȺ�ٗJȲƵƵȁ�ÀƵƊǿ٘�ǘƊȺ�
been further charged with achieving this goal through 
a lens of social and racial equity. Since its formation 
Ǟȁ�hƊȁɐƊȲɯ�ȌǏ�ׂة׀ׂ׀�ɈǘƵ�JȲƵƵȁ�ÀƵƊǿ�ǘƊȺ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�
and prioritized city-owned parcels of land that are 
candidates to become parks and green spaces in 
areas of the city where park access is poor. The Green 
Team also developed policy recommendations with 
the intention of expanding access to parks and green 
spaces in the city.

The Commonwealth’s public lands and natural 
resources, such as state parks, natural area preserves, 
statewide trails, and bodies of water, can only be 
enjoyed by people if they are accessible and inclusive. 
Eighteen percent of Virginia Outdoors Demand Survey 
respondents reported that health and physical mobility 
are limiting factors for visiting parks. Basic public 

ENSURING EVERY VIRGINIAN HAS ACCESS TO PARKS AND 
GREEN SPACES

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC HAS MORE RECENTLY 
DEMONSTRATED THE IMPORTANCE OF PARKS IN OUR LIVES 
AS PEOPLE HAVE FLOCKED TO THEM WITH FEWER PLACES TO 
GO FOR RECREATION AND ENJOYMENT.

Cat Anthony // Virginia Capital Trail Foundation | Justin Doyle // James River Association
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access infrastructure and facilities such as parking 
areas, pathways, and restrooms must be compliant 
with the Americans with Disabilities Act. Amenities 
ȺɐƧǘ�ƊȺ�ȯǞƧȁǞƧ�ƊȲƵƊȺة�ƧƊǿȯǐȲȌɐȁƮȺة�˛ȺǘǞȁǐ�ȯǞƵȲȺة�ƦȌƊɈ�
ramps, and paddlecraft launches should be designed 
to be universally accessible, to accommodate people 
of varying abilities and promote inclusion. A dedicated 
source of state funding supporting public access 
infrastructure projects does not currently exist.

CONCLUSION
Virginians need daily access to parks and green spaces 
to thrive, and we must ensure communities that have 
inadequate access receive adequate access. Virginia’s 
natural resources and transportation agencies can 
play a meaningful role in promoting the equitable 
distribution of parks and green spaces by supporting 
the creation of accessible and inclusive parks and 
public lands. By ensuring Virginians have access to 
parks and green spaces in their daily lives, we will 
promote healthier and resilient communities. 
 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
XȁǞɈǞƊɈƵ�Ɗ�ȺɈƊɈƵɩǞƮƵ�ȺɈɐƮɯ�ɩǞɈǘ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�
involvement to determine which communities 
have inequitable access to parks and green 
spaces.

IɐȁƮ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺ�
at Virginia State Parks, Natural Area Preserves, 
statewide trails, and along bodies of water 
ɐȺǞȁǐׁׁׅٽ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ƦȌȁƮȺخ

Fund an outdoor recreation equity grant 
program led by affected communities that 
would fund programs that work towards equity 
and access in outdoor recreation.

Fully fund the Virginia Land Conservation 
Foundation and ensure at least a portion 
of funding awarded to projects in the open 
spaces and parks category supports equitable 
park access project (see Healthy, Resilient 
Communities and Landscapes, p. 88)

Ensure local parks and green spaces projects 
are included in the Virginia Outdoors Plan 
and leverage local funding for parks and 
green spaces to apply for funding from grant 
programs such as those offered by the Land 
and Water Conservation Fund.

Dedicate a percentage of the Virginia 
Department of Transportation’s funding to 
connectivity projects that improve park and 
green space access.

WALKERS ENJOY A SECLUDED BEACH NOOK ON THE 
OCCOQUAN RESERVOIR IN OCCOQUAN, VA. 

Image credit: Amy Hagerdon



64 | 

INTRODUCTION
Virginia is home to 38 state parks, 22 national parks, 
and many nationally recognized trails including the 
�ȯȯƊǶƊƧǘǞƊȁ�yƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�²ƧƵȁǞƧ�ÀȲƊǞǶ�ɩǞɈǘ�ׅׅ׀�ǿǞǶƵȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�
multi-state trail running through Virginia.؇ Virginians 
must have equitable access to outdoor recreation and 
trails for the public health of its residents and these 
outdoor recreation assets need to be maintained. The 
Department of Conservation and Recreation must 
have adequate funding to help manage our outdoor 
recreation and active-transportation resources and to 
create a connected state-wide trail system which will 
promote walkability for local communities and allow 
businesses to prosper.

BACKGROUND
Access to outdoor recreation and green spaces 
has been essential for many people due to the 
ȲƵƧƵȁɈ�!�ßX(ׁٌ�ȯƊȁƮƵǿǞƧخ�wƊȁɯ�ƊȲƵ�˜ȌƧǲǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�
trails and green spaces for exercise, recreation, and 
transportation while connecting with nature to deal 
with the stress and fear of current events. These green 
spaces need to be protected, maintained, and made 
equitably accessible for current and future generations. 
Based on the 2017 Virginia Outdoors Plan survey on 
park safety, over 71 percent of participants ranked 
well-maintained parks, equipment, and trails as one 
their top three priorities.؈ If our facilities and trails 
are not maintained, public safety will be at risk in our 
communities.    

Healthy communities prosper and thrive with access 
to green spaces and outdoor recreation. Workers 
who exercise regularly miss less time, and are more 
creative and productive.؉ Children who have access to 
the outdoors do better in school and earn more later 
in life.؊ Employers know this and seek to locate their 
ƦɐȺǞȁƵȺȺƵȺ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ƧƊȁ�˛ȁƮـ�ȌȲ�ƮȲƊɩف�ƵǿȯǶȌɯƵƵȺ�
who add the most value to their endeavors. While 
it is commonly understood that trails, parks and 
open space attract tourists and their dollars, the 
infrastructure for walking, biking, and active recreation 
also attracts primary industries that bring well-paying, 
year-round employment. In turn, those enterprises 
(and their workforce) bring sustainable tax revenue 
that funds great schools, public spaces and further 
improvements.؋ Economic development strategies 
that prioritize connectivity and access to open space 

build prosperity by investing in local people and 
communities.

Greenways and green space networks, as part 
of the local transportation system, offer effective 
transportation alternatives by connecting urban-
suburban homes, workplaces, schools, parks, 
downtown, and cultural attractions. These community 
assets support people’s ability to reach the 
recommended 30 minutes each day of moderately 
intense physical activity. According to the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), “Physical 
inactivity causes numerous physical and mental 
health problems, is responsible for an estimated 
200,000 deaths per year, and contributes to the obesity 
ƵȯǞƮƵǿǞƧ٘خ، 

The CDC determines that by creating and improving 
places in our communities to be physically active, 
ɈǘƵȲƵ�ƧȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�Ɗ�ׂׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈƊǐƵ�
of people who exercise at least three times a week,؍ 
ƦȲǞȁǐǞȁǐ�ǿƵƊȺɐȲƊƦǶƵ�ǘƵƊǶɈǘ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺخ؎ Additionally, 
as people become more physically active outdoors, 
they make connections with their neighborhood 
that contribute to the health and safety of their 
community.؏

All Virginians deserve safe, protected bike-and-
pedestrian infrastructure and outdoor recreation as an 
integral part of their community. 

CONCLUSION
While Virginia’s trails and parks are important to 
both state and local economies, public health, and 
community development, funding and support has not 
been adequate to meet the demand.  Virginia should 
invest more in its precious, natural resources so all can 
ƵɮȯƵȲǞƵȁƧƵ�ǞɈȺ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺخ

INCREASING SUPPORT FOR TRAILS AND OUTDOOR 
RECREATION

THE CDC DETERMINES THAT BY CREATING AND IMPROVING 
PLACES IN OUR COMMUNITIES TO BE PHYSICALLY ACTIVE, 
THERE COULD BE A 25 PERCENT INCREASE IN THE PERCENTAGE 
OF PEOPLE WHO EXERCISE AT LEAST THREE TIMES A WEEK, 
BRINGING MEASURABLE HEALTH BENEFITS. 

Cat Anthony // Virginia Trails Alliance | Wendy Austin // Friends of the Lower Appomattox River 
Peter Krebs // Piedmont Environmental Council
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Increase funding to the Department of 
Conservation and Recreation for:

• The development of new green spaces and 
trails in communities with limited access.

• Better Maintenance to extend the lifespan 
of existing facilities and to make them 
appealing/accessible to wider and more 
diverse usership.

• Capital improvement projects.
• The Recreational Trails Grant Program. 

Commission a next-generation economic 
ƊȁƊǶɯȺǞȺ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ɈǘƵ��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�ȌǏ��ɐɈƮȌȌȲ�
ªƵƧȲƵƊɈǞȌȁ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƮƵǿȌȁȺɈȲƊɈƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȱɐƊȁɈǞ˛ƵȺ�
the link between investments in access to the 
outdoors, public health, workforce productivity, 
economic output, and community 
development.

XȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�ƦɐƮǐƵɈ�ȺɐȯȯȌȲɈ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�
Department of Health and Virginia 
Department of Transportation to promote 
walkability in communities with low walkability 
scores and limited access to green spaces 
ɩǘǞǶƵ�ƊǶȺȌ�ƧȌǶǶƊƦȌȲƊɈǞȁǐ�ɩǞɈǘ�ɈǘƵ��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�ȌǏ�
Outdoor Recreation and the Department of 
Conservation and Recreation, which would 
encourage a broader state-wide focus.

Convene a group of experts through the 
Department of Conservation and Recreation 
to study state-wide connectivity of trails which 
includes Rails with Trails and report back to 
the General Assembly with recommendations 
for funding through the Land and Water 
Conservation Fund or other funding sources.

Support enhancements to the scenic 
resources layer of the ConserveVirginia model 
to promote land conservation that is important 
to preserve scenic vistas from a variety of 
modes of travel including automobile, boat, 
and foot.

FOREST BATHING - HIKING ALONG A FOREST TRAIL 
IN GEORGE WASHINGTON NATIONAL FOREST IN 
SHENANDOAH COUNTY, VA.
Image credit: Sarah Kohrs
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LOOKING NORTH AT MT. WEATHER AT SUNRISE IN BLUEMONT, VA.
Image credit: Hugh Kenny, Piedmont Environmental Council
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LEE HIGHWAY CROSSES THE NORTH FORK THORNTON RIVER IN SPERRYVILLE, VA..  
Image credit: Will Parson, Chesapeake Bay Program
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Transportation represents the largest source of carbon emissions in Virginia. In order to change that, we need a shift to 
a cleaner, balanced, and more equitable transportation system. However, a continued focus on highway construction and 
expansion, the lack of alternatives to driving, and no cap on greenhouse gas emissions means that the Commonwealth still 
has a lot of work to do. In addition to making smarter land use decisions as described in our livable communities chapter, 
changes should include expanding public transportation, growing rail capacity, electrifying vehicle fleets, and curbing 
vehicle pollution. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES AND 
CONTACT INFORMATION

VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Wyatt Gordon
VCN Policy and Campaigns Manager, Land Use and Transportation
wyatt@vcnva.org

TRANSFORMING TRANSPORTATION
We must shift our excessive spending on highways towards walking, biking, rail, 
and transit.  Virginia’s transportation policies and investments need to prioritize the 
development of a cleaner and more equitable multi-modal transportation system that 
strengthens our communities, reduces carbon pollution, and protects our natural, 
historic, and scenic resources.  We don’t need more money to boost Virginians’ mobility 
and health, we just need to spend our current transportation dollars smarter and 
to overhaul how we plan transportation projects to boost our mobility, health, and 
environment. 

Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center // tpollard@selcva.org
Stewart Schwartz // Coalition for Smarter Growth // stewart@smartergrowth.net

EXPANDING PUBLIC TRANSIT
Transit is essential for improving access to jobs, education, healthcare, and services for all 
Virginians and reducing vehicle trips, greenhouse gas emissions, and other air pollutants. 
Strengthening environmental justice, economic competitiveness, and climate change 
ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁƧɯ�ƮƵȯƵȁƮȺ�Ȍȁ�ƊƧɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ׁׂׂ׀�ƊȁƮ�ƦƵɯȌȁƮ�ɈȌ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈǶɯ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵٚȺ�
investment in transit.

ÀɯȁƵȺǘǞƊ�JȲǞǏ˛ȁشش��yƵɩ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�wƊǯȌȲǞɈɯشش��ɈǐȲǞǏ˛ȁۊȁƵɩɨǞȲǐǞȁǞƊǿƊǯȌȲǞɈɯخȌȲǐ
Kim Jemaine // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // kim@chesapeakeclimate.org
Stewart Schwartz // Coalition for Smarter Growth // stewart@smartergrowth.net

GROWING RAIL CAPACITY
�ɐȲ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ȯȌǶǞƧǞƵȺ�ǿɐȺɈ�ȯǶƊƧƵ�ǐȲƵƊɈƵȲ�ȯȲǞȌȲǞɈɯ�Ȍȁ�ȲƊǞǶ�ɈȌ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�ƧȌȁǐƵȺɈǞȌȁ�ƊȺ�ɩƵǶǶ�
as carbon pollution. Further, public private partnerships with Virginia’s Class I railroads 
can enhance the capacity, speed, and reliability of the freight rail system and reduce 
highway truck volumes, improving safety and reducing pollution. Such partnerships – 
including public ownership of rail corridors – can also enable expansion of passenger rail 
ȺƵȲɨǞƧƵخ��ªƊǞǶ�ƊȺȺƵɈȺ�ƮǞɨƵȺɈƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�!ǶƊȺȺ�X�ȲƊǞǶȲȌƊƮȺ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�ٗȲƊǞǶٌƦƊȁǲƵƮ٘�ɈȌ�ƊǶǶȌɩ�ǏȌȲ�
future growth in rail service and to preserve right of way for the public good.

David Foster // Rail Solution // dfoster342@aol.com 
Danny Plaugher // Virginians for High Speed Rail // danny@vhsr.com 
Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center // tpollard@selcva.org
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ADVANCING TRANSPORTATION ELECTRIFICATION
Transportation continues to be Virginia’s largest source of carbon emissions (48 percent) 
and a top source of other harmful pollutants that damage both our environment and 
our health. While it takes time to build smarter and expand biking, walking, and transit, 
ɈǘƵ�ƊƮȌȯɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�0ßȺ�ƧƊȁ�ƵƊȺƵ�ɈǘǞȺ�ɈȲƊȁȺǞɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȲƵƮɐƧɈǞȌȁȺ�Ǟȁ�
ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵǿǞȺȺǞȌȁȺخ��ƧƧƵǶƵȲƊɈǞȁǐ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ƧƊȁ�ɯǞƵǶƮ�ǞǿǿƵƮǞƊɈƵ�
ǘƵƊǶɈǘة�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶة�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺخ

Steve Banashek // Sierra Club // sbinfo14@yahoo.com
Elly Boehmer // Environment Virginia // eboehmer@environmentvirginia.org
Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center // wcleveland@selcva.org
Blair St. Ledger-Olson // Generation180 // blair@generation180.org

CURBING VEHICLE POLLUTION
Transportation is Virginia’s largest source of carbon pollution and a key source of other 
harmful pollutants.  Currently EVs make up less than 2 percent of the Commonwealth’s 
vehicles. In order to build a healthier future and help address our climate crisis, Virginia 
needs to accelerate our transition to cleaner transportation. By adopting policies and 
making investments to provide more alternatives to driving and to promote electric 
vehicles, we can pursue a multi-pronged approach to both reduce vehicles miles 
traveled and electrify remaining trips taken by cars.

Kim Jemaine // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // kim@chesapeakeclimate.org
Bob Kitchen // Virginian Clinicians for Climate Action // bobkitchen1@gmail.com
Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy // lena.lewis@tnc.org
Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center // tpollard@selcva.org

WELCOME HOME - VIRGINIA IS FOR LOVERS. 
Image credit: Rex Young
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia needs a cleaner, balanced, and more equitable 
transportation system. Transportation is central 
to our economy and quality of life – yet despite 
increasing demand from residents and businesses 
alike, congestion is widespread, carbon pollution 
threatens our health and climate, many roads and 
bridges need repair, and there are too few alternatives 
to driving – especially for low-income Virginians 
and communities of color. Although we have made 
progress in recent years, Virginia continues to focus 
too heavily on highway construction and expansion 
– an approach that is costly to taxpayers, people’s 
health, and the climate while doing little to relieve 
congestion in the long run. Lack of money is not the 
problem.  We simply need to transform our approach 
to transportation, shifting policies and investments to 
advance cleaner, healthier mobility options that reduce 
ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨة�ȺɈȲƵȁǐɈǘƵȁ�ȌɐȲ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺة�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲȌɈƵƧɈ�ȌɐȲ�
environment.

BACKGROUND
²ȌǿƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ȲƵǏȌȲǿȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�
been adopted in recent years, including the 2020 
transportation omnibus legislation that increased 
funding for rail, transit, and highway maintenance as 
well as the development of SMART SCALE—an award-
winning prioritization process that provides a much 
more objective and transparent basis for selecting 
projects for funding.  However, Virginia continues to 
spend too much money on wasteful and damaging 
highway proposals. Despite recent progress, Virginia’s 
transportation spending remains overly asphalt-
centered, with roughly 80 percent of the $22.9 billion 
Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�Iæׂ�²ׂٌׅ׀ׂ׀ǞɮٌæƵƊȲ�XǿȯȲȌɨƵǿƵȁɈ�§ȲȌǐȲƊǿ�
allocated to highways. We need to shift our policies and 
spending towards alternatives to driving to reduce the 
necessity of owning or having access to a car, and to 
provide all Virginians with safer and cleaner mobility 
options.

�ɨƵȲׅ��ƦǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ǿǞǶƵȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƮȲǞɨƵȁ�ƵƊƧǘ�ɯƵƊȲ�Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊخ؇ 
Burning all the fuel required for this alarmingly high 
level of driving has made transportation the largest 
source of carbon pollution in the Commonwealth – 
spewing out 48 percemt of all statewide emissions.؇ 
Moreover, new roads destroy natural resources, such as 
forests and wetlands, that absorb carbon and increase 

ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺٚ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁƧɯ�ɈȌ�ȺƵƊ�ǶƵɨƵǶ�ȲǞȺƵ�ƊȁƮ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐة�Ɗ�
particular threat to Hampton Roads—the East Coast’s 
fastest sinking region.؈ Our heavy investment in asphalt 
continues despite the fact that decades of studies and 
experience have proven that new and wider highways 
frequently fail to provide long-term congestion relief 
since they incentivize sprawling development, thereby 
ɩȌȲȺƵȁǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ǘƵƊɨɯ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�ɈǘƵɯ�ɩƵȲƵ�ǞȁɈƵȁƮƵƮ�ɈȌ�˛ɮخ��

Walkable, bikeable communities served by frequent 
and reliable transit are increasingly the future of the 
Commonwealth’s economic growth as corporate 
decisions such as Amazon siting its second 
headquarters adjacent to two Metro stations have 
ǿƊƮƵ�ƊƦɐȁƮƊȁɈǶɯ�ƧǶƵƊȲخ�yƵƊȲǶɯ�ƊǶǶ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȁƵɩ�ȌǏ˛ƧƵ�
development in Northern Virginia is along the Metro. 
In Richmond and Henrico, the Pulse Bus Rapid Transit 
line has revitalized the city’s downtown Broad Street 
corridor. $20 million in annual new funding for the 
Hampton Roads Regional Transit Program (HRT) will 
help to improve access to housing, jobs, and businesses 
along HRT routes. Transit systems in Roanoke, 
Blacksburg, and other communities are an economic 
boon providing critical access for residents, visitors, and 
tourists to jobs, healthcare, and essential services. 

To remain economically competitive, build a more 
sustainable future, and provide Virginians with greater 
mobility, more of our transportation budget must be 
shifted to rail, transit, and infrastructure for biking and 
walking (see JȲȌɩǞȁǐ�ªƊǞǶ�!ƊȯƊƧǞɈɯ, p. 76; Expanding 
§ɐƦǶǞƧ�ÀȲƊȁȺǞɈ, p. 74; and, Increasing Access to Biking 
and Walking Throughout the Commonwealth, p. 60).

In addition, the SMART SCALE process and other 
transportation planning processes need to focus more 
on the climate impacts of transportation policies and 
investments, and steps should be taken to accelerate 
the transition to cleaner vehicles and to electrify 
transportation (See !ɐȲƦǞȁǐ�ßƵǘǞƧǶƵ�§ȌǶǶɐɈǞȌȁ, p. 80; 
and, �ƮɨƊȁƧǞȁǐ�ÀȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�0ǶƵƧɈȲǞ˸ƧƊɈǞȌȁ, p. 78). 

TRANSFORMING TRANSPORTATION

VIRGINIANS DRIVE ALMOST 234 MILLION MILES EVERY DAY. 
BURNING ALL THE FUEL REQUIRED FOR THIS ALARMINGLY 
HIGH LEVEL OF DRIVING HAS MADE TRANSPORTATION 
THE LARGEST SOURCE OF CARBON POLLUTION IN THE 
COMMONWEALTH

Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center | Stewart Schwartz // Coalition for Smarter Growth
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CONCLUSION
We must shift our excessive spending on highways 
towards walking, biking, rail, and transit.  Virginia’s 
transportation policies and investments need to 
prioritize the development of a cleaner and more 
equitable multi-modal transportation system that 

strengthens our communities, reduces carbon 
pollution, and protects our natural, historic, and scenic 
resources.  We don’t need more money to boost 
Virginians’ mobility and health, we just need to spend 
our current transportation dollars smarter and to 
overhaul how we plan transportation projects to boost 
our mobility, health, and environment. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fund alternatives to driving.

Shift funding from highway expansion to transit, 
rail, bicycle, and pedestrian projects--including 
increase transit and rail capital and operating 
funding to at least 30% of the entire state 
ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƦɐƮǐƵɈ�Ʀɯ�ׂׂׅ׀�ƊȁƮ�ƊɈ�ǶƵƊȺɈ�ׅڭ׀�Ʀɯ�
2030.

Fully fund planned initiatives to provide cleaner 
transportation alternatives, including the Virginia 
Passenger Rail Authority, the Transit Ridership 
Incentive Program, the Commonwealth Rail 
Fund, the Commonwealth Mass Transit Fund, and 
projects such as the expansion of Long Bridge.

�ǶǶȌɩ�RƊǿȯɈȌȁ�ªȌƊƮȺ�ȲƵǐǞȌȁƊǶ�ǏɐȁƮȺ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ȺȯƵȁɈ�
on all transportation modes, not just highway 
projects

Require the Northern Virginia Transportation 
�ɐɈǘȌȲǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ƊǶǶȌƧƊɈƵ�ƊɈ�ǶƵƊȺɈ�ׅڭ׀�ȌǏ�ȲƵǐǞȌȁƊǶ�
transportation revenues to transit and rail by 
��ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�RƊǿȯɈȌȁ�ªȌƊƮȺ�ÀȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁةׂׅ׀ׂ
Accountability Commission and the Central 
Virginia Transportation Authority to allocate at least 
��ƊȁƮ�ƊǶǶةׂׅ׀�ȌǏ�ȲƵɨƵȁɐƵȺ�ɈȌ�ɈȲƊȁȺǞɈ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƊǞǶ�Ʀɯ�ׂڭ׀׃
other regions with regional transportation funding 
to allocated at least 20% of those funds to transit 
ƊȁƮ�ȲƊǞǶ�Ʀɯ�ׂخׂׅ׀
 

Improve performance standards and funding 
priorities.

Require state and regional transportation plans 
to cut greenhouse gas emissions, reduce per capita 
vehicle miles traveled, and increase mode share for 
transit, rail, walking, bicycling, and telecommuting. 

Require VDOT to study the impacts of proposed 
major highway projects on greenhouse gas 
emissions and climate sinks.

Increase weight given to transportation projects’ 
effect on greenhouse gas emissions and to impacts 
on carbon sinks in state and regional funding 
prioritization.

Oppose giving greater weight to congestion 
mitigation and economic development, weakening 
or eliminating environmental quality and land use 
in project scoring, and exempting any project from 
SMART SCALE.

Apply prioritization standards similar to SMART 
SCALE to all regional funding. 

Support regional transportation process reform.

0ȁǘƊȁƧƵ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ǞȁɨȌǶɨƵǿƵȁɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�
planning by adding Virginian representatives to 
regional transportation boards and bodies.

Improve assessment of the impacts of local and 
regionally funded projects.

TRAFFIC ON I-95 SOUTH FROM RICHMOND TO COLONIAL HEIGHTS. 
Image credit: Tom Saunders, VDOT
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INTRODUCTION
Whether it is buses, light rail, or the Metro, transit is 
an essential public service in every region of Virginia. 
This has been starkly apparent during the COVID-19 
crisis, when transit has been critical for transporting 
healthcare, grocery, and other essential workers 
to and from jobs. Public transportation systems 
provide access to jobs and housing, attract economic 
development, alleviate road congestion, and reduce 
carbon emissions and other air pollutants that harm 
public health. Despite real progress on transit funding 
in 2020, Virginia still spends far too small a share of its 
transportation dollars on transit.

BACKGROUND
Transit’s role in Virginia goes beyond providing essential 
mobility. Public transportation incentivizes economic 
development, is a critical lifeline for rural communities 
and differently-abled people, and is vital for reducing 
vehicle air pollution – which harms our health and has 
a disproportionate impact on children, senior citizens, 
people of color, historically marginalized communities, 
and low-income areas. Transportation is now the 
greatest source of carbon pollution in the state. With less 
than 10 years to reduce emissions before it is too late to 
mitigate climate impacts, we need transit and transit-
oriented development to dramatically reduce vehicle 
miles traveled (VMT) and the resulting greenhouse 
gas emissions.؇ We must also begin to electrify transit 
vehicles to cut both emissions and diesel pollution, 
centering these efforts in communities of color and 
low-income communities that have traditionally faced 
heavier transit-related air pollution. 

In the 2020 session, the Virginia Clean Economy Act 
��ƧȌƮǞ˛ƵƮ�Ɗ�ȯǶƊȁ�ɈȌ�ƮƵƧƊȲƦȌȁǞɹƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞƧف�ß!0ـ
grid. The Virginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) 
and Department of Rail and Public Transportation 
��ƧɐȲȲƵȁɈǶɯ�ǶƊƧǲ�ƧȌƮǞ˛ƵƮ�ǿƵƧǘƊȁǞȺǿȺة�ǘȌɩƵɨƵȲةفª§À)ـ
ǏȌȲ�ƊƮƮȲƵȺȺǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ƧǶǞǿƊɈƵ�ƧȲǞȺǞȺ�ȌȲ�ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈǶɯ�
accounting for climate impacts in the agency’s 
strategic planning process. These agencies must 
commit to reduction in VMT and transit expansion, 
including converting car lanes to dedicated bus lanes.

Current transit funding levels do not match the 
transportation needs or population changes of the 
Commonwealth, nor the wishes of its residents for 

better access to areas with high concentrations of jobs. 
Most Virginians live in areas where transit can be a 
ȯƊȲɈǞƧɐǶƊȲǶɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ƧȌȁɨƵȁǞƵȁɈ�ɈȲƊɨƵǶ�ȌȯɈǞȌȁׅ׆�ى��
percent of the Commonwealth’s population lives in 
the urban crescent encompassing Northern Virginia, 
Fredericksburg, Richmond, and Hampton Roads. 
Another 8-10 percent of the population resides in other 
cities, towns, and close-in suburbs.؈ 

Before the 2020 session, transit and rail received just 
12 percent of Virginia’s total transportation budget.؉ 
In the 2020 session, HB1414/SB890 increased and 
restructured transportation funding so that transit is 
now allocated 23 percent of the Transportation Trust 
Fund.؊ However, when accounting for the Highway 
wƊǞȁɈƵȁƊȁƧƵ�ƊȁƮ��ȯƵȲƊɈǞȌȁȺ�IɐȁƮة�ªȌɐɈƵ�ׅة�ƊȁƮ�
VDOT Northern Virginia District allocations, transit 
likely receives much less than 23 percent of total 
funds.؋ With Hampton Roads and Greater Richmond’s 
transit agencies currently two of the three worst 
funded transit systems in the country per capita, our 
current transit spending clearly does not empower 
the Commonwealth to build out the high-quality, 
environmentally just, and economically competitive 
public transportation systems we need in order to 
provide more Virginians a faster, cleaner, and more 
affordable commute.،

Increased funding for transit can help address racial 
inequities that persist from residential segregation 
caused by highway construction, exclusionary zoning 
practices, and lower transportation spending in rural, 
low-income, and communities of color. Transit is vitally 
important to low-income Virginians who otherwise 
might not have access to personal cars and differently-
abled residents who may not have the physical 
capacity to operate one. Their ability to work, shop, and 
provide for their families depends upon reliable transit 
backed by consistent state and federal investment. 

EXPANDING PUBLIC TRANSIT

OUR CURRENT TRANSIT SPENDING CLEARLY DOES NOT 
EMPOWER THE COMMONWEALTH TO BUILD OUT THE HIGH-
QUALITY, ENVIRONMENTALLY JUST, AND ECONOMICALLY 
COMPETITIVE PUBLIC TRANSPORTATION SYSTEMS WE NEED 
IN ORDER TO PROVIDE MORE VIRGINIANS A FASTER, CLEANER, 
AND MORE AFFORDABLE COMMUTE.

ÀɯȁƵȺǘǞƊ�JȲǞǏ˛ȁشش��yƵɩ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�wƊǯȌȲǞɈɯے��jǞǿ�hƵǿƊǞȁƵشش��!ǘƵȺƊȯƵƊǲƵ�!ǶǞǿƊɈƵ��ƧɈǞȌȁ
Stewart Schwartz // Coalition for Smarter Growth
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Additional funding for transit is essential for 
ȯȲȌɨǞƮǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ǿȌȲƵ�ǏȲƵȱɐƵȁɈـ�ƵɨƵȲɯ�ׁׅ�ǿǞȁɐɈƵȺ�ȌȲ�
less), affordable, and reliable service that generates 
high ridership and attracts business. Other important 
features are dedicated lanes to speed service and 
on-time performance, high-quality weather shelters 
and benches, informative signage, real-time arrival 
information, and streets designed to be safe for walking 
to and from stops.

CONCLUSION
Transit is essential for improving access to jobs, 
education, healthcare, and services for all Virginians 
and reducing vehicle trips, greenhouse gas emissions, 
and other air pollutants. Strengthening environmental 
justice, economic competitiveness, and climate change 
resiliency depends on action in 2021 and beyond to 
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈǶɯ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵٚȺ�ǞȁɨƵȺɈǿƵȁɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈȲƊȁȺǞɈخ

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Increase the Percentage of Overall 
Transportation Dollars Towards Transit

• Increase transit and rail capital and operating 
funding to at least 30% of the entire state 
ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƦɐƮǐƵɈ�Ʀɯ�ׂׂׅ׀�ƊȁƮ�ƊɈ�ǶƵƊȺɈ�ׅڭ׀�
by 2030. 

• Require the Northern Virginia Transportation 
�ɐɈǘȌȲǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ƊǶǶȌƧƊɈƵ�ƊɈ�ǶƵƊȺɈ�ׅڭ׀�ȌǏ�ȲƵǐǞȌȁƊǶ�
transportation revenues to transit and rail by 
��ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�RƊǿȯɈȌȁ�ªȌƊƮȺ�ÀȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁةׂׅ׀ׂ
Accountability Commission and the Central 
Virginia Transportation Authority to allocate 
at least 30% of revenues to transit and rail 
Ʀɯ�ׂةׂׅ׀�ƊȁƮ�ƊǶǶ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�ȲƵǐǞȌȁȺ�ɩǞɈǘ�ȲƵǐǞȌȁƊǶ�
transportation funding to allocate at least 20% 
ȌǏ�ɈǘȌȺƵ�ǏɐȁƮȺ�ɈȌ�ɈȲƊȁȺǞɈ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƊǞǶ�Ʀɯ�ׂخׂׅ׀

Protect & Expand Opportunities for Zero Fare 
Transit

• Protect the Transit Ridership Incentive Program 
from cuts to continue providing low-income 
Virginians with access to affordable fares.

• Utilize state funding to encourage zero-fare 
transit across Virginia throughout the duration 
of the pandemic while it is necessary to protect 
riders and operators, and at the onset of 
economic recovery to increase ridership levels.

Require DRPT to annually audit local agencies 
and jurisdictions to ensure that expanded bus 
service, more comfortable and covered weather 
shelters, and safe walking access to stops are 
equitably distributed across localities and regions 
ƊȁƮ�ƮǞȲƵƧɈǶɯ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈǞȁǐ�ɐȁƮƵȲȺƵȲɨƵƮ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺخ

Require VDOT to support the expansion of 
transit for the reduction of vehicle miles traveled 
and greenhouse gas emissions through funding 
the conversion of arterial lanes to dedicated bus 
lanes, such as in high capacity transit corridors.

Require transit agency development plans 
and strategic plans to account for and reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions through procurement 
of zero emissions vehicles, route planning, fare 
reduction, and increased ridership. 

Require at least one rider representative on the 
governing board of all transit agencies receiving 
state funding.

VIENNA METRO BUS. 
Image credit: Trevor Wrayton, VDOT
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INTRODUCTION
!ȌǿȯƵǶǶǞȁǐ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�˜Ȍɩ�
from the maximum use of rail transportation for the 
movement of both people and goods – including the 
ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȌǏ�ȲƊǞǶ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌǿȯƊȲƊɈǞɨƵǶɯ�ȺǿƊǶǶ�
footprint railroads have on our natural lands and the 
health of our communities. Most of the rail tracks in 
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƊȲƵ�ȌɩȁƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�ƧȌȁɈȲȌǶǶƵƮ�Ʀɯ�!²å�ƊȁƮ�yȌȲǏȌǶǲ�
Southern; however, the public interest in maximizing 
ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ǏȲƵǞǐǘɈ�ƊȁƮ�ȯƊȺȺƵȁǐƵȲ�ȲƊǞǶ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�
interests of these railroads are not always congruent.  
At a time when Virginia is planning to implement a 
number of important projects to expand rail capacity, 
!²å�ƊȁƮ�yȌȲǏȌǶǲ�²ȌɐɈǘƵȲȁ�ƊȲƵ�ǏȌƧɐȺƵƮ�Ȍȁ�ƮȌɩȁȺǞɹǞȁǐ�
and disinvesting—laying off people and selling off 
capital assets such as track, freight cars, locomotives, 
and facilities.  Policies and investments are needed 
to achieve the public interest in preserving existing 
facilities and service, expanding passenger train service, 
and moving freight from pollution intensive diesel 
trucks to cleaner rail along key corridors.

BACKGROUND
Historically Virginia has been well served by its two 
ǿƊǯȌȲة�!ǶƊȺȺ�X�ȲƊǞǶȲȌƊƮȺ²!ـ�å�ƊȁƮ�yȌȲǏȌǶǲ�²ȌɐɈǘƵȲȁف�
as well as a dozen or more shortline railroads and 
passenger carriers (Amtrak and Virginia Railway 
Express). In recent decades, great progress has been 
achieved in expanding passenger rail service using 
tracks owned by the freight railroads. This has involved 
often delicate negotiations and public investment in 
facilities owned by private railroads.  Despite these 
obstacles and as a result of such efforts, Virginia now 
enjoys far more passenger rail options than most 
states, with growing service beginning to meet 
growing demands.

ÀǘȲȌɐǐǘȌɐɈ�ɈǘƵ�ٌׅ׀ȯǶɐȺ�ɯƵƊȲȺ�ȌǏ�ƦɐǞǶƮٌȌɐɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�
Interstate Highway System, higher value merchandise 
rail freight has been diverted to trucks. Recently, the 
ƧȌƊǶ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�Ȍȁ�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�ȲƊǞǶȲȌƊƮȺ�ȺȌ�ǘƵƊɨǞǶɯ�
depended has fallen drastically with little likelihood of 
ȲƵƧȌɨƵȲǞȁǐخ�ÀǘƵ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�ǶȌȺȺƵȺ�ǞȺ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ�Ɗȁ�
excess of infrastructure for the railroads’ current freight 
ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�ƮƵǿƊȁƮȺخ� ƵƧƊɐȺƵ�ȲƊǞǶȲȌƊƮȺ�ȯƊɯ�ȯȲȌȯƵȲɈɯ�ɈƊɮ�Ȍȁ�
all their track, structures, and rolling stock, it is often 
ȱɐǞƧǲƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƊȺǞƵȲ�ɈȌ�ȯȌȺǞɈǞɨƵǶɯ�ƊǏǏƵƧɈ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�

results by getting rid of these assets than by working to 
develop new business to utilize them more fully.

Atrophy of the railroad infrastructure in Virginia can be 
ƦȌɈǘ�Ɗ�ȺƵȲǞȌɐȺ�ȯȲȌƦǶƵǿ�ƊȁƮ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȌȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈɯخ�
Reduced freight rail capacity can cause tonnage to 
shift to trucks on highways, ballooning the carbon 
footprint of moving goods, straining existing road 
capacity, exacerbating safety issues, and increasing the 
cost to taxpayers where new capacity must be built and 
maintained.  At the same time, railroad infrastructure 
being divested can provide the basis for new public 
transportation initiatives. 

�ȁ�ƵɮƊǿȯǶƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȺǞɈɐƊɈǞȌȁ�ǞȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�XȁɈƵȲȺɈƊɈƵ�
81 Corridor. The Federal Highways Administration 
(FHWA) truck density map shows this to be among 
the most heavily traveled routes in the U.S. The need 
for new freight capacity along the corridor often gives 
rise to discussion of expansion options for I-81.  Yet 
a Norfolk Southern rail line parallels I-81 all the way 
from central Pennsylvania to Knoxville, TN. Projects to 
expand or enhance freight capacity along the corridor 
should be explored to provide a more economical and 
environmentally-friendly way to shift shipping from 
trucks to rail rather than further expanding an already 
dangerous highway.

An example of the second situation where redundant 
rail assets can be put to good public use is the 
December 2019 agreement between the state and 
!²å�ɈȌ�ƮǞɨƵȺɈ�ɈȲƊƧǲƊǐƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȲǞǐǘɈ�ȌǏ�ɩƊɯ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�(خ!خ�ɈȌ�
Richmond, Petersburg to Raleigh, and Buckingham 
Branch corridors for expanded use by passenger trains. 
The nascent Richmond to Raleigh high speed rail 
corridor is unlikely to ever become a reality unless we 
preserve that abandoned rail corridor for future public 
use.

In addition to expanding rail capacity, further 
opportunities to reduce emissions from rail need be 

GROWING RAIL CAPACITY

REDUCED FREIGHT RAIL CAPACITY CAN CAUSE TONNAGE TO 
SHIFT TO TRUCKS ON HIGHWAYS, BALLOONING THE CARBON 
FOOTPRINT OF MOVING GOODS, STRAINING EXISTING ROAD 
CAPACITY, EXACERBATING SAFETY ISSUES, AND INCREASING 
THE COST TO TAXPAYERS WHERE NEW CAPACITY MUST BE 
BUILT AND MAINTAINED.

David Foster // Rail Solution | Danny Plaugher // Virginians for High Speed Rail 
Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center
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ȯɐȲȺɐƵƮخ�ªƊǞǶȲȌƊƮ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ǞȺ�ƧȌǿǿȌȁ�ɩȌȲǶƮɩǞƮƵة�
except in North America. Even in our own region, 
electric trains from Maryland cannot run service to and 
ǏȲȌǿ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƮɐƵ�ɈȌ�ȌɐȲ�ȺɈƊɈƵٚȺ�ǶƊƧǲ�ȌǏ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƵƮ�ȲƊǞǶ�
service.  The technology is mature and available, and 
opportunities to electrify Virginia’s railroads should be 
given greater priority.

CONCLUSION
Our state policies must place greater priority on rail to 
ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�ɈȲƊǏ˛Ƨ�ƧȌȁǐƵȺɈǞȌȁ�ƊȺ�ɩƵǶǶ�ƊȺ�ƧƊȲƦȌȁ�ȯȌǶǶɐɈǞȌȁخ�
Further, public private partnerships with Virginia’s 
Class I railroads can enhance the capacity, speed, 
and reliability of the freight rail system and reduce 
highway truck volumes, improving safety and reducing 
pollution. Such partnerships – including public 
ownership of rail corridors – can also enable expansion 
of passenger rail service.  Rail assets divested by the 
!ǶƊȺȺ�X�ȲƊǞǶȲȌƊƮȺ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�ٗȲƊǞǶٌƦƊȁǲƵƮ٘�ɈȌ�ƊǶǶȌɩ�ǏȌȲ�
future growth in rail service and to preserve right of 
way for the public good.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fully fund planned rail initiatives in Virginia, 
including the new Virginia Passenger Rail 
Authority, The Commonwealth Rail Fund, and 
projects such as the expansion of Long Bridge.

Oppose the diversion of rail funds to 
highway expansion or any other use.

Fund a rigorous study of the economic and 
ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ǶǞǏƵٌƧɯƧǶƵ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�
adding and enhancing freight capacity on rail 
versus the highway along the I-81 Corridor.

Ensure the Virginia Passenger Rail Authority 
has the resources and legal framework to 
ƧȲƵƊɈƵ�Ɗ�ٗȲƊǞǶ�ƦƊȁǲ٘�ɈȌ�ȯȲƵȺƵȲɨƵ�ȲƊǞǶ�ƧȌȲȲǞƮȌȲȺ�
divested by the Class I freight railroads so they 
remain intact for public use.

RECREATIONAL USERS OF THE RAPPAHANNOCK RIVER IN FREDERICKSBURG, 
VA. WITH A SOUTHBOUND AMTRAK TRAIN ARRIVING BEHIND THEM. 

Image credit: Harlow Chandler
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INTRODUCTION
Air pollutants from transportation have major impacts 
on our health as well as our climate.؇  They represent 
particular dangers to children, seniors, and those living 
near Virginia’s largest source of carbon emissions 
��ɩǘǞƧǘ�ȌǏɈƵȁ�Ȳɐȁ�ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘة�ǘƵƊɨǞǶɯ�ɈȲƊǏ˛ƧǲƵƮ�ȲȌƊƮȺى
low-income neighborhoods and communities of color.؈  
While land use reform and reduction of vehicle miles 
traveled must be our top tools to combat growing 
ƊǞȲ�ȯȌǶǶɐɈǞȌȁ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁة�ɈǘƵ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�
of our remaining vehicle trips is necessary to ease 
the problem while longer term reforms take hold. 
Because all-electric vehicles (EVs) emit no tailpipe 
emissions, they produce no air pollution and reduce 
carbon emissions, especially over time as the electric 
grid becomes greener.؉ Virginia can exhibit bold 
leadership and promote a transition to 100 percent 
electric on-road transportation by expanding charging 
infrastructure and accelerating electric transportation.

BACKGROUND
ÀǘƵȲƵ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȌȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ƊƮɨƊȁƧƵ�
ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊخ�ÀǘƵ�
Commonwealth currently ranks 23rd in its adoption 
of EVs,with less than two percent of all new auto 
sales being either all-electric cars or hybrids. With 
the typical car emitting more than 11,000 pounds 
of carbon dioxide per year, three out of four Virginia 
commuters drive to work alone. In contrast, the 
amount of electricity required for the same amount of 
EV driving emits nearly one fourth that amount.؊ This 
means EVs improve local air quality, which results in 
lower incidences of asthma, heart attacks, strokes, early 
deaths, harm to pregnant mothers and babies, and 
other illnesses exacerbated by particulate matter and 
ground-level ozone.؋

§ȌǶǞƧǞƵȺ�ȺɐȯȯȌȲɈǞȁǐ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȲƵ�
also good for the economy and can help consumers 
save money.  Most EVs have equivalent miles per gallon 
ratings of 90 mpg or better because they are 200-300 
ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ǿȌȲƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɈǘƊȁ�ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵȺ�ɩǞɈǘ�ƧȌǿƦɐȺɈǞȌȁ�
engines. Since electricity is less expensive than 
gasoline, EVs also cost less to fuel even when gasoline 
ȯȲǞƧƵȺ�ƊȲƵ�ǶȌɩب��Ɗȁ�ٗƵǶƵƧɈȲǞƧ�ǐƊǶǶȌȁ٘�Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�ȌȁǶɯ�
 The fact that electricity prices are more stable ؍.$1.07
than volatile gasoline and diesel prices is another 
ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉخ�IɐȲɈǘƵȲǿȌȲƵ�0ةßȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƵƊȺǞƵȲ�ƊȁƮ�ǶƵȺȺ�ƵɮȯƵȁȺǞɨƵ�

to maintain because they have fewer parts (no exhaust 
system, fuel injection system, radiator, spark plugs, 
engine oil, etc.) and thus require less maintenance.  
!ȌȁȺǞƮƵȲǞȁǐ�ƊǶǶ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺة�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƊƮȌȯɈ�Ɗȁ�ƊǿƦǞɈǞȌɐȺ�ǐȌƊǶ�ǏȌȲ�
EV adoption: 40 percent of light duty vehicles on the 
road and 100 percent of light-duty vehicles sold should 
be electric by 2040.

TRANSIT BUSES
Pollutant and carbon emissions from fossil fuel transit 
ƦɐȺƵȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƊǶȺȌ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ƧȌȁɈȲǞƦɐɈȌȲȺ�ɈȌ�ƦȌɈǘ�ǶȌƧƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�
overall air pollution. As these buses operate in denser, 
more urbanized areas where carbon pollution impacts 
more people – particularly neighborhoods with higher 
percentages of people of color and low-income 
ǏƊǿǞǶǞƵȺى��ɈǘƵɯ�ǿɐȺɈ�ƦƵ�Ɗ�ɈȌȯ�ȯȲǞȌȲǞɈɯ�ǏȌȲ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁخ��
Xȁ�ƊƮƮǞɈǞȌȁ�ɈȌ�ǞɈȺ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺة�˜ƵƵɈ�
ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɈȲƊȁȺǞɈ�ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵȺ�ƧƊȁ�ȺƊɨƵ�ɐȯɩƊȲƮȺ�ȌǏ�
��ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�Ȍȁ׀�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�Ȍȁ�ǏɐƵǶ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƊȲȌɐȁƮ�ׄ׀ׅ
maintenance costs compared to diesel buses.؎ The 
ȌȯƵȲƊɈǞȁǐ�ǶǞǏƵ�ȌǏ�Ɗ�ɈȲƊȁȺǞɈ�ƦɐȺ�ǞȺ�ׁׁׂٌׅ�ɯƵƊȲȺة�ǿƊǲǞȁǐ�ǞɈ�
critical that Virginia provide a funding mechanism 
ƊȁƮ�ƵȁƧȌɐȲƊǐƵ�ɈȲƊȁȺǞɈ�˜ƵƵɈ�ȌȯƵȲƊɈȌȲȺ�ɈȌ�ƊƮȌȯɈ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞƧ�
buses as soon as possible. Fleet operators need help 
to run electric bus pilots now so that they can lock in 
ɈȲƊȁȺǞɈǞȌȁ�ȯǶƊȁȺ�ɈȌ�ȌȁǶɯ�ȌȯƵȲƊɈƵ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞƧ�ƦɐȺƵȺ�Ʀɯ�ׂخׅ׃׀

SCHOOL BUSES
The air quality inside diesel school buses is generally 
 As diesel ؏خ�ɈǞǿƵȺ�ɩȌȲȺƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƊǞȲ�ȌɐɈȺǞƮƵ�ɈǘƵǿ׀ׁٌׅ
engine exhaust is carcinogenic to humans,10 continued 
use of diesel buses means Virginia exposes its children 
to pollution and particulate matter that can lodge deep 
into the lungs and heart, increasing risks of premature 
death, aggravated asthma, and decreased lung 
function. Diesel exhaust from idling school buses also 
pollutes the air in and around the bus and can enter 
school buildings through air intakes, doors, and open 
windows. For the health of children across Virginia, we 
ȁƵƵƮ�Ɗ�ȯǶƊȁ�ɈȌ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞǏɯ�ƊǶǶ�ȺƧǘȌȌǶ�ƦɐȺ�˜ƵƵɈȺ�Ʀɯ�ׂة׀׃׀�
with school districts in high-pollution and low-income 
ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ȲƵƧƵǞɨǞȁǐ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȯȲǞȌȲǞɈɯخ�

ADVANCING TRANSPORTATION ELECTRIFICATION

EIGHTY PERCENT OF 2020 EVS HAVE EQUIVALENT MILES PER 
GALLON RATINGS OF 90 MPG OR BETTER BECAUSE EVS ARE 
200-300 PERCENT MORE EFFICIENT THAN VEHICLES WITH 
COMBUSTION ENGINES.

Steve Banashek // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter | Elly Boehmer // Environment Virginia 
Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center
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MUNICIPAL VEHICLES
To electrify the Commonwealth’s transportation, 
government in Virginia must lead by example.  Light-
duty cars such as electric police patrol cars and 
motorcycles11 are already in use across the country and 
many medium- and heavy-duty EVs are on the way 
ɈȌ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞǏɯǞȁǐ�˛ȲƵ�ƵȁǐǞȁƵȺة�ɩƊȺɈƵ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈǞȌȁ�ɈȲɐƧǲȺ12ة 
and street cleaners.13 Beyond reducing emissions and 
ƊǞȲ�ȯȌǶǶɐɈǞȌȁ�0ةß�˜ƵƵɈȺ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ȺƊɨƵ�ǶȌƧƊǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁȺ�ȌǏ�
dollars by reducing fueling and maintenance costs by 
80 percent, as has been done in the City of Roanoke.14 
Virginia needs a roadmap to ensure municipal vehicle 
˜ƵƵɈȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƵƮ�ƊȺ�ȺȌȌȁ�ƊȺ�ȯȌȺȺǞƦǶƵخ

CHARGING STATIONS
Not every person lives in a home where a charger can 
be installed in a driveway or a garage –  many people 
live in multi-family structures and apartments. The 
private market often won’t install EV charging stations 
in low- and moderate-income communities due to the 
perceived lack of a market.ׁׅخ That means Virginia needs 
a comprehensive plan to lower the cost of installing 
public charging infrastructure and ensure that EV 
owners have access to charging stations when they 
need them.

CONCLUSION
Transportation continues to be Virginia’s largest source 
of carbon emissions (48 percent) and a top source 
of other harmful pollutants that damage both our 
environment and our health. While it takes time to 
build smarter and expand biking, walking, and transit, 
the adoption of EVs can ease this transition and provide 
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȲƵƮɐƧɈǞȌȁȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵǿǞȺȺǞȌȁȺخ�
�ƧƧƵǶƵȲƊɈǞȁǐ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ƧƊȁ�ɯǞƵǶƮ�
immediate health, environmental, and economic 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺخ

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Develop a comprehensive transportation 
ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ȯǶƊȁ�ȺǞǿǞǶƊȲ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȲȌƊƮǿƊȯȺ�
published in several other states and as 
recommended in the 2018 Virginia Energy Plan.

0ȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘ�Ɗȁ�0ȱɐǞɈƊƦǶƵ�0ǶƵƧɈȲǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�IɐȁƮ�ɈȌ�ȯƊɯ 
to fully electrify school buses by 2030, transit buses 
Ʀɯ�ׂةׅ׃׀�ƊǶǶ�ǶǞǐǘɈٌƮɐɈɯ�ǿɐȁǞƧǞȯƊǶ�ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵȺ�Ʀɯ�ׂة׀׃׀�
ǿƵƮǞɐǿٌƮɐɈɯ�ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵȺ�Ʀɯ�ׂׅ׃׀�ƊȁƮ�ǘƵƊɨɯٌƮɐɈɯ�
vehicles by 2040, and incentivize a market where all 
new personal vehicles sold are fully electric by 2040. 
Money from this fund would prioritize the transition 
in low-income jurisdictions, communities of color, 
and localities with low air quality and public health 
outcomes. 

!ȌȁƮɐƧɈ�Ɗ�ǏƵƊȺǞƦǞǶǞɈɯ�ȺɈɐƮɯ�ȌǏ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ǿȌƮƵǶȺ�
that would allow school districts to enter into 
budget-neutral contracts with third party owners 
of electric school buses without increasing costs for 
electricity ratepayers.

§ȲȌɨǞƮƵ�ɈƊɮ�ƦȲƵƊǲȺ�ɈȌ�ǐƊȺ�ȺɈƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ƊǶȌȁǐ�ǘǞǐǘǶɯٌ
traveled corridors which install EV charging 
infrastructure and distributed solar to support it, as 
well as to companies that introduce E-bike delivery 
ȌǏ�ǐȌȌƮȺ�ȌȲ�ȺɩǞɈƧǘ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�˜ƵƵɈ�ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵȺ�ɈȌ�0ßȺخ��

Authorize localities to pass ordinances that 
incentivize the installation of EV charging facilities 
at residential and commercial locations, and amend 
statewide building codes to ensure residential, 
ȌǏ˛ƧƵة�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵɈƊǞǶ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈ�ǘƊɨƵ�ٗ0ß�ȲƵƊƮɯ٘�
ɩǞȲǞȁǐة�ɩǘǞƧǘ�ǞȺ�ǶƵȺȺ�ƧȌȺɈǶɯ�ɈǘƊȁ�ȲƵɈȲȌ˛ɈɈǞȁǐخ

0ȁȺɐȲƵ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ɈȌ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�0ß�ƧǘƊȲǐǞȁǐ�ȺɈƊɈǞȌȁȺ�
by ǞǿȯȌȺǞȁǐ�Ɗ�˛ȁƵ�Ȍȁ�ƮȲǞɨƵȲȺ�ɩǘȌ�ȯƊȲǲ�Ɗ�ȁȌȁٌ
EV in a space that is clearly marked for charging 
only. Violators could also have their car towed or 
impounded.  
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INTRODUCTION
Air pollution from transportation threatens both our 
health and our climate. Transportation is the largest 
source of Virginia’s greenhouse gas emissions, emitting 
48 percent of our carbon dioxide pollution؇. Vehicles 
also emit other pollutants that present particular 
dangers to children, senior citizens, and those suffering 
from common respiratory illnesses such as asthma. 
Low-income neighborhoods and communities of 
color, which are disproportionately situated along 
ǘƵƊɨǞǶɯ�ɈȲƊǏ˛ƧǲƵƮ�ƧȌȲȲǞƮȌȲȺة�ƊȲƵ�ƊɈ�Ɗȁ�ƵɨƵȁ�ǐȲƵƊɈƵȲ�ȲǞȺǲ�
of adverse effects from vehicle pollution.؈ Fortunately, 
there are many opportunities to lower emissions 
from transportation while also strengthening our 
communities and improving public health. 

BACKGROUND
While Virginia has made impressive progress recently 
in passing legislation to cut carbon dioxide from our 
power sector, we have done comparatively little to 
address transportation emissions as vehicles miles 
traveled in the state soars ever higher. The typical 
passenger car emits about 28 pounds of carbon 
dioxide per day3خ�àǞɈǘ� ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵȺ�ȲƵǐǞȺɈƵȲƵƮ�Ǟȁׅخׇ
Virginia and an average of over 234 million miles driven 
daily, that adds up to a staggering amount of carbon 
pollution emitted in our state each day. Virginia needs 
Ɗ�ǿɐǶɈǞٌȯȲȌȁǐƵƮ�ƊȯȯȲȌƊƧǘ�ɈȌ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈǶɯ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�
vehicle miles traveled on our roads and to fast-track 
adoption of zero-emission passenger, transit, and 
school bus vehicles in order to minimize emissions 
from remaining vehicle trips.  

Advancing walkable smart growth development, 
enhancing intercity passenger rail, and improving 
public transit are just some of the strategies Virginia 
can leverage to reduce driving and decrease air 
pollution, while also expanding travel options 
and contributing to healthier and more equitable 
communities. In addition to reducing our dependence 
on cars, we must lower the carbon pollution that results 
from when we do drive. To make this a reality, Virginia 
should join the 14 other states that have used authority 
in Section 177 of the Clean Air Act to implement 
the stronger standards of the Advanced Clean Cars 
Program’s Low Emission Vehicles (LEV) provisions. 
Virginia should also adopt the Zero Emissions Vehicle 
(ZEV) standards which require manufacturers to sell an 

increasing number of electric and hybrid electric cars 
in participating states.  In Virginia, driving an all-electric 
car can reduce personal transportation emissions by up 
to 70 percent.

Adopting the Advanced Clean Cars standards would not 
only reduce Virginia’s carbon pollution but also improve 
public health and reduce health care costs.  Because 
fully electric vehicles have no tailpipe exhaust, they also 
improve local air quality. An analysis by the American 
Lung Association found that a complete turnover of the 
ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵ�˜ƵƵɈ�ɈȌ�0ßȺ�Ǟȁ�!ƊǶǞǏȌȲȁǞƊ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƵȲǞȌƮ�ǏȲȌǿ�ׂ׀ׁ׀�
ɈȌ�ׂׂׅ׀�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ǘƊɨƵ�ȯȲƵɨƵȁɈƵƮ�ٗǘɐȁƮȲƵƮȺ�ȌǏ�ȯȲƵǿƊɈɐȲƵ�
deaths and tens of thousands of asthma attacks and 
ɩȌȲǲƮƊɯȺ�ǶȌȺɈ�ɈȌ�ȲƵȺȯǞȲƊɈȌȲɯ�ǞǶǶȁƵȺȺ٘خ؊

To make such a healthy future a reality, ZEV standards 
and other policies that support our transition to electric 
vehicles will be essential. Today in Virginia, the cost of 
charging an EV is roughly half the cost of an equivalent 
amount of gasoline, and annual maintenance is much 
ǶȌɩƵȲة�ɈȌȌخ؊��æƵɈ�ǘǞǐǘƵȲ�ɐȯٌǏȲȌȁɈ�ƧȌȺɈȺى��ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�
additional expense of installing a home charging 
station, and the lack of charging options for those who 
cannot charge at home or are traveling long distances 
– impede large-scale adoption.

As a participant in the Transportation Climate Initiative 
(TCI), Virginia is currently working with 11 other states 
and the District of Columbia to design and fund 
policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions from 
transportation. A leading proposal being developed 
ɩȌɐǶƮ�ƧȲƵƊɈƵ�Ɗ�ٗƧƊȯ�ƊȁƮ�ǞȁɨƵȺɈ٘�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�
cap carbon emissions from transportation and allow 
member states to use revenues from the sale of 
carbon emissions allowances to invest in projects 
and programs that reduce carbon emissions and 
increase the accessibility and affordability of cleaner 
transportation options. By adopting the policies 
that come out of the TCI process, Virginia can 
simultaneously expand low-carbon transportation 
options and begin to address the inequities built into 
our transportation system. 

CURBING VEHICLE POLLUTION

WITH 7.5 MILLION VEHICLES REGISTERED IN VIRGINIA, AND 
AN AVERAGE OF OVER 234 MILLION MILES DRIVEN DAILY, 
THAT ADDS UP TO A STAGGERING AMOUNT OF CARBON 
POLLUTION EMITTED IN OUR STATE EACH DAY.

Kim Jemaine  // Chesapeake Climate Action Network | Bob Kitchen // Virginia Clinicians for Climate Action 
Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy | Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center

         REFORMING TRANSPORTATION



CONCLUSION
Transportation is Virginia’s largest source of carbon 
pollution and a key source of other harmful pollutants.  
Currently EVs make up less than 2 percent of the 
Commonwealth’s vehicles7.  In order to build a 
healthier future and help address our climate crisis, 

Virginia needs to accelerate our transition to cleaner 
transportation. By adopting policies and making 
investments to provide more alternatives to driving 
and to promote electric vehicles, we can pursue a 
multi-pronged approach to both reduce vehicles miles 
traveled and electrify remaining trips taken by cars.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Implement Advanced Clean Car standards for 
new vehicles and join states adopting the Zero 
Emissions Vehicle (ZEV) Program which would 
require manufacturers to sell an increasing number 
of electric and hybrid electric cars.

Participate fully in the development and 
implementation of the TCI to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions from transportation and ensure that 
Virginia directs its TCI revenues toward programs 
to reduce driving,to make cleaner transportation 
options more accessible to historically 
disadvantaged communities, and  to monitor air 
quality and protect environmental justice frontline 
communities from air pollution. A minimum of 30% 
of all revenue should be invested into environmental 
justice communities.

Require emissions testing in localities that have 
asthma rates above the national average.

Virginia should join the 15 states and the District 
of Columbia which have signed a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) to work together to ensure 
100% of medium- and heavy-duty sales are zero-
ƵǿǞȺȺǞȌȁȺ�ɨƵǘǞƧǶƵȺ�Ʀɯ�ׂخ׀ׅ׀

Take other steps to accelerate the transition to 
EVs (see �ƮɨƊȁƧǞȁǐ�ÀȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�0ǶƵƧɈȲǞ˸ƧƊɈǞȌȁ, 
p. 78).

AN EV CHARGING STATION IN FRONT OF THE SCIENCE 
MUSEUM OF VIRGINIA IN RICHMOND, VA. 

Image credit: David Oglethorpe
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7  Holmes-Gen, B. & W. Barret, 2016. !ǶƵƊȁ��ǞȲ�IɐɈɐȲƵ�RƵƊǶɈǘ�ƊȁƮ�!ǶǞǿƊɈƵ� ƵȁƵ˸ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ðƵȲȌ�0ǿǞȺȺǞȌȁ�ßƵǘǞƧǶƵȺخ�ǘɈɈȯȺششبɩɩɩخǶɐȁǐخȌȲǐشǐƵɈǿƵƮǞƊشƦׁׂׄ׃Ʀׇٌׅ
878c-4263-8c2b-8c4cb80d86ca/2016zeroemissions.pdf.pdf

AN AERIAL VIEW FROM THE PIEDMONT ENVIRONMENTAL COUNCIL'S 
PIEDMONT MEMORIAL OVERLOOK AT SUNRISE, OVERLOOKING SKY MEADOWS 

STATE PARK AND NORTHERN FAUQUIER COUNTY, VA. 
Image credit: Hugh Kenny, Piedmont Environmental Council



84 | 

SUMMIT OF THE BUZZARD ROCK NORTH HIKE BETWEEN STRASBURG AND 
FRONT ROYAL, VA. 
Image credit: Kelli Williams
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Land conservation is crucial to protecting Virginia’s natural resources. When land is saved from future development, 
clean water, clean air, wildlife, beautiful views, food, history, a sense of place, peace of mind, and physical and mental 
health can also be saved. Virginia’s landscapes also help support the backbone of its economy: agriculture, forestry, and 
tourism. However, land conservation e!orts are often pushed aside in the interest of further development. Protecting our 
landscapes means creating a more resilient food system, minimizing the impacts of utility-scale solar, and ensuring the 
public benefits of conservation easements. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES AND 
CONTACT INFORMATION

VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert
VCN Policy & Campaigns Manager, Healthy Rivers and Land Conservation
pat@vcnva.org

HEALTHY, RESILIENT COMMUNITIES AND LANDSCAPES
Virginia has a major opportunity and needs to step up its investments in land 
conservation. Without doing so, we will continue to lose many of the lands that support 
the backbone of Virginia’s economy: agriculture, forestry and tourism. Providing 
additional funding will allow us the opportunity to expand upon the 197,000 jobs 
statewide that depend on our thriving outdoor recreation industry.

David Perry // Blue Ridge Land Conservancy // dperry@blueridgelandconservancy.org
Alan Rowsome // Northern Virginia Conservation Trust // arowsome@nvct.org

EXPLORING DEDICATED FUNDING FOR CONSERVATION
àǘǞǶƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�ƵɮǞȺɈǞȁǐ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�ǘƊɨƵ�ƊƧǘǞƵɨƵƮ�ǿƊȁɯ�ȺɐƧƧƵȺȺƵȺة�ǞȁȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�
inconsistent funding levels impede our efforts and threaten the progress we have made. 
States across the country have implemented a variety of funding mechanisms, as well as 
different ways to direct the additional revenues. It is time that Virginia begins to take a 
serious look at what options are viable within the Commonwealth and how to best direct 
the revenues to ensure the greatest and most equitable conservation outcomes for all 
Virginians. 

Reed Perry // Chesapeake Conservancy // rperry@chesapeakeconservancy.org
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org

CREATING A MORE RESILIENT FOOD SYSTEM
The Commonwealth can build more reliable and resilient food production and supply 
systems through targeted investments that (re)build local and regional food distribution 
networks, expand small scale food processing facilities, and conserve agricultural lands.  
§ɐȲȺɐǞȁǐ�Ɗ�ǿȌȲƵ�ǘȌǶǞȺɈǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵǐǞȌȁƊǶǶɯ�ƦƊȺƵƮ�ǏȌȌƮ�ȺɐȯȯǶɯ�ƧǘƊǞȁ�ȌǏǏƵȲȺ�ƮǞɨƵȲȺǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�
and augmentation to a national food distribution system that showed strain under the 
COVID-19 pandemic.  

Parker Agelasto // Capital Region Land Conservancy // parker@capitalregionland.org
Michael Kane // Piedmont Environmental Council // mkane@pecva.org
John McCarthy // Piedmont Environmental Council // jmccarthy@pecva.org
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PROTECTING HISTORIC AND CULTURAL RESOURCES
Virginia hosts a diverse array of historic, archaeological, and cultural resources - arguably 
ɈǘƵ�ǿȌȺɈ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȌǏ�Ɗȁɯ�ȺɈƊɈƵخ�IȲȌǿ�!ǘǞƵǏ�§ȌɩǘƊɈƊȁٚȺ�ƧƊȯǞɈƊǶ�ƊɈ�àƵȲȌɩȌƧȌǿȌƧȌ�ƊȁƮ�
ɈǘƵ�hƊǿƵȺɈȌɩȁ�ƧȌǶȌȁɯة�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ªƵɨȌǶɐɈǞȌȁƊȲɯ�àƊȲة�àƊȲ�ȌǏ�ׁةׁׂ�ƊȁƮ�!ǞɨǞǶ�
War, to under-recognized historic African American schools and cemeteries and sites 
related to the struggle for Civil Rights, these places tell the story of our Commonwealth 
and our nation. 

�ƮƊǿ�JǞǶǶƵȁɩƊɈƵȲشش���ǿƵȲǞƧƊȁ� ƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮ�ÀȲɐȺɈشش��ƊǐǞǶǶƵȁɩƊɈƵȲۊƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮȺخȌȲǐ
Elizabeth Kostelny // Preservation Virginia // ekostelny@preservationvirginia.org

MAXIMIZING BENEFITS AND MINIMIZING IMPACTS OF UTILITY-SCALE SOLAR
Now that Virginia has set the wheels in motion for increased use of utility-scale solar, 
it is important that policymakers lay the foundation for best practices to maximize the 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǿǞȁǞǿǞɹƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈȺخ

Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center // wcleveland@selcva.org
Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council // dholmes@pecva.org

ENSURING THE PUBLIC BENEFITS OF CONSERVATION EASEMENTS
Virginia’s strong conservation policies have led to unprecedented success in the 
widespread use of conservation easements--most donated as charitable gifts to the 
!ȌǿǿȌȁɩƵƊǶɈǘ�ȌȲ�Ɗ�ȁȌȁȯȲȌ˛Ɉ�ƧȌȁȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌȲǐƊȁǞɹƊɈǞȌȁ��0خȁȺɐȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƊɈ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�ǐǞǏɈȺ�ɩǞǶǶ�
ȯƵȲȺǞȺɈ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ȌǏ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ȲƵȱɐǞȲƵȺ�Ɗȁ�ƵɮȯǶǞƧǞɈ�ȯȌǶǞƧɯ�ȲƵǐƊȲƮǞȁǐ�ǯɐƮǞƧǞƊǶ�
interpretation of easements.

Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council // dholmes@pecva.org 
Nikki Rovner // The Nature Conservancy // nrovner@tnc.org

SUNSET IN ROCKFISH VALLEY IN NELLYSFORD, VA. 
Image credit: James Oglethorpe
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INTRODUCTION
Successful land conservation requires coordination and 
resources at all levels to protect the Commonwealth’s 
working farms and forests, urban natural areas, 
scenic landscapes, wildlife habitat, historic resources, 
and parks and recreational areas. As our population 
continues to grow and we learn from what matters 
ǿȌȺɈ�ɈȌ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ɩǘƵȁ�ɈǞǿƵȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƮǞǏ˛ƧɐǶɈة�ɩƵ�ǿɐȺɈ�
continue to grow the number of opportunities 
Virginians and visitors alike have to access these 
amazing places. Land conservation is also critical in 
achieving the measurable goals of protecting water, 
soil and air quality, water supply, building climate 
resilience, and safeguarding the Chesapeake Bay 
watershed.

The conservation community recognizes that there 
are communities that are underserved by existing land 
conservation programs.  We are committed to working 
with the Virginia Outdoors Foundation and other 
state agencies to determine how better to serve those 
communities. While Virginia offers a variety of popular 
and successful land conservation programs, there 
are untapped opportunities available through federal 
funding, local government programs, and private 
philanthropic efforts that can bolster these current 
approaches.

BACKGROUND
Why protect land?  Peter Lewis grew up in Washington, 
DC, but spent his summers working on his aunt and 
uncle’s dairy farm in Fauquier County. As an African-
American child from the city, his youthful experiences 
in the rolling Virginia countryside did not mirror those 
of his peers. The son of an educator and an attorney, 
Peter earned a teaching degree at West Virginia State 
College and returned to Washington to teach. 

In 1963, two men approached Peter and asked if 
he would take their two teenage brothers for an 
experience different to what they’d grown up with in 
the city. Lewis brought the two younger brothers to his 
aunt and uncle’s dairy farm, where they were amazed 
at the expanse of open land.  It was then that Lewis 
had what he calls his moment of clarity. “I realized that 
ɈǘȌȺƵ�ɈɩȌ�ƦȌɯȺ�ȁƵɨƵȲ�ǲȁƵɩ�ɩǘƊɈ�X�ǐȲƵɩ�ɐȯ�ɩǞɈǘ٘ة�ǘƵ�
said, and credited it for his dream to create

a place where city kids could “get away and experience 
ȺȌǿƵɈǘǞȁǐ�ȁƵɩ٘خ

That place became Apple Ridge Farm in Floyd County 
in 1978. An educational summer camp for kids, 
children often participated in an activity called “Time 
�ɐɈ٘�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ɈǘƵɯ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ȺɈƊȁƮ�Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ƧǞȲƧǶƵ�ƊȁƮ�ǏȌȲ�Ɗ�ǏɐǶǶ�
˛ɨƵ�ǿǞȁɐɈƵȺ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ȁȌɈ�ȺȯƵƊǲ�ȌȲ�ǿƊǲƵ�ȁȌǞȺƵخ�ÀǘƵɯ�
then took turns telling the group what they did hear. 
Says Lewis, “One student would say they heard birds, 
another would say they heard the breeze in the trees. 
One young lady who was normally quite talkative 
didn’t say anything. I thought maybe she didn’t like 
the activity. So I asked her what she had heard and she 
replied, ‘Nothing. And I liked it.’ For a thirteen year-old 
girl who is more comfortable walking around the mall 
ɈǘƊȁ�ȌɐɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ɩȌȌƮȺة�ɈǘƊɈٚȺ�ȺȌǿƵɈǘǞȁǐ٘خ

That is why we save land...for the next generation. And 
the next and the next and the next. And for so many 
more reasons.

When one saves land from future development, one 
saves everything on the land, and everything that it 
provides: clear water, clean air, wildlife, beautiful views, 
food, timber, textiles, history, sense of place, peace of 
mind, and physical and mental health. Land drives 
Virginia’s economy, from agriculture to forestry to 
tourism. It attracts new companies looking for quality 
of life for their employees.

The 2021 General Assembly session will no doubt be 
a challenging one. Legislators will be adapting to 
reduced revenues due to the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the subsequent economic downturn. The 
pandemic has taught us many lessons – lessons about 
community, family, and what really matters in life. 
It’s also taught us that the outdoors are absolutely 
essential for our health and well-being.

How much ink has already been dedicated to 
directives on proper social distancing while jogging 

HEALTHY, RESILIENT COMMUNITIES AND LANDSCAPES

WHEN ONE SAVES LAND FROM FUTURE DEVELOPMENT, ONE 
SAVES EVERYTHING ON THE LAND, AND EVERYTHING THAT IT 
PROVIDES: CLEAR WATER, CLEAN AIR, WILDLIFE, BEAUTIFUL 
VIEWS, FOOD, TIMBER, TEXTILES, HISTORY, SENSE OF PLACE, 
PEACE OF MIND, AND PHYSICAL AND MENTAL HEALTH. 

David Perry // Blue Ridge Land Conservancy | Alan Rowsome // Northern Virginia Conservation Trust
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or being in parks? Or on the importance of Vitamin 
D to one’s immune system, a vitamin which the body 
manufactures when sunshine hits the skin?

As Virginia cities and counties passed reduced budgets 
in the late spring of 2020, parks and outdoor recreation 
infrastructure took the brunt of many of the spending 
cuts. Virginia’s land conservation tools—the Land 
Preservation Tax Credit, the Virginia Land Conservation 
Fund, the Virginia Outdoors Foundation -- and others 
-- must not bear the brunt of similar state funding 
shortfalls.

²ɐƧǘ�Ɗ�ƮƵƧǞȺǞȌȁ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈ�Ɗ�ǶƊƧǲ�ȌǏ�ǏȌȲƵȺǞǐǘɈ�ƊȁƮ�
a missed opportunity to invest in the places that 
have provided refuge to so many Virginians during 
the turmoil that we have been through this past 
year.  It might be a tiny pocket park in Arlington or 
an expansive farm in Albemarle County, but outdoor 
spaces have been absolutely critical to people’s mental 
and physical health this year in ways we never thought 
possible. Open space is indispensable. Whether you’re 
a Virginia farmer, a forester, an out-of-state tourist 
gazing on the Blue Ridge Mountains, a CEO looking to 
expand, or a thirteen year-old girl from the city who’s 
ƵȁǯȌɯǞȁǐ�ǘƵȲ�˛ȲȺɈ�ɈƊȺɈƵ�ȌǏ�ȯƵƊƧƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȱɐǞƵɈة�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�
open spaces are part of the fabric of who we are and 
well worth the critical investments that return so much 
more to our state than what they cost.

CONCLUSION
Virginia has a major opportunity and needs to step up 
its investments in land conservation. Without doing so, 
we will continue to lose many of the lands that support 
the backbone of Virginia’s economy: agriculture, 
forestry, and tourism. Providing additional funding will 
allow us the opportunity to expand upon the 197,000 
jobs statewide that depend on our thriving outdoor 
recreation industry.؇

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Land Preservation Tax Credit

• No changes should be made to the Land 
Preservation Tax Credit (LPTC), a proven 
and effective land conservation tool; and,

• The entire 2% of the transfer fee should go 
to managing the LPTC and stewardship 
of protected land; no amount should be 
diverted to the general fund.

Virginia’s Land Conservation Grant 
Programs

• $16 million for the Virginia Land 
Conservation Foundation;

• $2 million for Virginia Farmland 
Preservation Fund; and

��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ� ƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮׂٽ •
Preservation Fund.

The conservation community recognizes 
that there are communities that are 
underserved by existing land conservation 
programs.  We are committed to working with 
the Virginia Outdoors Foundation and other 
state agencies to determine how better to 
serve those communities. 

GEESE IN FRONT OF A FULL MOON IN NOVEMBER. 
Image credit: George Ohrstrom



90 | 

INTRODUCTION
Virginia’s Constitution directs the Commonwealth 
“to protect its atmosphere, lands, and waters from 
ȯȌǶǶɐɈǞȌȁة�ǞǿȯƊǞȲǿƵȁɈة�ȌȲ�ƮƵȺɈȲɐƧɈǞȌȁة�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉة�
ƵȁǯȌɯǿƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊǶ�ɩƵǶǏƊȲƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ٘خ�(ƵȺȯǞɈƵ�
this, Virginia’s investment in its natural resources has 
ƦƵƵȁ�ǞȁƧȌȁȺǞȺɈƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈǶɯ�ǶȌɩƵȲ�ɈǘƊȁ�ǞɈȺ�ȯƵƵȲȺة�
averaging less than one percent of its total budget 
towards natural resources.؇ VIRGINIAforeverٚȺ�˛ɨƵٌɯƵƊȲ�
plan recommends investing nearly $370 million per 
year in Virginia’s lands and water.؈ Without dedicated 
funding for conservation, Virginia cannot meet its 
constitutional commitment. 

The limited availability and inconsistency of funding 
inhibits the Commonwealth’s effort towards cleaner 
air and water, healthier soils, improved habitats for 
˛Ⱥǘ�ƊȁƮ�ɩǞǶƮǶǞǏƵة�ƊȁƮ�ƵɮȯƊȁƮǞȁǐ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ɈȌ�ȌɐɈƮȌȌȲ�
recreation. Dedicated funding would accelerate work to 
ƵȁǘƊȁƧƵ�ɈǘƵȺƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ɈȌ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺخ�

Other states have established dedicated funding 
mechanisms to address their natural resource 
management needs. Below are some of the 
mechanisms used to meet the needs of residents and 
rough estimates of what those mechanisms could 
generate in Virginia, and our recommendation for the 
Commonwealth to act. 

BACKGROUND
SALES TAX
Arkansas, Minnesota, Missouri, and New Jersey 
have all used part of their sales tax to support land 
conservation, dedicating a portion of their existing sales 
tax or increasing the tax and allocating the additional 
revenue to natural resources.

Since 1998, New Jersey has  dedicated $98 million of its 
existing state sales tax revenue annually to the Garden 
State Preservation Trust.؉ Tasked with preserving open 
space, farmland, and historic sites, investments from 
the Trust have protected over 440,000 acres through 
2018.؊ In 2008, Minnesota increased the sales tax by 
3/8th of one percent until 2034 and dedicated the 
revenue to the Minnesota Legacy Fund.The Fund splits 
the revenue into four funds: 33 percent goes to the 
Clean Water Fund; 33 percent to the Outdoor Heritage

IɐȁƮׇׅخׁ�س�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ��ȲɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�!ɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�RƵȲǞɈƊǐƵ�
IɐȁƮس�ƊȁƮ�ׁׂׅׄخ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�§ƊȲǲȺ�ƊȁƮ�ÀȲƊǞǶȺ�IɐȁƮ؋خ

Xȁ�Iæ�ׂةׁ׀�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƧȌǶǶƵƧɈƵƮ׀׀ة׆ׅׅةׁةׄٽ��Ǟȁ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ȺƊǶƵȺ�
ƊȁƮ�ɐȺƵ�ɈƊɮƵȺخ��Ǐ�ɈǘǞȺ�ƊǿȌɐȁɈ׀׀׀ةׅׅ׃ة׀ׅة׃ٽ�ة�ɩƊȺ�
deposited into the General Fund, with the remainder 
dedicated to existing funds.، Raising and dedicating 
Virginia’s sales tax by 1/8th of 1 percent could potentially 
generate over $140 million in revenue for natural 
resources.،

OUTDOOR GOODS SALES TAX
Texas and Georgia have dedicated all or portions of 
the sales tax collected on outdoor goods, such as 
backpacks and other hiking gear, towards natural 
resources. At this time, no state has increased the sales 
ɈƊɮ�Ȍȁ�ȌɐɈƮȌȌȲ�ǐȌȌƮȺ�ȺȯƵƧǞ˛ƧƊǶǶɯ�ɈȌ�ǏɐȁƮ�ƧȌȁȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�
efforts.

Since 1993 Texas has been dedicating a portion of 
the sales tax on outdoor goods to fund its state park 
system.؇�The tax generates over $100 million per year.؍ 
In 2018, Georgia established the Georgia Outdoor 
Stewardship Fund, dedicating up to 80 percent of the 
existing sales tax on outdoor recreation equipment 
towards the conservation of priority lands, stewardship 
of state parks and wildlife management areas, and the 
support of local parks and preserves.؎ It is estimated to 
generate around $20 million a year.؏

In 1998, Virginia passed legislation directing up to 
$13 million a year of the existing sales tax on hunting, 
angling, and wildlife watching equipment to the 
Game Protection Fund. However this fund is not truly 
dedicated, as the General Assembly determines the 
˛ȁƊǶ�ƊȯȯȲȌȯȲǞƊɈǞȌȁ10خ

LOTTERY PROCEEDS
Colorado, Minnesota, Nebraska, and Oregon have 
dedicated all or portions of their lottery proceeds to 
bolster funding for conservation.

EXPLORING DEDICATED FUNDING FOR CONSERVATION

VIRGINIANS NEED CLEAN AIR, CLEAN WATER, AND OPEN SPACE 
TO THRIVE AND DEDICATED FUNDING IS THE MISSING TOOL 
THAT WILL DRAMATICALLY ENHANCE VIRGINIA’S ABILITY TO 
MEET THESE NEEDS.

Reed Perry // Chesapeake Conservancy | Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy 
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²ǞȁƧƵ�ׁة��ȲƵǐȌȁ�ǘƊȺ�ƮƵƮǞƧƊɈƵƮ�ׁׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ǶȌɈɈƵȲɯ�
proceeds to the Parks and Natural Resources Fund, 
split evenly to support state parks and watershed 
enhancement/salmon restoration.11 Since 1992, Colorado 
has dedicated a portion of lottery proceeds to the Great 
Outdoors Colorado Trust Fund for the preservation, 
protection, enhancement, and management of 
the state’s wildlife, park, river, trail, and open space 
heritage.12

Virginia currently dedicates all of its lottery proceeds to 
ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƵƮɐƧƊɈǞȌȁخ�Xȁ�Iæ�ׂةׁ׀�ɈǘǞȺ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵƮ�ȁƵƊȲǶɯ׀ׅ׆ٽ��
million in revenue.13

TRANSFER TAX
One of the most common funding sources for 
conservation is a real estate transfer tax, where 
the state levies a tax on transfers of real property. 
Arkansas, Delaware, Hawaii, Illinois, Maryland, New 
York, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, and 
Vermont all use portions of real estate transfer taxes on 
conservation. In this way, states can effectively balance 
economic growth and land use change pressures with 
conservation. 

Xȁ�ׁة׆�wƊȲɯǶƊȁƮ�ƵȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘƵƮ�Ɗׅخ׀��ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȯȲȌȯƵȲɈɯ�
transfer tax to fund Program Open Space, which 
helps to acquire and develop state and local parks 
and preserves and unique natural areas.14 The transfer 
tax also supports agricultural preservation and other 
natural lands preservation through the Rural Legacy 
Program and through the Maryland Agricultural Lands 
Preservation Foundation (MALPF).

Together, these programs have invested in the 
protection of over 390,000 acres of land.ׁׅ In the past 

four years alone (2017 - 2020), transfer tax revenues 
ǘƊɨƵ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵƮخׁׅٽ��ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ǏȌȲ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ƊƧȱɐǞȺǞɈǞȌȁȺة�
$181.8 million for local land acquisition and park 
development, $90 million for the Rural Legacy 
Program, and $176.8 million for MALPF.16

Xȁ�ׂةׁ׀�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ɩƵȲƵ�ׁׂׅ׀׃ة׆�ǘȌǿƵ�ȺƊǶƵȺ�ƊɈ�Ɗ�ǿƵƮǞƊȁ�ȺƊǶƵ�
ȯȲǞƧƵ�ȌǏ׀׀׀ةׂׅٽ��Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ17خ Given these home sale 
statistics, a 0.1 percent transfer tax levied on real estate 
transactions could generate more than $37 million per 
year for conservation and acquisition projects.

CONCLUSION
While Virginia’s existing programs have achieved many 
ȺɐƧƧƵȺȺƵȺة�ǞȁȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ǞȁƧȌȁȺǞȺɈƵȁɈ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǶƵɨƵǶȺ�
impede our efforts and threaten the progress we have 
made. States across the country have implemented 
a variety of funding mechanisms, as well as different 
ways to direct the additional revenues. It is time that 
Virginia begins to take a serious look at what options 
are viable within the Commonwealth and how to best 
direct the revenues to ensure the greatest and most 
equitable conservation outcomes for all Virginians. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATION
ÀǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƵȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘ�
a dedicated funding mechanism that, at 
Ɗ�ǿǞȁǞǿɐǿة�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵȺ�ׂׅڭ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƊȁȁɐƊǶ�
recommended funding for natural resources 
included in the VIRGINIAforever’s plan “The 
Path Forward: Investing in Virginia’s Land and 
àƊɈƵȲ٘18خ

AERIAL VIEW OF THE SHENANDOAH RIVER IN CLARKE COUNTY, VA. 
Image credit: Hugh Kenny
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INTRODUCTION
ÀǘƵ�!�ßX(ׁٌ�ȯƊȁƮƵǿǞƧ�ǘƊȺ�Ǟȁ˜ǞƧɈƵƮ�ƮƵɨƊȺɈƊɈǞȁǐ�ǘƊȲǿ�
on Virginians and our economy. As the Commonwealth 
begins to recover, an opportunity is presented to 
reimagine the supply chain that produces and delivers 
food to consumers, creating systems that are more 
ƮǞɨƵȲȺǞ˛ƵƮة�ȲƵǐǞȌȁƊǶة�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁɈ�²خɐƧǘ�Ɗ�ɨǞȺǞȌȁ�ƧƊǶǶȺ�
on the Commonwealth to ensure a critical mass of 
productive farmland, make strategic investments in 
local food production and processing capacity,  and 
ƦɐǞǶƮ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�˜ƵɮǞƦǶƵ��ǶȌƧƊǶ�ǏȌȌƮ�ƮǞȺɈȲǞƦɐɈǞȌȁ�
systems that meet the food security needs of all 
Virginians.

BACKGROUND
Agriculture remains Virginia’s largest private industry 
with an economic impact of $70 billion annually and 
more than 334,000 jobs in the Commonwealth. Many 
Virginia commodities and products rank in the top 10 
among all U.S. states including apples, 6th; grapes, 8th; 
peanuts, 9th; and fresh market tomatoes, 10th. Virginia 
ǘƊȺ�ׂׂׅׄة׃�ǏƊȲǿȺ�ƧȌɨƵȲǞȁǐ� ��ÀǘƵ�ƊɨƵȲƊǐƵخ�ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ƊƧȲƵȺخׇ
farm size is 181 acres and the typical Virginia farmer is 
��ÀǘƵ�ȁɐǿƦƵȲ�ȌǏ�ǏƊȲǿȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƊǐȲǞƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶخ�ɯƵƊȲȺ�ȌǶƮׅخׅ
acreage have seen a nine percent reduction since the 
2001 Virginia Census of Agriculture. 

According to American Farmland Trust’s (AFT) recent 
report Farms Under Threat (2020), more than 339,000 
acres of farmland were converted in Virginia to urban 
and low density residential development between 
2001 and 2016. Approximately four percent of the entire 
agricultural land in Virginia was lost to development. 
Furthermore, the report ranked Virginia in the Top 10 
for acres of agricultural land developed per new person 
added to the state’s population. Between 1982 and 
��ƊƧȲƵȺ�ȌǏ�ƊǐȲǞƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ǶƊȁƮׁخ׀��ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ȺƊƧȲǞ˛ƧƵƮةׁׂ׀ׂ
per new resident. 

An adequate supply of clean water and a critical mass 
of productive farmland throughout Virginia is essential 
to a resilient regional food system. No farms, no food.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to light 
the fragility and inequality of a nationwide food 
production and distribution system that has over a 
generation become further removed from consumers 
and increasingly consolidated. By disrupting the 

processing and delivery capacity of large national and 
ǞȁɈƵȲȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�˛ȲǿȺ�ɈȌ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵ�ǲƵɯ�ǏȌȌƮ�ȺɈƊȯǶƵȺة�ɈǘƵ�
COVID-19 pandemic has yielded local and regional 
food shortages, from pork, beef and poultry to fruits 
and vegetables. The pervasiveness of these disruptions 
and shortages became clear as Virginians visited our 
local groceries and found the shelves empty as the 
pandemic took hold.   

The Commonwealth’s priority should be to ensure that 
the most vulnerable Virginians have access to food, 
whether their needs be chronic or acute.  Here, the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵȺ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ǶǞȁƵ�ȌǏ�ƮƵǏƵȁȺƵخ�� ɐɈة�ɈǘƵ�ƵǏǏƵƧɈǞɨƵȁƵȺȺ�
of SNAP requires that those in need have access to a 
reliable food supply at retail, commercial and charitable 
food outlets.  This critical access was potentially 
jeopardized as food supplies at regional food banks 
shrank and demand increased as the economic impact 
of COVID-19 took hold across communities in the 
Commonwealth.  

The impact of COVID-19 related disruptions to the food 
supply was not limited to consumers.   From dairy 
farmers to fruit and vegetable producers, disruptions 
in the food supply chain and contracts cancelled by 
end-users such as schools, restaurants, and others 
are leaving agricultural operators in Virginia without 
markets for their products.  The prospect of farmers 
dumping milk, euthanizing livestock, and leaving 
ƧȲȌȯȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�˛ƵǶƮ�ɈȌ�ȲȌɈ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�ȲƵƊǶ�ȯȌȺȺǞƦǞǶǞɈɯة�ƮƵȺȯǞɈƵ�ǏȌȌƮ�
shortages at our groceries and food banks. Moreover, 
ɩǞɈǘ�ƊǶȲƵƊƮɯ�ȺǿƊǶǶ�ǿƊȲǐǞȁȺ�ɩǘƵȲƵ�ׁׅ�ƧƵȁɈȺ�ȌǏ�ƵɨƵȲɯ�
consumer dollar spent goes to the farmer, declining 
revenue from lost sales only exacerbates the economic 
challenges facing our farmers and the support 
businesses that rely on agriculture.  

Actions that foster the ability of farmers to connect 
into and enhance local and regional agricultural 
economies and food systems should be a priority. 
Creating markets for Virginia’s agricultural products 
through regional distribution networks, expanding 

CREATING A MORE RESILIENT AND SUSTAINABLE FOOD 
SYSTEM

AN ADEQUATE SUPPLY OF CLEAN WATER AND A CRITICAL 
MASS OF PRODUCTIVE FARMLAND THROUGHOUT VIRGINIA 
IS ESSENTIAL TO A RESILIENT REGIONAL FOOD SYSTEM. NO 
FARMS, NO FOOD. 

Parker Agelasto // Capital Region Land Conservancy | Michael Kane // Piedmont Environmental Council
John McCarthy // Piedmont Environmental Council

         CONSERVING VIRGINIA'S LANSCAPES



small scale processing facilities, and expanding support 
for direct to consumer options such as farmers markets 
and community supported agriculture are examples 
of investments that can diversify food supply chains, 
reduce transportation costs, and grow rural economies 
ƊȁƮ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁƧɯ�ٌ�ǶƵɈ�ƊǶȌȁƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�
healthier and fresher produce afford our residents.         

The Commonwealth has programs that can 
accelerate the pace of farmland conservation and 
ƮǞɨƵȲȺǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁة�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ƊɨƊǞǶƊƦǶƵ�
through the Virginia Department of Agriculture 
ƊȁƮ�!ȌȁȺɐǿƵȲ�²ƵȲɨǞƧƵȺـ�ß(�!²ف��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�ȌǏ�IƊȲǿǶƊȁƮ�
Preservation and the Virginia Land Conservation 
Foundation (VLCF).  But, funding levels have never 
met the funding requirements under Virginia Code 
 ȺƵƵ�Healthy, Resilient Communitiesـ��ׁׁׂٌׅخׅ�ۍ
and Lanscapes, p. 88). These programs conserve 
productive land and resources, but also support rural 
economies by providing farmers capital to reinvest 
and expand operations. Likewise, investment in the 
Virginia Cooperative Extension, Virginia Food Access 
Investment Fund, and Virginia Fresh Match Incentive 
Program help foster urban agriculture and other 
ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƦȲǞȁǐ�ƵȱɐǞɈɯة�ȺƵǶǏٌȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯة�ƊȁƮ�ǶȌȁǐٌ
term resiliency to many Virginians in low-access food 
deserts and in areas, urban or rural, with higher than 
average rates of poverty and chronic illness.  
  
CONCLUSION
The Commonwealth can build more reliable and 
resilient food production and supply systems through 
targeted investments that (re)build local and regional 
food distribution networks, expand small scale food 
processing facilities, and conserve agricultural lands.  
Pursuing a more holistic and regionally based food 
ȺɐȯȯǶɯ�ƧǘƊǞȁ�ȌǏǏƵȲȺ�ƮǞɨƵȲȺǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ƊɐǐǿƵȁɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ɈȌ�
a national food distribution system that showed strain 
under the COVID-19 pandemic.  

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
IɐǶǶɯ�ǏɐȁƮ��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�ȌǏ�IƊȲǿǶƊȁƮ�§ȲƵȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�
and the Virginia Farmland Preservation Fund.

Develop a comprehensive list of farms 
eligible for funding under the Conservation 
title of the federal Farm Bill (ACEP/ALE) to 
assist NRCS in competing for a larger share of 
خ�ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ȯƵȲ�ɯƵƊȲ׀ׅׄٽ

Expand Agricultural and Forestry Industries 
Development Fund resources.

IɐȁƮ�IƊȲǿ�ɈȌ�²ƧǘȌȌǶ�§ȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�Ʀɯ�ȌǏǏȺƵɈɈǞȁǐ�
the cost of local foods for school systems.

Providing grant funds or tax incentives for 
small and or non USDA inspected processing 
ǏƊƧǞǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ɈȌ�ƵɮȯƊȁƮ�ȌȲ�ǐƊǞȁ�ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁȺخ

Continue to fund and support Virginia’s 
Finest and Virginia Grown through VDACS.

Continue to fund and support Virginia Food 
Access Investment Fund.

Continue to fund and support Virginia Fresh 
Match Incentive Program by providing a 1:1 
match for SNAP funds.

Create a funding source to secure non-
contaminated public and private green 
space for small acreage urban and suburban 
agriculture.

Provide grant funding to assist landowners 
in resolving heirs property.

AUTUMN LANDSCAPE - THE SUN SETTING OVER A FARM IN THE SHENANDOAH VALLEY. 
Image credit: Chris Anderson
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia hosts a diverse array of historic, archaeological, 
ƊȁƮ�ƧɐǶɈɐȲƊǶ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺ�ٌ�ƊȲǐɐƊƦǶɯ�ɈǘƵ�ǿȌȺɈ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�
of any state. From Chief Powhatan’s capital at 
Werowocomoco and the Jamestown colony, to the 
ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮȺ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ªƵɨȌǶɐɈǞȌȁƊȲɯ�àƊȲة�àƊȲ�ȌǏ�ׁةׁׂ�
and Civil War, to under-recognized historic African 
American schools and cemeteries and sites related 
to the struggle for Civil Rights, these places tell the 
story of our Commonwealth and our nation. These 
resources are essential to what makes Virginia a great 
place to live, work, and visit, and protecting them 
also supports several of the Commonwealth’s largest 
industries, including agriculture and tourism. We also 
recognize that certain historic resources in Virginia 
preserve the memory of racial injustice, and we support 
efforts to update interpretation and signage in order to 
contextualize these resources as appropriate.

BACKGROUND
Virginia has a number of tools that serve to protect our 
historic, archaeological, and cultural resources. Broadly 
speaking, these include:
 

• Land conservation through the Virginia 
 ƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮ�§ȲƵȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�IɐȁƮـ�ß §Iةف�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�
Land Conservation Foundation (VLCF), and Land 
Preservation Tax Credits (LPTC);

• Virginia Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit Program 
(HRTC); and,

• Section 106 of the National Historic Preservation 
Act of 1966, which is administered by Virginia 
Department of Historic Resources (VDHR).  

 
These programs are essential in protecting historic 
resources and play a key role in protecting the 
environment. In the Chesapeake Bay watershed for 
example, conservationists have worked to save tens 
ȌǏ�ɈǘȌɐȺƊȁƮȺ�ȌǏ�ƊƧȲƵȺ�ȌǏ�ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮ�ǶƊȁƮة�ǘƵǶȯǞȁǐ�ɈȌ�
support agriculture, improve water and air quality, 
reduce erosion, and provide habitat for native 
plants and wildlife. These programs help to make 
our cities and towns more livable and economically 
vibrant through the protection of open space and 
encouragement of heritage tourism.

LAND CONSERVATION
Conservation of historic land and buildings is 
supported by two competitive grant programs (VBPF 

and VLCF) and the LPTC. The VBPF is targeted to land 
fought over during the Revolutionary War, War of 
1812, and Civil War. Virginia is home to 122 nationally 
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�!ǞɨǞǶ�àƊȲ�ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮȺ�ƊȺ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�
federal government – more than any other state – as 
well as nine Revolutionary War and four War of 1812 
ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮȺخ

²ǞȁƧƵ�ß §IٚȺ�ƧȲƵƊɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ׂׅخׁٽ�ة׆׀׀�ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ǐȲƊȁɈȺ�
awarded by the state have helped to preserve nearly 
�׀׀ׁٽ��ƊƧȲƵȺ�ȌǏ�ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮ�ǶƊȁƮ�ɩȌȲɈǘ�ǿȌȲƵ�ɈǘƊȁ׀׀׀ة
ǿǞǶǶǞȌȁة�ȲƵȯȲƵȺƵȁɈǞȁǐ�Ɗ�ǐȲƵƊɈƵȲ�ɈǘƊȁ�ٌׅɈȌׁٌ�ȲƵɈɐȲȁ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�
state’s investment. That includes recent grants to save 
ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶ�ƊƧȲƵƊǐƵ�ƊɈ�æȌȲǲɈȌɩȁ�ɈǘƊɈ�˛ǐɐȲƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ��ƧɈȌƦƵȲ�
1781 siege that secured American independence, at 
Brandy Station and Cedar Mountain where the General 
Assembly has directed VDCR to study a potential future 
ȺɈƊɈƵ�ȯƊȲǲة�ƊȁƮ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�yƵɩ�wƊȲǲƵɈ�RƵǞǐǘɈȺ�ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮ�
where 14 United States Colored Troops earned the 
Congressional Medal of Honor, the greatest number 
awarded to African-American soldiers for any battle of 
the Civil War.
 
Fully funding VLCF and VBPF is of critical importance 
to help protect hallowed ground from the wars of 
ȌɐȲ�ȁƊɈǞȌȁٚȺ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƧƵȁɈɐȲɯة�ƊȁƮ�Ǟȁ�ƮȌǞȁǐ�ȺȌ�ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ɈǘƊɈ�
Virginia does not miss out on millions of dollars in 
ǏƵƮƵȲƊǶ�ǿƊɈƧǘǞȁǐ�ǐȲƊȁɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮ�ȯȲƵȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�
administered by the National Park Service’s American 
 ƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮ�§ȲȌɈƵƧɈǞȌȁ�§ȲȌǐȲƊǿـ�ȺƵƵ�Healthy, Resilient 
Communities and Landscapes, p. 88)

VIRGINIA HISTORIC REHABILITATION TAX CREDIT (HRTC)
The HRTC provides a dollar-for-dollar reduction in 
state income tax liability for the rehabilitation of 
historic buildings through an income tax credit equal 
ɈȌ�ׂׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ȱɐƊǶǞ˛ƵƮ�ȲƵǘƊƦǞǶǞɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ƵɮȯƵȁƮǞɈɐȲƵȺخ�
Virginia’s HRTC can be matched by federal 
rehabilitation tax credits, which provide a further 
ƧȲƵƮǞɈ�ƵȱɐƊǶ�ɈȌ�ׂ׀�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ȱɐƊǶǞ˛ƵƮ�ȲƵǘƊƦǞǶǞɈƊɈǞȌȁ�
expenditures.
 
Since 1997, the HRTC has been a catalytic community 
redevelopment and economic development tool for 

PROTECTING HISTORIC AND CULTURAL RESOURCES

THESE PROGRAMS HELP TO MAKE OUR CITIES AND TOWNS 
MORE LIVABLE AND ECONOMICALLY VIBRANT THROUGH 
THE PROTECTION OF OPEN SPACE AND ENCOURAGEMENT OF 
HERITAGE TOURISM.

�ƮƊǿ�JǞǶǶƵȁɩƊɈƵȲشش���ǿƵȲǞƧƊȁ� ƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮ�ÀȲɐȺɈ�0ے�ǶǞɹƊƦƵɈǘ�jȌȺɈƵǶȁɯشش��§ȲƵȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ
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the Commonwealth’s urban and rural communities 
– it ensures that a building’s historic architectural 
features and spaces are preserved, while modernizing 
the structure’s use and spurring potential investment 
in the surrounding neighborhood. Research studies 
by VCU’s Center of Urban and Regional Analysis؇ 
and Baker Tilly,؈ found that  construction and related 
activities associated with historic tax credit projects 
ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈƵȺ׀ׂخׄٽ��ɈȌ׀׃خׅٽ��ȌǏ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈ�ǏȌȲ�ƵɨƵȲɯ�
$1.00 of tax credit. During the Great Recession of 2008, 
historic rehabilitation projects remained steady while 
new construction faltered.
 
Given the proven return on the Commonwealth’s 
investment from the HRTC, and economic impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, we would encourage the 
state to consider temporarily increasing the percentage 
tax credit that can be claimed via the HRTC in order 
to help with the state’s economic recovery, and to give 
particular consideration to HRTC projects with the 
ȯȌɈƵȁɈǞƊǶ�ɈȌ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ɐȁƮƵȲٌȲƵȯȲƵȺƵȁɈƵƮ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺخ

SECTION 106 OF THE NATIONAL HISTORIC PRESERVATION ACT (NHPA)
VDHR is responsible for administering Section 106 of 
the NHPA؉ which requires federal agencies to take 
into account the effects of their undertakings on 
historic resources. VDHR is extremely challenged, given 
ƧɐȲȲƵȁɈ�ȺɈƊǏ˛ȁǐ�ǶǞǿǞɈȺة�Ǟȁ�ƊƮƵȱɐƊɈƵǶɯ�ƊƮǿǞȁǞȺɈƵȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘǞȺ�
important law. Threats posed by projects  such as the 
Mountain Valley and Atlantic Coast Pipelines, and the 
transmission line across the James River have stretched 
ß(RªٚȺ�ƧƊȯƊƧǞɈɯخ�XȁƧȲƵƊȺƵƮ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�ß(RªٚȺ�ȺɈƊǏ˛ȁǐ�
capacity is important to enable the Department’s 
administration of Section 106 of the NHPA.
 
In addition, while we strongly supported and were 
ƵȁƧȌɐȲƊǐƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƊȺȺƊǐƵ�ȌǏ�R ׅ׆׆�ƮɐȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�
2020 General Assembly session, which is intended to 
strengthen protections for historic and scenic resources 
with the potential to be impacted by proposed electric 
transmission line projects, it is important that the 
State Corporation Commission follow through on 
meaningfully implementing these enhanced review 
requirements for new projects.؊  

AFRICAN AMERICAN AND VIRGINIA INDIAN RESOURCES
For far too long, African American and Virginia Indian 
historic resources have received inadequate protection. 
In recent years, the General Assembly passed several 
bills that help identify and fund the preservation of 
African American cemeteries, including the creation 
of an Historical African American Cemeteries and 
Graves Fund. Additionally, federal funding through 
the Underrepresented Community Grants is 
administered by VDHR to support projects to survey 
and nominate African American and Virginia Indian 
sites for inclusion in the National Register of Historic 
Places.؋ Virginia’s 2020-2022 biennial budget included 

funding to support several important initiatives 
pertaining to African American historic resources, 
such as the Center for African American History and 
Culture at VUU, additional historical state highway 
markers, and digitizing the Virginia African American 
History trail. While there remains uncertainty about 
ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵٚȺ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ȺǞɈɐƊɈǞȌȁ�ƮɐƵ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�!�ßX(ׁٌ�
pandemic, funding for these initiatives should be an 
important priority, particularly in light of COVID-19’s 
disproportionate impact on communities of color, and 
more generally the state should seek to continue its 
efforts to provide increased funding, recognition, and 
protection for historic African American and Virginia 
Indian resources across the Commonwealth.

250TH ANNIVERSARY OF THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION
With the Semiquincentennial of the American 
Revolution fast approaching, and with Virginia home 
ɈȌ�ǿƊȁɯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ǘǞȺɈȌȲǞƧ�ȺǞɈƵȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƮƵ˛ȁƵƮ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƧȌȁ˜ǞƧɈة�
ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ƦƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮȺ�ȺɐƧǘ�ƊȺ�æȌȲǲɈȌɩȁة�ǞɈ�ǞȺ�ȌȁǶɯ�˛ɈɈǞȁǐ�
that the Commonwealth take a lead role in what is sure 
ɈȌ�ƦƵ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ƧƵǶƵƦȲƊɈǞȌȁخ��ƧƧȌȲƮǞȁǐǶɯة�
this year the General Assembly passed legislation to 
establish a state-level commission to begin planning 
and preparations for an inclusive commemoration 
in Virginia of our nation’s founding. This important 
anniversary provides an opportunity to showcase 
diverse stories from across the Commonwealth, 
including those of women and minority communities, 
and the General Assembly should provide initial 
funding to support the commission’s activities.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Secure funding for VLCF and VBPF at $16 
million and $2 million, respectively.

Strengthen the HRTC program to allow 
for at least a temporary increase in the 
percentage tax credit that can be claimed to 
help the state’s economic recovery.

0ȁȺɐȲƵ�ƊƮƵȱɐƊɈƵ�ƊȁƮ�ȺɈƊƦǶƵ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǏȌȲ�
DHR’s administration of Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act.

Provide increased funding for the 
ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ and protection of African 
American and Virginia Indian historic 
resources.

Provide initial funding for Virginia’s 
American ªƵɨȌǶɐɈǞȌȁ�ׂׅ׀�!ȌǿǿǞȺȺǞȌȁخ



96 | 

AN AERIAL VIEW OF WEYANOKE, LOCATED ON THE JAMES RIVER IN CHARLES CITY 
COUNTY, VA. THE AREA IS NAMED FOR THE WEYANOKE (ALSO SPELLED WEANOC), A 
TRIBE OF THE POWHATAN CONFEDERACY, WHICH HISTORICALLY INHABITED THE AREA. 
WEYANOKE WAS ALSO THE FIRST AFRICAN COMMUNITY IN NORTH AMERICA. 
Image credit: Will Parson, Chesapeake Bay Program
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia’s use of electricity and reliance on large-scale 
centralized power generation comes at a price. Even 
with the cleanest power generation projects, best 
practices should be employed to optimize energy 
output while minimizing environmental impacts. 
Utility-scale solar, by its very nature, uses many acres of 
land, which – if poorly developed – can unnecessarily 
harm primarily agricultural and forested lands. While 
renewable energy projects must be used to meet the 
Commonwealth’s energy demand going forward, 
Virginia’s executive branch, General Assembly and 
regulators should strive to minimize the environmental 
ǞǿȯƊƧɈȺ�ɩǘǞǶƵ�ǿƊɮǞǿǞɹǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ȺȌǶƊȲخ

BACKGROUND
A utility-scale solar facility is one that generates power 
and feeds it into the grid, supplying an electric utility 
with clean power. Recently Virginia has experienced 
an increase in both the number and size of utility-scale 
facilities. Many attribute this increase to the demands 
of incoming data centers for renewable energy and 
the decreasing cost of solar panels.؇ On average, 
utility-scale solar requires roughly seven to ten acres 
ȯƵȲ�ǿƵǐƊɩƊɈɈ�ȯȲȌƮɐƧƵƮخ�ÀǘǞȺ�ƧƊȁ�ȲƵȺɐǶɈ�Ǟȁ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�
land use. In fact, in the spring of 2019, the Spotsylvania 
Board of Supervisors approved the largest solar energy 
ǏƊƧǞǶǞɈɯ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƵƊȺɈ�ƧȌƊȺɈة�ƧȌȁȺɐǿǞȁǐ�ȌɨƵȲ׀׀ׅة׃��ƊƧȲƵȺ�
ȌǏ�ǏȌȲƵȺɈƵƮ�ǶƊȁƮ�Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƊȁƮ�ɩǞǶǶ�ȯȲȌƮɐƧƵ�ׅ׀׀�
megawatts (MW) of power. 

The recently passed Virginia Clean Economy Act 
declared 16,100 MW of solar and on-shore wind to be 
in the public interest. It is expected that utility-scale 
solar facilities will produce the majority of that new 
generation, and it will happen quickly. 

Virginia needs greater deployment of renewable 
energy projects. However, all projects should take 
ǞȁɈȌ�ƊƧƧȌɐȁɈ�ȺǞɈƵٌȺȯƵƧǞ˛Ƨ�ƧȌȁƮǞɈǞȌȁȺخ�(ƵƧǞȺǞȌȁ�ǿƊǲƵȲȺ�
must ensure proper site selection and best practices 
to minimize any associated negative impacts. The 
expected amount of solar development raises 
concerns with regard to conversion of farms and 
forests; environmental degradation; loss of habitat; 
and impacts on historic, cultural and scenic resources. 
However, those concerns can be minimized if handled 
correctly.

Virginia’s policymakers should implement and promote 
best practices for utility-scale solar, including measures 
related to:

• Proper Site Selection. Prioritize and incentivize 
ȯȌȺɈٌǿǞȁǞȁǐ�ǶƊȁƮة�ǶƊȁƮ˛ǶǶȺة�ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮȺة�ƊȁƮ�ȌɈǘƵȲ�
former industrial or commercial sites. Focusing the 
initial round of development on these sites avoids 
unnecessary impacts to our forests and agricultural 
lands, whose highest and best use is to remain 
ǐȲƵƵȁة�ƵǞɈǘƵȲ�ǏȌȲ�ɈȲƊƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ɐȺƵȺ�ȌȲ�ȺȯƵƧǞ˛ƧƊǶǶɯ�ɈȌ�
address climate change. It also ensures that the 
ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ȲƵƊƧǘ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�
bearing the environmental and health burdens of 
these former industrial or commercial sites and 
helps to diversify the local economy.

• Minimize Anticipatory Clearing of Forested 
Lands. Anticipatory clearing occurs when a 
landowner clears the forested land in anticipation 
of submitting an application for a solar project. 
The clearing of forested land should occur after 
the application is submitted and reviewed by the 
appropriate state agencies so that environmental 
impacts are fully addressed in the permitting 
process.  

• Local Authority. Assist localities in developing 
consistent siting criteria and recommendations for 
the public permitting process without eroding local 
authority.

• Co-Locating Solar Facilitiesخ�wƊɮǞǿǞɹƵ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈ�ɐȺƵ�
of the land by locating solar at a site that is already 
in use, e.g., rooftops, parking garages, pasture land, 
or other energy generation sites.

• Reclamation/Decommissioning. Solar developers 
often include reclamation plans in their operations 
and maintenance budgets, but this should be 
required to ensure that decommissioning is done 
appropriately. In some cases solar panels can be 
simply replaced, possibly eliminating the need for 
site reclamation. 

• Minimize Wildlife Habitat Disturbance and 
Protect Ecology. Minimize the impacts on habitat 
disturbance and the movement of wildlife. Ensure 

MAXIMIZING BENEFITS AND MINIMIZING IMPACTS OF UTILITY-
SCALE SOLAR

UTILITY-SCALE SOLAR, BY ITS VERY NATURE, USES MANY 
ACRES OF LAND, WHICH – IF POORLY DEVELOPED – CAN 
UNNECESSARILY HARM PRIMARILY AGRICULTURAL AND 
FORESTED LANDS.

Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center | Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council 
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A UTILITY-SCALE SOLAR FACILITY LOCATED IN REMINGTON, VA.  
Image credit: Will Parson, Chesapeake Bay Program

that solar developers are communicating early 
and often with federal and state wildlife agencies.
Sustainable Grounds Keeping. Projects should 
include recognized best management practices. 
For example, planting native grasses and 
ɩǞǶƮ˜ȌɩƵȲȺ�Ǟȁ�ǶȌɩ�ǿƊǞȁɈƵȁƊȁƧƵ�ƊȲƵƊȺ�ƧƊȁ�ǞǿȯȲȌɨƵ�
erosion control, pesticide avoidance, stormwater 
Ǟȁ˛ǶɈȲƊɈǞȌȁة�ɩǞǶƮǶǞǏƵ�ǘƊƦǞɈƊɈة�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵƮɐƧƵ�ǶȌȁǐٌ�ɈƵȲǿ�
maintenance costs and emissions. 

CONCLUSION
Now that Virginia has set the wheels in motion for 
increased use of utility-scale solar, it is important that 
policymakers lay the foundation for best practices to 
ǿƊɮǞǿǞɹƵ�ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǿǞȁǞǿǞɹƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈȺخ

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Incentivize solar developers to use 
previously developed or degraded land, such as 
post-mining land, by offering tax credits, grants, 
rebates, or Renewable Energy Credit-adders.

 ȲƵƊǲ�ƮȌɩȁ�ƦƊȲȲǞƵȲȺ�ɈȌ�ƮǞȺɈȲǞƦɐɈƵƮ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ȺȌ�
that it can become a viable option in Virginia (see 
Bringing More Small-Scale Solar to Communities, 
ȯفׅ�خ

Amend the Virginia Code (§10.1-1197.5-1197.11) 
to limit the potential for anticipatory clearing of 
forested lands by discouraging solar applications 
for sites in which 10 acres or greater of tree 
clearing2 has taken place within two years prior 
to the submission of any solar application to the 
Department of Environmental Quality.

Direct Department of Environmental Quality to 
develop a list of state-supported best practices, 

ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ɐɈǞǶǞɹƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�
agreements, and incentives and work with 
developers and utilities  to encourage them to 
choose sites that employ these practices.

Direct the Department of Environmental Quality, 
with input from other interested state agencies 
and stakeholders such as the Department of 
Mines Minerals and Energy, localities, industry, 
non-governmental organizations and the public, 
to study the development of utility-scale solar 
on previously developed or degraded lands. 
These lands would include, but not be limited 
ɈȌب�ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮȺة�ǶƊȁƮ˛ǶǶȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƊƦƊȁƮȌȁƵƮ�ƊȁƮش
or reclaimed mine lands. This effort should 
lead to the production of a report identifying 
ƦƊȲȲǞƵȲȺ�ɈȌ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈ�Ȍȁ�ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮȺة�
including recommendations to incentivize solar 
development on these lands and to maximize local 
ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǏȌȲ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈƵƮ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺخ
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia’s conservation easement policies are the 
envy of many other states. The Virginia Outdoors 
Foundation, created by the General Assembly in 1966, 
is one of the country’s largest land trusts, protecting 
ȌɨƵȲ׀׀׀ة׀ׅ��ƊƧȲƵȺخ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƊǶȺȌ�ǘƊȺ�Ɗ�ȺɈȲȌȁǐ�ƧȌȲȯȺ�
of private land trusts working throughout the 
Commonwealth and important easement programs 
within the Departments of Forestry and Conservation 
& Recreation. These programs are underpinned by two 
foundational laws: the Virginia Conservation Easement 
Act and the Open-Space Land Act.

As Virginia’s easement programs mature, they face a 
growing challenge of ensuring adherence to easement 
provisions after the underlying land changes hands. It 
is critical that conservation easements are interpreted 
Ǟȁ�Ɗ�ɩƊɯ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȲƵ˜ƵƧɈȺ�ɈǘƵ�ƮȌȁȌȲȺٚ�ǞȁɈƵȁɈ�ɈȌ�ȯȲȌɈƵƧɈ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�
ǶƊȁƮ�Ǟȁ�ȯƵȲȯƵɈɐǞɈɯ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲȌɈƵƧɈȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�
conferred.

BACKGROUND
Over the last 20 years, the Commonwealth has seen a 
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�Ǟȁ�ƧȌȁȺƵȲɨƵƮ�ǶƊȁƮȺة�ǿɐƧǘ�ȌǏ�ɩǘǞƧǘ�
can be attributed to the establishment of the Land 
Preservation Tax Credit and our conservation grant 
programs. These programs have resulted in Virginia 
making notable progress in meeting our obligations 
under the Chesapeake Bay Agreement, water quality 
in general, preservation of agricultural and forested 
lands and in protecting scenic and historic resources. 
Since the introduction of these tools, we have seen 
ǿȌȲƵ�ɈǘƊȁ�Ɗ�˛ɨƵǏȌǶƮ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�Ǟȁ�ƧȌȁȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƊȺɈ�
21 years as compared to the rate of the 34 years after 
introduction of the Open Space Lands Act. 

When a person newly acquires land that has been 
placed under a conservation easement, it is critical that 
they understand the conservation values the easement 
seeks to protect and how that affects the land uses that 
are and are not permitted. Land trusts bear the primary 
responsibility for educating landowners on these 
provisions, and must make a priority of maintaining 
productive relationships with landowners. But disputes 
will inevitably arise in some cases, and when they 
do it is essential that courts interpret easements to 
effectuate the intent of the easement donor and the 
ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ƧȌȁǏƵȲȲƵƮخ

In recent years, there have been several legal cases in 
which there have been disputes between landowners 
and conservation easement holders regarding the 
interpretation of the easements and the protection of 
resources on the individual properties. 

The Virginia Supreme Court in the White Cloud (2016) 
case؇ ruled against the enforcement of the easement 
terms, stating that restrictions in the use of real 
property should be construed narrowly. The Court 
believed that the General Assembly had not spoken to 
the issue of how to resolve ambiguities in conservation 
easements. The law is clear, however, with regard to the 
purpose of the restrictions in a conservation easement, 
ɩǘǞƧǘ�ǞȺ�ɈȌ�ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ƧȌȁɈǞȁɐƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�
of the conservation values in the lands in perpetuity. 
It is now time for the General Assembly to make it 
clear that ambiguities should be resolved in favor of 
protecting those conservation values.

CONCLUSION
Virginia’s strong conservation policies have led to 
unprecedented success in the widespread use of 
conservation easements – most donated as charitable 
ǐǞǏɈȺ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�!ȌǿǿȌȁɩƵƊǶɈǘ�ȌȲ�Ɗ�ȁȌȁȯȲȌ˛Ɉ�ƧȌȁȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�
organization. Ensuring that these gifts will persist for 
ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ȌǏ�ǏɐɈɐȲƵ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ȲƵȱɐǞȲƵȺ�Ɗȁ�ƵɮȯǶǞƧǞɈ�
policy regarding judicial interpretation of easements.

ENSURING THE PUBLIC BENEFITS OF CONSERVATION 
EASEMENTS

IT IS CRITICAL THAT CONSERVATION EASEMENTS ARE 
INTERPRETED IN A WAY THAT REFLECTS THE DONORS’ INTENT 
TO PROTECT THEIR LAND IN PERPETUITY AND PROTECTS THE 
PUBLIC BENEFITS CONFERRED.

Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council | Nikki Rovner // The Nature Conservancy 

POLICY RECOMMENDATION
ÀǘƵ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ��ȺȺƵǿƦǶɯ�ȺǘȌɐǶƮ�ƵȁƊƧɈ�
legislation clarifying that any court interpreting 
ambiguity in a conservation easement should 
do so in a way that protects the conservation 
values enumerated in the easement.
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SUNSET OVER FARMLAND IN GREENE COUNTY, VA.
Image credit: Harlow Chandler
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2  ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�RǞȺɈȌȲǞƧ�ªƵǘƊƦǞǶǞɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ÀƊɮ�!ȲƵƮǞɈȺل�Pres. Va. (Dec. 2017), http://preservationva.wpengine.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/VA_HTC_Full_Report_.
pdf.
3  �ȁ�XȁɈȲȌƮɐƧɈǞȌȁ�ɈȌ�²ƵƧɈǞȌȁلסכל��Advisory Council on Historic Pres., https://www.achp.gov/protecting-historic-properties/section-106-process/introduction-
section-106 (last visited June 30, 2020).
4  Rةف׀ׂ׀ׂـ�ׅ׆׆�خ خ�ǘɈɈȯȺششبǶǞȺخɨǞȲǐǞȁǞƊخǐȌɨشƧǐǞٌƦǞȁشǶƵǐȯخׄ׀׆ƵɮƵدȺƵȺۋׁ׀ׂڙɈɯȯڙƦǞǶۋɨƊǶڙǘƦۋׅ׆׆ȺɐƦǿǞɈڙJخ�
ׅ��ÇȁƮƵȲȲƵȯȲƵȺƵȁɈƵƮ�!ȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�JȲƊȁɈȺل Nat’l Park Serv., https://www.nps.gov/preservation-grants/community-grants.html (last visited June 30, 2020).

MAXIMIZING BENEFITS AND MINIMIZING IMPACTS OF UTILITY SCALE SOLAR
1 (ƊɈƊ�!ƵȁɈƵȲ�!ȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�!ȌǿǿƵȁɈȺ�Ȍȁ�!ƊȺƵ�yȌى�§Çªلנסכככ٧ףלכם٧�Sept. 17, 2018, available at : https://www.southernenvironment.org/uploads/words_docs/
Data_center_letter__Dominion_IRP_9.2018.pdf
2  ²ǿƊǶǶ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺ�ƊȲƵ�ƮƵȺƧȲǞƦƵƮ�Ǟȁ��ßƊخ��ƮǿǞȁخ�!ȌƮƵ׀׃ׁٌ׀׆ׁٌׅ�ۍ��ƊȺ�ɈǘȌȺƵ�ɩǞɈǘ�ƵǞɈǘƵȲ�Ɗ�ȲƊɈƵƮ�ƧƊȯƊƧǞɈɯ�ǐȲƵƊɈƵȲ�ɈǘƊȁ�ׅ׀׀�ǲǞǶȌɩƊɈɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǶƵȺȺ�ɈǘƊȁ�ȌȲ�
ƵȱɐƊǶ�ɈȌ�˛ɨƵ�ǿƵǐƊɩƊɈɈȺ�ȌȲ�Ɗ�ƮǞȺɈɐȲƦƊȁƧƵ�ɹȌȁƵ�ǐȲƵƊɈƵȲ�ɈǘƊȁ�ɈɩȌ�ƊƧȲƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǶƵȺȺ�ɈǘƊȁ�ȌȲ�ƵȱɐƊǶ�ɈȌ�ׁ׀�ƊƧȲƵȺخ

ENSURING THE PUBLIC BENEFITS OF CONSERVATION EASEMENTS
1�àƵɈǶƊȁƮȺ��ǿخ�ÀȲةخ�XȁƧخ�ɨخ�àǘǞɈƵ�!ǶȌɐƮ�yǞȁƵ�ßƵȁɈɐȲƵȺة�mׂخ0خ�²ׇׂ�ةخ§خƮ�ׁׁׂ�ةׁ׃�ßƊةف׆ׁ׀ׂـ�׃ׁׅ�خ�ǘɈɈȯششبɩɩɩخƧȌɐȲɈȺخȺɈƊɈƵخɨƊخɐȺشȌȯǞȁǞȌȁȺشȌȯȁȺƧɨɩȯׇׁׁׁׅׄش خȯƮǏخׇ

GREAT BLUE HERON AND SPANISH MOSS ON CHELYDRA STREAM, VIRGINIA BEACH, VA.
Image credit: Erik Moore
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COVERED SUMMIT - THE HIGHEST POINT IN VIRGINIA ON MOUNT ROGERS 
IN JEFFERSON NATIONAL FOREST. 
Image credit: Izabela Clarke
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Last year saw the end of a two-decade battle to create a successful management plan for Virginia’s menhaden. However, 
there is still much to be done to preserve and enhance our wildlife habitats and fisheries. As population growth continues 
to expand into new areas of the state, we must ensure that successful wildlife corridor stewardship through the Wildlife 
Corridor Action Plan protects the health and safety of our aquatic and terrestrial species. We must also continue to meet 
our Chesapeake Bay cleanup goals by rebuilding its oyster population. 
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IMPROVING SAFETY FOR WILDLIFE AND PEOPLE THROUGH WILDLIFE CORRIDOR 
STEWARDSHIP 
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǿƊƮƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȺɈƵȯȺ�Ǟȁ�ׂ׀ׂ׀�ɈȌ�ǿƊǲƵ�ǞɈȺ�ǏȲƊǐǿƵȁɈƵƮ�ǶƊȁƮȺƧƊȯƵ�ȺƊǏƵȲ�ǏȌȲ�
wildlife and people through bipartisan support of the Wildlife Corridor Action Plan. 
Virginia should continue this effort by improving data collection, planning, training, and 
incentive programs to ensure the health and safety of the Commonwealth’s aquatic and 
terrestrial species and Virginians.  

Misty Boos // Wild Virginia // misty@wildvirginia.org
Jenny Oren // Wildlands Network // jenny@wildlandsnetwork.org 
Celia Vuocolo // Piedmont Environmental Council // cvuocolo@pecva.org

FINE-TUNING MANAGEMENT OF VIRGINIA’S OYSTER RESOURCES
ÀǘƵ�!ȌǿǿȌȁɩƵƊǶɈǘ�ǘƊȺ�ǿƊƮƵ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ǞȁɨƵȺɈǿƵȁɈ�Ǟȁ�ȺɐƧƧƵȺȺǏɐǶ�ƵǏǏȌȲɈȺ�ɈȌ�ȲƵƦɐǞǶƮ�
the Bay’s oyster population. These efforts have not only supported Virginia’s wild oyster 
harvest but also Virginia’s efforts to meet the oyster restoration goals of the Chesapeake 
Bay Watershed Agreement. In addition, these investments have provided multiple 
ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌǶȌǐǞƧƊǶ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ǿȌȲƵ�ȲȌƦɐȺɈ�ȌɯȺɈƵȲ�ǘƊȲɨƵȺɈȺة�ƧǶƵƊȁƵȲ�ɩƊɈƵȲة�
and more habitat for economically important species such as blue crabs and striped 
bass.

Chris Moore // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // cmoore@cbf.org
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org

          PRESERVING AND ENHANCING WILDLIFE HABITATS AND FISHERIES

EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES AND 
CONTACT INFORMATION

VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert
VCN Policy & Campaigns Manager, Clean Water and Land Conservation
pat@vcnva.org



THE POSTED BOUNDARY OF A WILDLIFE SANCTUARY IN GRAYSON 
HIGHLANDS STATE PARK. 
Image credit: Nissa Dean
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia’s landscape is increasingly fragmented, 
impacting the health of the Commonwealth’s diverse 
terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems. Virginia has the 
third largest state-maintained highway system in the 
ƧȌɐȁɈȲɯخ��ɐȲ�ȲȌƊƮȺ�ƊǶȌȁƵ�ƧȌɨƵȲ�ׇׅ׀ׁة׀�ǿǞǶƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƧɐɈ�
Virginia’s  landscape into pieces.؇ Wildlife corridors, 
or connections between patches of habitat,؈ protect 
public health,؉ reduce wildlife-vehicle collisions,؊ and 
allow wildlife to move to more suitable habitats making 
them more resilient in the face of a changing climate,؋ 
Virginia’s General Assembly took a great step forward in 
2020 with the Wildlife Corridor Action Plan. While this 
ȯǶƊȁ�ɩǞǶǶ�ǞǿȯȲȌɨƵ�ɈǘƵ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ɩǞǶƮǶǞǏƵ�ƧȌȲȲǞƮȌȲȺ�
in Virginia and develop a strategy to protect them, 
there remain connectivity issues that require additional 
focus. 

BACKGROUND
As new patterns of species dispersal emerge, ranges 
shift, and seasonal movement and migration vary 
due to changes in climate and land use, animals cross 
roads in order to adapt. The Virginia Department of 
Transportation (VDOT) currently uses police report data 
for project planning and safety evaluations; however, 
police-reported deer-vehicle collisions represent only 
9.4 percent of insurance claims.، We need a better 
understanding of the magnitude and the locations 
of wildlife-vehicle incidents in order to make good 
planning decisions.  

Like terrestrial species, aquatic organisms need to 
ǿȌɨƵ�ȺƊǏƵǶɯ�ƊȁƮ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈǶɯ�Ǟȁ�ȌȲƮƵȲ�ɈȌ�ƊƧƧƵȺȺ�ȺɈȲƵƊǿ�
habitat and resources during mating seasons, times 
of drought, and for genetic dispersal. Road-stream 
crossings can impede the movement of aquatic 
species. Problems with passage occur when a stream 
is fragmented by culverts or low-water fords meant 
to move cars, but not aquatic life. For example, the 
0ƊȺɈƵȲȁ�ƦȲȌȌǲ�ɈȲȌɐɈة�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊٚȺ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ǏȲƵȺǘɩƊɈƵȲ�
˛Ⱥǘة�ƧƊȁ�ȌȁǶɯ�ǯɐǿȯ�ǏȌɐȲ�ǞȁƧǘƵȺ�ǿƊɮǞǿɐǿ�Ǟȁ�ȌȲƮƵȲ�ɈȌ�
swim through a pipe and are often trapped on one side 
of a crossing. Flooding, caused by these undersized 
culverts also damages roadways, erodes streambanks, 
ƊȁƮ�ɩƊȺǘƵȺ�ȯȌȯɐǶƊɈǞȌȁȺ�ȌǏ�˛Ⱥǘ�ƮȌɩȁȺɈȲƵƊǿخ�ÀǘǞȺ�ǞȺ�Ɗ�
ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȯȲȌƦǶƵǿة�ƦƵƧƊɐȺƵ�ɈǘƵȲƵ�ƊȲƵ�ׁׂ׃ׇׁة�ƧɐǶɨƵȲɈ�
structures in Virginia excluding structures owned or 
managed at the federal level as well as numerous 

privately-owned structures.؍ One assessment of road-
stream crossings in blue ridge headwater streams 
ǏȌɐȁƮ�ɈǘƊɈ�ׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȲȌƊƮ�ƧȲȌȺȺǞȁǐȺ�ƊȺȺƵȺȺƵƮ�
ɩƵȲƵ�ǞǿȯƵƮǞȁǐ�˛Ⱥǘ�ǿȌɨƵǿƵȁɈة�ƊȁƮ�ׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȌǏ�
crossings were owned by VDOT.؎ There is a clear need 
for additional assessments throughout the state.There 
have been a handful of regional initiatives in Virginia 
that surveyed road crossings for their impacts to 
aquatic life, but there has been no statewide effort.

Wildlife also do not know where one government 
jurisdiction ends and another begins. Integrating 
planning for wildlife corridors into state planning 
documents can help ensure that corridors are 
protected across jurisdictions. For example, vernal 
pools are sensitive wetlands that are used by some 
of Virginia’s most vulnerable amphibian species and 
ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵ�ǞȁɨƊǶɐƊƦǶƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ɈȌ�ǘƊƦǞɈƊɈ�ƧȌȁȁƵƧɈǞɨǞɈɯخ؏ 
Currently, 100-foot vernal pool buffers are not enforced 
systematically by the US Forest Service (USFS) or 
the Virginia Department of Forestry (DOF) in forest 
management applications. Without adequately 
ȯȲȌɈƵƧɈǞȁǐ�ɈǘǞȺ�ٗƊǿȯǘǞƦǞƊȁ�ǶǞǏƵ�ɹȌȁƵ٘ة�ǶƊȁƮ�ƮǞȺɈɐȲƦƊȁƧƵ�
may occur right up to the edge of these wetlands and 
can cause chronic degradation and loss of biodiversity 
for these valuable systems. Lastly, about 83 percent of 
the land in Virginia is in private hands, meaning that 
ǶƊȁƮȌɩȁƵȲȺ�ƊȁƮ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺ�ǿɐȺɈ�ȯǶƊɯ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȲȌǶƵ�
in helping protect both aquatic and terrestrial wildlife 
corridors.10 

CONCLUSION
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǿƊƮƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȺɈƵȯȺ�Ǟȁ�ׂ׀ׂ׀�ɈȌ�ǿƊǲƵ�ǞɈȺ�
fragmented landscape safer for wildlife and people 
through bipartisan support of the Wildlife Corridor 
Action Plan. Virginia should continue this effort by 
improving data collection, planning, training, and 
incentive programs to ensure the health and safety of 
the Commonwealth’s aquatic and terrestrial species 
and Virginians.  

IMPROVING SAFETY FOR WILDLIFE AND PEOPLE THROUGH 
WILDLIFE CORRIDOR STEWARDSHIP
Misty Boos // Wild Virginia | Jenny Oren // Wildlands Network
Celia Vuocolo // Piedmont Environmental Council

WILDLIFE CORRIDORS, OR CONNECTIONS BETWEEN PATCHES 
OF HABITAT, PROTECT PUBLIC HEALTH, REDUCE WILDLIFE-
VEHICLE COLLISIONS, AND ALLOW WILDLIFE TO MOVE TO 
MORE SUITABLE HABITATS MAKING THEM MORE RESILIENT IN 
THE FACE OF A CHANGING CLIMATE.
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Implement the Wildlife Corridor Action Plan 
Priority Project List and pursue public-private 
partnerships for implementation and monitoring.    

Require protection of wildlife corridors 
ƊȁƮ�ǞȁɈƵǐȲƊɈƵ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�à!�§�ƧȌȲȲǞƮȌȲȺ�ǞȁɈȌ�
community, county, and state management plans.

Provide incentives for private landowners to 
protect and restore wildlife corridors. 

Require VDOT to standardize methodology for 
collecting, analyzing, and publicly reporting wildlife 
collision and carcass data.

Provide resources to the Department of Wildlife 
ªƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺـ�(àªةف�ȁȌȁȯȲȌ˛ɈȺة�ƊȁƮ�ǏƵƮƵȲƊǶ�ƊǐƵȁƧǞƵȺ�
to help launch a coordinated statewide effort to 
assess barriers to aquatic connectivity, and allow 
the survey data to be publicly accessible (example: 
using the NAACC Stream Continuity Database). 

Require VDOT to use the aforementioned 
database to determine the Aquatic Organism 
Passage (AOP) status of a road-stream crossing 
prior to replacement/repair and then use Best 
Management Practices to enhance connectivity 
for these and all road-stream crossing projects. 

Require enforcement of 100-foot vernal pool 
buffers in state forest management applications. 

A WILDLIFE CORRIDOR ON AN EXIT RAMP OF ROUTE 7 IN CLOVERLEAF, VA.
Image credit: Piedmont Environmental Council
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INTRODUCTION
The native oyster (Crassostrea virginica) is one of 
the Chesapeake Bay’s keystone species and of great 
ecological, economical, and historical importance in 
the Commonwealth. Fortunately, during the 2020 
legislative session the General Assembly authorized 
a historic investment in efforts to improve the state’s 
ecological restoration of the Commonwealth’s oyster 
population.  Both of these efforts support not only the 
ǿƊǞȁɈƵȁƊȁƧƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵȺٚ�ƧȌǿǿƵȲƧǞƊǶ�˛ȺǘƵȲɯ�ƦɐɈ�ƊǶȺȌ�
a wide array of ecosystem services provided by healthy 
oyster habitat. 

BACKGROUND
ÀǘƵ�!ǘƵȺƊȯƵƊǲƵـ�ǿƵƊȁǞȁǐ�ٗǐȲƵƊɈ�ȺǘƵǶǶ˛Ⱥǘ� Ɗɯ٘�Ǟȁ�
Algonquin) Bay harbored historical oyster reefs so 
expansive that they posed navigation hazards to 
explorers and watermen. With the ability of each adult 
ȌɯȺɈƵȲ�ɈȌ�˛ǶɈƵȲ�ɐȯ�ɈȌ�ׅ׀�ǐƊǶǶȌȁȺ�ȌǏ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�Ɗ�ƮƊɯة�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�
a key ingredient to removing pollution and increasing 
water quality in the Bay and its tributaries. There was a 
time when the oyster population in the Bay was so vast, 
ɈǘƵ�ƵȁɈǞȲƵ�ׁ�ɈȲǞǶǶǞȌȁ�ǐƊǶǶȌȁȺ�ȌǏ�ɩƊɈƵȲ�ƧȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�˛ǶɈƵȲƵƮ�
in less than a week, currently our current population 
ɩȌɐǶƮ�ɈƊǲƵ�Ɗ�ɩǘȌǶƵ�ɯƵƊȲ�ɈȌ�˛ǶɈƵȲ�ɈǘƵ� Ɗɯخ

Oysters are a keystone species that build three-
dimensional reefs which provide critical nursery habitat 
for many commercially important species such as 
blue crab and striped bass. Restoration is important 
to increasing the vitality of oyster populations by 
providing areas for reproduction which can spillover 
into nearby harvest bars and create disease-resistant 
stocks.  It is estimated that sanctuary oyster reefs 
ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵׄ׃��ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ǘǞǐǘƵȲ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ɨƊǶɐƵ�ȌɨƵȲ�Ɗ�ٌׅ׀
year period than traditionally harvested reefs because 
of their important ecosystem services.؇

Fortunately, targeted successful restoration efforts 
are being implemented by a host of federal, state, 
and nongovernmental organizations to increase the 
oyster population and meet the oyster goal for the 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement.  In 2018, 
ɈǘƵ�mƊǏƊɯƵɈɈƵ�ªǞɨƵȲ�ɩƊȺ�ƮƵƧǶƊȲƵƮ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ɈȲǞƦɐɈƊȲɯ�Ǟȁ�
Virginia to meet the restoration metrics adopted by 
ɈǘƵ�!ǘƵȺƊȯƵƊǲƵ� Ɗɯ�§ȲȌǐȲƊǿف§ !ـ��ƊǏɈƵȲ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�
contributions by local partners, the state, and federal 
agencies. Restoration efforts will now be focused on 

other tributaries such as the Lynnhaven, Piankatank, 
Lower York, and Great Wicomico Rivers in order to 
ǿƵƵɈ�ɈǘƵ�! §�ǐȌƊǶ�ȌǏ�ȲƵȺɈȌȲǞȁǐ�˛ɨƵ�ɈȲǞƦɐɈƊȲɯ�ȲǞɨƵȲȺ�Ʀɯ�
��ɈǘƵȲƵ�ǞȺ�ƧɐȲȲƵȁɈǶɯةɐƵ�ɈȌ�ȁƵɩ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵ�ƊɨƊǞǶƊƦǞǶǞɈɯ)��خׂׅ׀ׂ
a focus on the East Branch of the Elizabeth River.

With investments in oyster restoration and 
replenishment increasing there is a need for additional 
insight into the distribution and size of the state’s 
oyster population, and the ability to better gauge 
restoration success. This will lead to more effective 
management of the Commonwealth’s increasingly 
valuable oyster resource and allow oyster restoration 
practitioners to better focus their efforts as we 
approach upcoming deadlines for oyster restoration in 
Virginia’s portion of the Chesapeake Bay included as 
part of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement.  

CONCLUSION
ÀǘƵ�!ȌǿǿȌȁɩƵƊǶɈǘ�ǘƊȺ�ǿƊƮƵ�Ɗ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�
investment in successful efforts to rebuild the 
Bay’s oyster population. These efforts have not only 
supported Virginia’s wild oyster harvest but also 
Virginia’s efforts to meet the oyster restoration goals 
of the Chesapeake Bay Watershed Agreement. In 
addition, these investments have provided multiple 
ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌǶȌǐǞƧƊǶ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ǞȁƧǶɐƮǞȁǐ�ǿȌȲƵ�
robust oyster harvests, cleaner water, and more habitat 
for economically important species such as blue crabs 
and striped bass.

FINE-TUNING MANAGEMENT OF VIRGINIA'S OYSTER 
RESOURCES

WITH THE ABILITY OF EACH ADULT OYSTER TO FILTER UP TO 50 
GALLONS OF WATER A DAY, OYSTERS ARE A KEY INGREDIENT 
TO REMOVING POLLUTION AND INCREASING WATER QUALITY 
IN THE BAY AND ITS TRIBUTARIES.

Chris Moore // Chesapeake Bay Foundation | Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy
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REP. BOBBY SCOTT JOINS THE CHESAPEAKE BAY 
FOUNDATION IN PLANTING OYSTERS. 
XǿƊǐƵ�ƧȲƵƮǞɈك�jƵȁȁɯ�IǶƵɈƧǘƵȲ

POLICY RECOMMENDATION
Xȁ�ȌȲƮƵȲ�ɈȌ�ƦƵɈɈƵȲ�ǐƊɐǐƵ�ȲƵȺɈȌȲƊɈǞȌȁ�ȺɐƧƧƵȺȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ƦȌɈǘ�ȲƵȺɈȌȲƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�˛ȺǘƵȲɯ management 
decisions are made with the best available information the State budget should include funding to design 
and implement a stock assessment of the Commonwealth’s oyster population, while also continuing to 
invest in rebuilding oyster populations. 
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ENDNOTES

Endnotes
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IMPROVING SAFETY FOR WILDLIFE AND PEOPLE THROUGH WILDLIFE CORRIDOR STEWARDSHIP
1 Virginia’s Highway System Va. Dep’t of Transp. (Nov. 1, 2019), https://www.virginiadot.org/about/vdot_hgwy_sys.asp.
2  Rob Ament et al., Wildlife Connectivity Opportunities for State Legislation, Ctr. for Large Landscape Conservation (2019), https://largelandscapes.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/03/Wildlife_Connectivity_Opportunities_for_State-Legislation_2019.pdf.
3  Aaron Paul, ÀǘƵ�0ƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ� ƵȁƵ˸ɈȺ�ȌǏ�yƊɈɐȲƊǶ�JȌȌƮȺ�ƊȁƮ�²ƵȲɨǞƧƵȺ, Piedmont Envtl. Council (Nov. 2011), https://www.pecva.org/maps-and-resources/
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PELICANS AT MESSICK POINT ON MILL CREED IN HAMPTON ROADS, VA.
Image credit: Randie Trestrail
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FALL FROST - FROST IN TREES NEAR BIG CHERRY RESERVOIR, 
IN BIG STONE GAP, VA. 
Image credit: Bill Harris
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All of the conservation e!orts detailed in this publication cannot be realized without an equitable and inclusive government. 
Our work cannot be considered a success unless our policies and programs represent and benefit all Virginians and do 
not cause disproportionate harm to low-income communities and communities of color. In order to accomplish this, we 
need greater regulatory oversight and robust public participation. Our energy system must be more democratic and fairly 
regulated. We must also ensure that we are building stewards of nature through equitable and inclusive environmental 
education. 
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WORKING TOWARD ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
Virginia’s environmental justice work is not limited to one particular community, 
pollution site, or infrastructure project. It involves an essential procedural framework 
ƊȁƮ�ȺƵɈ�ȌǏ�ƊƧɈǞȌȁȺ�ȲƵȱɐǞȲƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȯȌǶǞƧǞƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺ�ȲƵȯȲƵȺƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�
all Virginians and do not cause disproportionate harm to low-income communities and 
communities of color. Environmental justice work includes ensuring access to clean 
energy for all, access to safe drinking water for all, preventing toxic pollution exposure for 
all, among other concerns, to allow all communities to thrive. 

Chelsea Barnes // Appalachian Voices // chelsea@appvoices.org
Kendyl Crawford // Virginia Interfaith Power and Light // kcrawford@vaipl.org
ÀɯȁƵȺǘǞƊ�JȲǞǏ˛ȁشش��yƵɩ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�wƊǯȌȲǞɈɯشش��ɈǐȲǞǏ˛ȁۊȁƵɩɨǞȲǐǞȁǞƊǿƊǯȌȲǞɈɯخȌȲǐ
Kim Jemaine // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // kim@chesapeakeclimate.org
Queen Shabazz // Virginia Environmental Justice Collaborative // qshabazz@vaejc.org

ENHANCING EQUITY AND PARTICIPATION IN REGULATORY OVERSIGHT
Virginia’s public involvement procedures are unreasonably siloed and inaccessible; 
far from equitable or even useful for professionals and the public alike. Many local 
governments have continued to make decisions on non-essential matters during the 
COVID-19 emergency, despite the countless challenges of involving the public during 
Ɗ�ȯƊȁƮƵǿǞƧخ�àǞɈǘȌɐɈ�ǶƵǐǞȺǶƊɈǞɨƵ�˛ɮƵȺة�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƧȌȁɈǞȁɐƵ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ǶƵǏɈ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƊȲǲ�
about local projects. 

Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council // dholmes@pecva.org
Kim Jemaine // Virginia League of Conservation Voters // kjemaine@valcv.org
Katlyn Schmitt // Center for Progressive Reform // kschmitt@progressivereform.org
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES AND 
CONTACT INFORMATION

VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert
VCN Policy & Campaigns Manager, Healthy Rivers and Land Conservation
pat@vcnva.org

Narissa Turner
VCN Policy & Campaigns Manager, Clean Energy and Climate
narissa@vcnva.org



ENSURING ROBUST PUBLIC PARTICIPATION THROUGH VIRGINIA’S REGULATORY BOARDS
In view of the important environmental protection role served by Virginia’s independent 
regulatory boards, continued preservation and consistent enhancement of the current 
ȺɯȺɈƵǿة�ƊȺ�ǞȁƮǞƧƊɈƵƮ�ǘƵȲƵة�ǞȺ�ɨǞɈƊǶ�ɈȌ�ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺ�ƧƊȁ�ƵȁǯȌɯة�ȺɈƵɩƊȲƮة�ƊȁƮ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�
from the environment and natural resources.

Gustavo Angeles // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // gustavo.angeles@sierraclub.org
Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // connor.kish@sierraclub.org
Margaret L. (Peggy) Sanner // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // psanner@cbf.org

CULTIVATING ENERGY DEMOCRACY IN VIRGINIA
An energy system that serves the public interest is one that protects the environment
while also promoting economic fairness and social justice. To achieve energy
ƮƵǿȌƧȲƊƧɯة�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ǿɐȺɈ�ȯɐȲȺɐƵ�ȯȌǶǞƧǞƵȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƵɮȯƊȁƮ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�Ǟȁ˜ɐƵȁƧƵ�ȌɨƵȲ
ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞƧǞɈɯ�ȺȌɐȲƧƵȺة�ɈǘƵ�ȺǞɈǞȁǐ�ȌǏ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺة�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȺɈƵǿǿǞȁǐ
from those decisions.

Peter Anderson // Appalachian Voices // peter@appvoices.org

REFORMING ELECTRIC UTILITY REGULATION
The State Corporation Commission must regain its full ratemaking authority to ensure 
that customers never pay more than they should for electricity.

Peter Anderson // Appalachian Voices // peter@appvoices.org
Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center // wcleveland@selcva.org
Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council // dholmes@pecva.org
Lizzie Hylton // Clean Virginia // lizzie@cleanvirginia.org

BUILDING STEWARDS NATURALLY THROUGH EQUITABLE AND INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENTAL 
EDUCATION
Equitable and inclusive environmental education is necessary for an environmentally 
literate population ready to tackle the global challenges ahead. Virginia needs a 
coordinated, multi-faceted effort to accomplish this goal, led by state leaders in 
ƵƮɐƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ȁƊɈɐȲƊǶ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺ�²خɈȲȌȁǐ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǞȺ�ƊǶȺȌ�ȁƵƵƮƵƮ�ɈȌ�˛ǶǶ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǐƊȯȺ�
and provide every student across Virginia, regardless of race or income, a meaningful 
environmental education. 

Daria B. Christian // Friends of the Rappahannock // daria.christian@riverfriends.org
Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org
Helen W. Kuhns // Lynnhaven River Now // helen@lrnow.org
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INTRODUCTION
Virginia made environmental justice progress, 
unprecedented nationally, during the 2020 legislative 
session. Yet, vulnerable populations continue to be 
at increased risk for climate change impacts, siting 
of toxic fossil fuel facilities, and pollution exposure. 
The Department of Environmental Quality's adoption 
ȌǏ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ǯɐȺɈǞƧƵ�ƮǞȲƵƧɈǞɨƵȺة�ƧȌƮǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�
the state’s Environmental Justice Council, and the 
passage of the Environmental Justice Act are key steps 
towards achieving environmental justice in Virginia. 
The statewide clean energy economy transition, 
environmental racism, and the systemic inequalities 
heightened by the COVID-19 pandemic still require 
steadfast policy development to protect and secure 
better livelihoods for all Virginians.

BACKGROUND
ÀǘƵ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ǯɐȺɈǞƧƵ�ǿȌɨƵǿƵȁɈ�˛ȲȺɈ�ƵǿƵȲǐƵƮ�
in the 1980s as the combination of social justice 
and environmental movements. In 1994, the EPA 
established the National Environmental Justice 
Advisory Council and the Interagency Workgroup 
on Environmental Justice, while the Clinton 
Administration released Executive Order 12898 to 
require federal agencies to assess adverse impacts of 
their actions, policies, and projects on environmental 
justice communities.؇ 

In 2020, with the passage of the Virginia Environmental 
Justice Act, environmental justice now has greater 
ǿƵƊȁǞȁǐ�Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊة�ƦƵǞȁǐ�ƧȌƮǞ˛ƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ǶƊɩ�ƊȺ�ٗɈǘƵ�
fair treatment and meaningful involvement of every 
person, regardless of race, color, national origin, 
income, faith, or disability, regarding the development, 
implementation, or enforcement of any environmental 
ǶƊɩة�ȲƵǐɐǶƊɈǞȌȁة�ȌȲ�ȯȌǶǞƧɯ؈٘خ Important federally 
recognized benchmarks of environmental justice, fair 
treatment and meaningful involvement, were also 
ƮƵ˛ȁƵƮ�Ǟȁ�ǶƊɩخ؉�ÀǘƵ�ǶƵǐǞȺǶƊɈɐȲƵ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶǶɯ�ƮƵƧǶƊȲƵƮ�ǞɈ�ɈǘƵ�
policy of the commonwealth to ensure environmental 
justice is achieved and maintained statewide. But, 
more progress requires a robust process for integrating 
environmental justice throughout state agencies to 
ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ǞǿȯƊƧɈƵƮ�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ƊȲƵ�ȯȲȌȯƵȲǶɯ�ǞƮƵȁɈǞ˛ƵƮ�
Ǟȁ�ȯƵȲǿǞɈɈǞȁǐ�ȯȲȌƧƵȺȺƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ǘƊɨƵ�ǿƊȁƮƊɈƵƮ�Ǟȁ˜ɐƵȁƧƵ�
over infrastructure siting and permitting decisions. 

Furthermore, with the passage of the Virginia Clean 
Economy Act, state agencies and the Council on 
Environmental Justice are empowered to review 
the impact of the clean energy transition on 
vulnerable communities and enforce the policy of 
the Commonwealth to prioritize disadvantaged 
communities when considering new job training 
programs and renewable energy projects. These 
provisions are vital, as communities and workers 
with fossil-fuel reliant livelihoods will face economic 
hardship through this transition.

THERE CAN BE NO ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE WITHOUT RACIAL JUSTICE
Nationally, police brutality has led to violent murders 
and physical attacks in Black communities. These 
acts of violence, connected to racial prejudice, 
are not tangential to our shared environmental 
agenda. Policies and practices designed to eliminate 
institutionalized racism and protect all Virginians' 
right to live and safely access and enjoy natural 
environments without the burden of racial prejudice 
must be incorporated into Virginia’s permitting 
processes, environmental regulations, conservation 
programs, state and local parks, and watershed and 
land protections. As state agencies begin to view 
actions through an environmental justice lens, so 
too their actions must be viewed as a concerted 
effort to end racial inequities in the development, 
implementation, and oversight of public policy. 
 
SOUTHWEST VIRGINIA
The residents of Southwest Virginia live with the 
impacts of coal and gas extraction, including polluted 
waters, increased risks of cancer and birth defects, 
and damage to property from blasting, landslides, 
and subsidence. Because of shifting energy markets 
and the reduction in coal mining in the region, these 
communities are facing economic decline, leaving 
them with fewer resources to deal with these problems. 
The coal industry has abandoned these communities, 
leaving a hazardous mess of unreclaimed mine 

WORKING TOWARD ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE

MORE PROGRESS REQUIRES A ROBUST PROCESS FOR 
INTEGRATING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE THROUGHOUT 
STATE AGENCIES TO ENSURE IMPACTED COMMUNITIES ARE 
PROPERLY IDENTIFIED IN PERMITTING PROCESSES AND HAVE 
MANDATED INFLUENCE OVER INFRASTRUCTURE SITING AND 
PERMITTING DECISIONS.

Chelsea Barnes // Appalachian Voices | Kendyl Crawford // Virginia Interfaith Power and Light 
ÀɯȁƵȺǘǞƊ�JȲǞǏ˛ȁشش��yƵɩ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�wƊǯȌȲǞɈɯے��jǞǿ�hƵǿƊǞȁƵشش��!ǘƵȺƊȯƵƊǲƵ�!ǶǞǿƊɈƵ��ƧɈǞȌȁ�yƵɈɩȌȲǲ
Queen Shabazz // Virginia Environmental Justice Collaborative
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A PRESERVED BARN IN THE GREEN SPRINGS HISTORIC DISTRICT IN LOUISA, VA. 
Image credit: Harlow Chandler

sites, contaminated soils, polluted waters, and aging 
housing. Additionally, fossil-fuel power plants in the 
region will now be shut down in the coming decades, 
putting more communities at risk. These communities 
have borne incomprehensible burdens in order to 
provide fuel to power this nation. Justice requires that 
we address these legacy impacts and compensate 
burdened communities. Establishing a Just Transition 
�Ǐ˛ƧƵ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵٌǶƵɨƵǶ�ɈȌ�ȺɈȲƊɈƵǐǞƧƊǶǶɯ�ǐɐǞƮƵ�ƊȁƮ�
support a community-led and centered transition is 
ȌȁƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ȺɈƵȯȺ�ɈȌ�ƵǏǏƵƧɈǞɨƵǶɯ�ƧȲƵƊɈƵ�ǞǿǿƵƮǞƊɈƵ�
jobs, attract new residents and businesses, invest in 
water infrastructure and housing for existing residents, 
and clean up mine and power plant sites, water, and 
ƦȲȌɩȁ˛ƵǶƮȺخ

CHARLES CITY AND CHESAPEAKE
The proposed Header Improvement Project is a natural 
gas proposal that would build three intrastate pipelines 
and three new compressor stations in multiple 
communities of color that are already in proximity to 
federally recognized superfund sites.

The Gidley Compressor station in the city of 
Chesapeake is proposed for the middle of a dense 
ȁƵǞǐǘƦȌȲǘȌȌƮ�ƧȌǿȯȌȺƵƮ�ȌǏׅ׆��ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ȌǏ�
color  — much higher than the state’s average of 
37.4 percent. The neighborhood is also made up of a 
disproportionately high level of low-income residents 
�ׂخ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ƧȌǿȯƊȲƵƮ�ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵٚȺ�ƊɨƵȲƊǐƵ�ȌǏ�ׂׅخ׀׃�و
percent.؊ Additionally, the project is slated to feed into 
the proposed C4GT station, which would be located 

about a mile from the proposed massive Chickahominy 
Power Station. Both power plants would be located 
in Charles City County, another majority-minority 
ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯو��ƊƦȌɐɈ�ׅׅ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ȌǏ�ƧȌǶȌȲخ�

HAMPTON ROADS
XȁƧȲƵƊȺƵƮ�˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ȲƵǶƊɈƵƮ�ɈȌ�Ɗ�ƧǘƊȁǐǞȁǐ�ƧǶǞǿƊɈƵ�
regularly impacts coastal communities. Low-income 
residents bear a disproportionate burden, since 
they cannot afford to move to higher ground or 
ȯƊɯ�ƵɮȯƵȁȺǞɨƵ�˜ȌȌƮ�ǞȁȺɐȲƊȁƧƵ�ȯȲƵǿǞɐǿȺخ�mƊƧǲ�ȌǏ�
investment in critical infrastructure improvements 
ȺɐƧǘ�ƊȺ�Ɗ�ƧȌǿȯȲƵǘƵȁȺǞɨƵ�ɈȲƊȁȺȯȌȲɈƊɈǞȌȁ�ȺɯȺɈƵǿة�˜ȌȌƮ�
management control, displacement protections, and 
climate resilient housing building codes make these 
residents vulnerable during recurrent storm and 
˜ȌȌƮǞȁǐ�ƵɨƵȁɈȺخ�

CONCLUSION
Virginia’s environmental justice work is not limited 
to one particular community, pollution site, or 
infrastructure project. It involves an essential 
procedural framework and set of actions required 
to ensure that policies and programs represent and 
ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƮȌ�ȁȌɈ�ƧƊɐȺƵ�ƮǞȺȯȲȌȯȌȲɈǞȌȁƊɈƵ�
harm to low-income communities and communities 
of color. Environmental justice work includes ensuring 
access to clean energy for all, access to safe drinking 
water for all, preventing toxic pollution exposure for 
all, among other concerns, to allow all communities to 
thrive. 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Pursue policy reform on environmental justice 
including:
 
IȌȲǿƊǶǶɯ�ȲƵƧȌǐȁǞɹƵ�ȲƊƧǞȺǿ�ƊȺ�Ɗ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ǘƵƊǶɈǘ�
crisis in the Commonwealth. 

�ǿƵȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�0ȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�hɐȺɈǞƧƵ��ƧɈ�
with state agencies directives:      
         

• Require state agencies to develop agency-
ȺȯƵƧǞ˛Ƨ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ǯɐȺɈǞƧƵ�ȯȌǶǞƧǞƵȺة

• Require state agencies to determine whether 
any proposed actions or funding decisions 
under agency duties are likely to adversely 
impact environmental justice communities; 
and, 

• Require state agencies to mitigate or eliminate 
adverse impacts in any action/no-action 
decision. 

Appropriate $100,000 for operational funding to 
the Environmental Justice Council — this funding 
is essential for the council to cover costs associated 
with securing expert consultation, independent 
studies, facilitators, and offering grants to 
communities to identify their environmental 
justice concerns and priorities.

!ȲƵƊɈƵ�Ɗȁ�0ȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�hɐȺɈǞƧƵ��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�
housed in the most appropriate state agency and 
appoint an environmental justice community 
ombudsperson.

Incorporate a review of environmental justice 
impacts in state environmental impact reports 
for new major projects, such as fossil-fuel 
infrastructure.

Weigh health impacts and environmental justice 
as a factor in all siting, rule-making, and permitting 
decisions.

0ȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘ�ƊƮƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶ�ƵȁɨǞȲȌȁǿƵȁɈƊǶ�ǯɐȺɈǞƧƵ�ȺɈƊǏǏ�
within the Department of Environmental Quality, 
Department of Conservation and Recreation, 
the Virginia Department of Health, and Virginia 
Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services.

Provide environmental justice training for staff 
across state agencies.

Require an environmental justice analysis 
for new energy, industrial, infrastructure, and 
agricultural (i.e. CAFOs, AFOs) projects.

Further a just transition for fossil-fuel-
ƮƵȯƵȁƮƵȁɈ�ǶȌƧƊǶǞɈǞƵȺ�ƊɈ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵٌǶƵɨƵǶ�Ʀɯب�

0ȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘ�Ɗ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�hɐȺɈ�ÀȲƊȁȺǞɈǞȌȁ��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�
coordinated with the Environmental Justice 
Council that relies on community-based and 
expert-informed planning processes for individual 
communities and for state legislation and 
regulations and appropriate at least $100,000 for its 
administration (see  ɐǞǶƮǞȁǐ�Ɗȁ�0ȱɐǞɈƊƦǶƵ�!ǶƵƊȁ�
Energy Economy for Communities and Workers, 
p. 44).

(ƵɨƵǶȌȯ�ƵȱɐǞɈƊƦǶƵ�ȺɈȲƊɈƵǐǞƵȺ�ǏȌȲ�ǿƊǞȁɈƊǞȁǞȁǐ�
community safety and protection:

Prioritize approval of community safety policy 
recommendations that include:

• Tracking and addressing policing in state 
and local parks and along public trails and 
sidewalks; 

• Preventing biased criminalization of certain 
pedestrians and people using these facilities; 
and, 

• Increasing the economic accessibility and 
cultural inclusiveness of state and local park 
facilities. 

Create and appropriate funding for a Racial 
Justice Council to study and outline potential 
proposals for providing reparations to African 
Americans as a part of a greater strategy to remedy 
historical and contemporary racial injustices.



SUNRISE ON COW CREEK, VIRGINIA BEACH VA. 
Image credit: Erik Moore
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INTRODUCTION
During the past two decades, Virginia has taken 
some important steps to enhance community 
involvement and public engagement in government 
decision making, such as the passage of the Virginia 
Environmental Justice Act. The Commonwealth 
created the state Regulatory Town Hall Website, 
which aims to facilitate public communication and 
participation in proposed regulatory actions by 
Virginia’s regulatory agencies via an online notice 
and comment portal. Yet, the majority of proposed 
environmental and natural resource actions, including 
necessary information and resources for impacted 
communities to provide adequate public comments, 
are still missing from the website. On top of this, the 
landscape for public participation in government 
decision making remains challenging, if not impossible, 
to navigate. Compounding these problems, there 
ƊȲƵ�ƮƵ˛ƧǞƵȁƧǞƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ƧȌƮƵ�ƊǶǶȌɩǞȁǐ�ǶȌƧƊǶ�
governments to proceed on non-essential matters 
during a declared emergency. All of this calls into 
question whether meaningful public participation in 
environmental regulatory programs exists in Virginia.

BACKGROUND
Virginia’s regulatory system is currently too 
disorganized and confusing for the public to fully 
participate, nor is there a strong focus on engaging 
communities directly impacted by certain actions. 
Many of the Commonwealth's major pollution 
permitting programs, for instance, follow different 
public notice-and-comment procedures. Likewise, 
the rules that dictate public involvement do not 
clearly state whether, and how, communities can 
request public hearings or extend comment periods; 
in many cases, agencies are not required to host 
public hearings, even when requested. Many times, 
the public misses the chance to participate because 
ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ɐȁƊƦǶƵ�ɈȌ�˛ȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ȁȌɈǞƧƵة�ƮƵɈƵȲǿǞȁƵ�ǘȌɩ�
long they have to comment, see when the comment 
period started, determine whether they can extend a 
comment period, or request or participate in a public 
hearing. Even when communities are able to navigate 
and participate in the complex process, often without 
all the relevant information, it is not clear that their 
input is meaningfully considered or given any weight.
 

Similarly, sometimes notice is posted in a newspaper 
that does not have an accessible online presence for 
public notices. In one instance, community members 
in Hanover County almost missed the opportunity to 
provide input on a draft water protection permit for a 
major proposed industrial facility in their area because 
notice was posted in a different, less local, newspaper. 
This raises issues of equity for those who may not have 
access or a subscription to a single newspaper, let alone 
multiple papers or familiarity on how to navigate the 
online public notice section of larger papers. 

At the local government level, actions like the 
Governor’s stay-at-home executive orders under 
COVID-19 forced localities to answer some hard 
questions about how to move forward on matters 
like permitting without jeopardizing equitable public 
participation. An Attorney General Opinion tried to 
address those questions by stressing the importance 
of sticking to matters that were essential (i.e. related to 
the emergency & budget adoptions). But the opinion 
recognized a glaring loophole: It acknowledged a 
ȺƵƧɈǞȌȁ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌƮƵـ�ßƊخ�!ȌƮƵ�ȺƵƧف׃ׁׁׂٌׄخׁׅ�خ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƊǶǶȌɩȺ�
localities, through the passage of a local continuance 
ordinance, to pursue non-essential decisions. Localities 
have taken advantage of this to approve non-essential 
matters, like permitting new or expanded facilities, 
at a time when the public was, at best, distracted 
and, at worst, unable to participate in the process. 
ÀǘƵ�˛ɮ�ɩȌɐǶƮ�ƦƵ�ȲƵǶƊɈǞɨƵǶɯ�ȺǞǿȯǶƵب�ȯȲƵɨƵȁɈ�ǶȌƧƊǶǞɈǞƵȺ�
from moving forward on decisions not related to the 
declared emergency, for as long as that emergency 
lasts.
 
Likewise, the Virginia Regulatory Town Hall Website is 
ready-made to be a clearinghouse for public notices, 
relevant records, and public comment submissions. 
But it currently only includes information about 
new, amended, or repealed regulations; petitions for 
rulemaking; legislative mandates; periodic reviews; 
and general notices. In terms of Virginia’s pollution 
permitting programs, what’s missing from these 
notices are draft individual permits available for public 
comment, applications for general permit coverage, 

ENHANCING EQUITY AND PARTICIPATION IN REGULATORY 
OVERSIGHT

          ENSURING AN EQUITABLE AND INCLUSIVE GOVERNMENT

Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council | Kim Jemaine // Virginia League of Conservation Voters
Katlyn Schmitt // Center for Progressive Reform 

VIRGINIA’S REGULATORY SYSTEM IS CURRENTLY TOO 
DISORGANIZED AND CONFUSING FOR THE PUBLIC TO FULLY 
PARTICIPATE, NOR IS THERE A STRONG FOCUS ON ENGAGING 
COMMUNITIES DIRECTLY IMPACTED BY CERTAIN ACTIONS.



and enforcement-related consent decrees. This 
information is not only essential for members of the 
public who want to comment, but it allows people to 
adequately understand the proposed facilities in their 
communities that may release hazardous pollution. 
The state should broaden the website -- not to replace 
the state’s current patchwork of public notice-and-
comment requirements -- but to improve online access 
and participation in regulatory decision processes. 

CONCLUSION
Virginia’s public involvement procedures are 
unreasonably siloed and inaccessible; far from 
equitable or even useful for professionals and the 
public alike. Many local governments have continued 
to make decisions on non-essential matters during the 
COVID-19 emergency, despite the countless challenges 
of involving the public during a pandemic. Without 
ǶƵǐǞȺǶƊɈǞɨƵ�˛ɮƵȺة�ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈǞƵȺ�ɩǞǶǶ�ƧȌȁɈǞȁɐƵ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ǶƵǏɈ�Ǟȁ�
the dark about local projects. 

Expand Virginia’s Regulatory Town Hall 
Website to allow notice and comment for all 
relevant proposed permits, notices of intent, and 
enforcement actions. Additionally, the website 
should house any relevant documentation to 
ensure the public has an opportunity to provide 
informed comments. 

Require relevant state agencies to update their 
public participation regulations to clearly and 
uniformly dictate the length of public comment 
periods and the steps to extend the public 
comment process, as well as to request a hearing.

Require agencies and localities to develop 
participation alternatives for affected communities 
that lack reliable broadband access or may not 
have access to a newspaper. 

�ƮƮȲƵȺȺ�ɈǘƵ�ƮƵ˛ƧǞƵȁƧǞƵȺ�ǏȌɐȁƮ�Ǟȁ�ßƊخ�!ȌƮƵ�
ȺƵƧة׃ׁׁׂٌׄخׁׅ�خ�ǶǞǿǞɈǞȁǐ�ƮƵƧǞȺǞȌȁȺ�ǿƊƮƵ�ɐȁƮƵȲ�Ɗ�
continuity of government ordinance to those that 
are immediate and necessary (i.e. those related to 
the declared emergency) to create some clarity 
and consistency for how governmental matters 
proceed in unprecedented times.

!ȲƵƊɈƵ�Ɗ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ȌɐɈȲƵƊƧǘ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿ�ɈȌ�
underrepresented communities and impacted 
communities to ensure they are meaningfully 
engaged earlier on in the approval process. 
This should include a provision to (a) fund the 
expenses of those who serve on state committees, 
commissions and panels, (b) hold meetings 
convenient via rail and public transit, and (c) work 
to expand broadband access in rural areas and 
frontline communities. 

PUBLIC COMMENT AT A VIRGINIA WATER BOARD HEARING. 
Image credit: Kenny Fletcher
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INTRODUCTION
From the Piedmont’s rolling hills to the towering 
forests of the western mountains, from the shores 
of the Chesapeake Bay to the waters of the Clinch 
and Jackson Rivers, Virginia is blessed with rich 
natural resources vouchsafed by our Constitution for 
ɈǘƵ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉة�ƵȁǯȌɯǿƵȁɈ�ƊȁƮ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊǶ�ɩƵǶǏƊȲƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�
ȯƵȌȯǶƵخ�àǘǞǶƵ�ɈǘƵ�!ȌǿǿȌȁɩƵƊǶɈǘٚȺ�ƵǶƵƧɈƵƮ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶȺ�
enact environmental laws that regulatory agencies 
implement, Virginia’s regulatory boards uniquely 
ensure that Virginia residents – the people – have a 
meaningful voice in shaping the rules designed to 
protect our priceless air, water, lands and communities.

Comprised of non-expert, uncompensated volunteers, 
members of Virginia’s regulatory boards work hard, 
often thanklessly, to uphold the law and engage the 
public in protecting the environment. As with many 
aspects of governance, there is room for improvement 
in the areas of  transparency, independence, public 
engagement and representation from frontline 
communities. Yet, the boards’ inherent value as 
Virginians entrusted with key decisions about the 
Commonwealth’s natural resources, and their role 
as independent reviewers of what is best for these 
resources and all Virginians, cannot be overstated. It is, 
therefore, essential that Virginia policymakers refrain 
from interfering in the boards’ independence, scope or 
authority.

BACKGROUND
Virginia’s regulatory boards — including the State 
Water Control Board, State Air Pollution Control Board, 
Waste Management Board, and Marine Resources 
Commission — play key roles in maintaining a 
balanced framework for protecting the environment.  
They are responsible for approving, denying or 
modifying environmental regulations, permits to limit 
industrial pollution, enforcement actions for polluters, 
and other issues. They also create some of the most 
important opportunities for Virginians to participate in 
protecting our environment.

Regulatory board members are not necessarily 
experts in environmental issues (agency staff develops 
technical information and advises where necessary); 
instead, they bring on-the-ground perspectives to 
technical decisions relating to air, water and land. 

ÀǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ƵɮȯƵƧɈƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ǏȲƵƵ�ǏȲȌǿ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ƊȁƮ�
ȌɈǘƵȲ�ƧȌȁ˜ǞƧɈȺ�ȌǏ�ǞȁɈƵȲƵȺɈخ�ÀǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�ƊȯȯȌǞȁɈƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�
ǐȌɨƵȲȁȌȲ�ǏȌȲ�ȺȯƵƧǞ˛Ƨة�ȺɈƊǐǐƵȲƵƮ�ɈƵȲǿȺة�ȺɐƧǘ�ɈǘƊɈ�ƵƊƧǘ�
governor will have some, but never complete, control 
over board composition. Notably, board members are 
not state employees and should be free to exercise 
independent judgment without constraint or direction 
ǏȲȌǿ�ƵǶƵƧɈƵƮ�ȌǏ˛ƧǞƊǶȺخ�§ȲȌǿȌɈǞȁǐ�ǞȁƮƵȯƵȁƮƵȁɈ�
decision-making consistent with law is crucial; the role 
ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ƊǐƵȁƧɯ�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ��Ǐ˛ƧƵ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ��ɈɈȌȲȁƵɯ�JƵȁƵȲƊǶ�
in Board deliberations should be limited to identifying 
the range of options available to the Board. A primary 
consideration of the Board should be the perspectives 
and concerns of impacted communities.

Proceedings before regulatory boards are also 
ideally structured to enable members of the public 
to provide meaningful, substantive feedback for the 
boards to consider in their decisions regarding major 
environmental issues. Board proceedings are open 
so that the public may attend to learn about matters 
to be decided. The general public may engage in this 
work by submitting written comments and testifying 
ɈȌ�ɈǘƵ�ƦȌƊȲƮ�Ȍȁ�ȺȯƵƧǞ˛Ƨ�ƊǐƵȁƮƊ�ǞɈƵǿȺخ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺ�
are also empowered to bring new perspectives and 
environmental matters to the board’s attention. 
The regulatory boards’ procedures for soliciting 
and considering public comment should not be 
constrained; if anything, they could be enhanced 
through greater language accessibility, the addition of 
an environmental justice community representative, 
and more accessible public locations for meetings. 
When Virginians are truly involved, government 
decisions have greater legitimacy.  

Public engagement with the regulatory boards 
ensures a measure of transparent accountability for 
environmental decisions. Members of the public ask 
questions of the decision makers and deserve answers, 
especially for decisions that directly impact their own 
communities. Ideally, these opportunities help to 
build the general public’s understanding of the issues, 
recognition that important perspectives are being 
taken into account, and trust in the decision making 
process.

ENSURING ROBUST PUBLIC PARTICIPATION THROUGH 
VIRGINIA'S REGULATORY BOARDS

A PRIMARY CONSIDERATION OF THE BOARDS SHOULD BE THE 
PERSPECTIVES AND CONCERNS OF IMPACTED COMMUNITIES.

Gustavo Angeles // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter | Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter 
Margaret L. (Peggy) Sanner // Chesapeake Bay Foundation

          ENSURING AN EQUITABLE AND INCLUSIVE GOVERNMENT



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Refrain from legislating or authorizing 
any change to the current regulatory board 
framework that would diminish the boards’ 
ability to make independent, publicly informed 
decisions consistent with state law and the duty of 
protecting the Commonwealth’s invaluable natural 
resources. 

Refrain from enacting legislation to limit the 
ability of regulatory board members to reach 
reasoned, independent decisions supported by 
the administrative record and applicable law or 
to restrict the role or ability of regulatory boards 
to assure public participation in environmental 
decision making.

Require for all air and water permit applications 
that are subject to Board review and approval, that 
they be posted in their entirety, in both English 
and Spanish, with minimal use of acronyms, on 
the DEQ website and Regulatory Townhall website 
ȺɐǏ˛ƧǞƵȁɈǶɯ�Ǟȁ�ƊƮɨƊȁƧƵ�ȌǏ� ȌƊȲƮ�ƧȌȁȺǞƮƵȲƊɈǞȌȁ�
to allow for public comment, and to improve 
public participation and to provide more clarity 
to the public on the issues that are relevant for 
Board consideration (see Enhancing Equity and 
Participation in Regulatory Oversight, p. 122).

Consider the addition of an environmental 
justice representative to serve on existing boards 
and to attend and participate in all public 
regulatory meetings and hearings.

ªƵȱɐǞȲƵ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ƧȌǿǿƵȁɈȺ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�ǿƊƮƵ�ƊɨƊǞǶƊƦǶƵ�
in their entirety to Board members within a 
reasonable time in advance of the Board meetings 
when the issue addressed in the comments will be 
considered.

ªƵȱɐǞȲƵ�ȯɐƦǶǞƧ�ȲƵǐɐǶƊɈȌȲɯ�ǿƵƵɈǞȁǐȺ�ɈȌ�ƦƵ�
held on public, or state governmental property, 
rather than private property, to promote access 
to the meeting; prohibit police presence at public 
hearings, meetings and informational sessions; 
provide Spanish and ASL translations; consider 
opening additional opportunities for public 
engagement beyond meetings, hearings and 
comment submission. 

CONCLUSION
In view of the important environmental protection role 
served by Virginia’s independent regulatory boards, 
continued preservation and consistent enhancement 
of the current system, as indicated here, is vital to 
ƵȁȺɐȲƵ�ƊǶǶ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺ�ƧƊȁ�ƵȁǯȌɯة�ȺɈƵɩƊȲƮة�ƊȁƮ�ƦƵȁƵ˛Ɉ�
from the environment and natural resources.

A GROUP TURNS THEIR BACKS IN PROTEST AT A VIRGINIA WATER BOARD MEETING. 
Image credit: Kenny Fletcher
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INTRODUCTION
Energy – especially electricity – is essential for just 
about everything we do in modern life. Whether it is 
applying for a job, doing laundry, cooling our homes in 
the summer, or charging our phones, electric energy is 
a public necessity; therefore, Virginia’s energy policies 
should be grounded in the public interest.

Energy democracy is a framework through which 
ratepayers and policymakers alike can view the energy 
system we have and analyze the steps required to 
transform it into the energy system we need.

BACKGROUND
Historically, the use and development of energy 
resources has resulted in environmental degradation, 
economic disparity, centralization of power, and social 
injustice. But new energy technologies combined 
with informed and transparent decision-making can 
center a new energy system in our shared values: 
environmental stewardship, economic fairness, and 
social equity.

Energy democracy “means bringing energy resources 
under public or community ownership and/or control, 
a key aspect of the struggle for climate justice…and an 
essential step toward building a more just, equitable, 
ȺɐȺɈƊǞȁƊƦǶƵة�ƊȁƮ�ȲƵȺǞǶǞƵȁɈ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿɯ1٘خ

Virginia can make its energy system more democractic 
by ensuring that policies give communities greater 
control over (1) how energy is produced, (2) where 
energy resources are located, and (3) how much energy 
costs.

To promote energy democracy, there must be a closer 
nexus between the people who use and pay for the 
energy system and the decision makers who manage 
it. For example, transparent and fair elections for 
electric cooperative and municipal utility boards should 
be required under the law. These utilities must ensure 
that all customers are informed and have ready access 
to board elections. Utility boards should be prohibited 
from using proxy forms left blank by customers to vote 
for their preferred candidates on a customer’s behalf.

Further, any utilities that are regulated as state-
conferred monopolies should be prohibited from 

contributing to the campaigns of state legislators 
who write the laws governing those monopolies. As 
in democratic forms of government, transparency in 
decision-making is paramount in a democratic energy 
system.

HOW IS ENERGY PRODUCED?
Net electricity generation in Virginia in 2018 was fueled 
ȯȲƵƮȌǿǞȁƊȁɈǶɯ�Ʀɯ�ǐƊȺةفڭ׃ׅـ��ǏȌǶǶȌɩƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ȁɐƧǶƵƊȲ�
(31%), coal (10%), and renewable resources (7%, mostly 
biomass).2 Generation is mostly utility-scale.

However, the people who use and pay for the electricity 
system tend to favor renewable energy resources.؉ 
ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊȁȺ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊǶǶɯ�ǘƊɨƵ�ǶǞɈɈǶƵ�Ǟȁ˜ɐƵȁƧƵ�ȌɨƵȲ�ɈǘƵ�
source of their electric generation. Only one percent 
of Virginia’s electricity comes from solar today; most 
of that solar is utility scale, meaning far less than 
one percent of Virginia homes and businesses have 
been able to install solar.4 Some Virginians have been 
allowed to choose a different electric service provider 
if it provides electricity entirely from renewable 
sources, but the future of the law allowing this choice is 
currently uncertain.ׅ

While recent changes to Virginia law have loosened 
some barriers to customer-sited solar, Virginia’s 
utilities—not their customers—retain most of the 
authority for choosing sources of electricity generation. 
Policy makers should look for ways to enable customers 
to choose and afford renewable energy, including 
authorization of community solar programs beyond 
the existing (and limited) pilot programs.

WHERE ARE ENERGY RESOURCES LOCATED?
In order to cultivate a just energy system, more 
resources should be invested in weatherization 
and renewable energy facilities in low-income and 
historically disadvantaged communities. In 2019 the 
General Assembly established a Low-to-Moderate 
Income Solar Loan and Rebate Fund and Clean 
Energy Advisory Board,6 but the fund currently lacks 
a budget appropriation. Appropriating money to 
this fund will allow the Board to direct loans and 

CULTIVATING ENERGY DEMOCRACY IN THE COMMONWEALTH

          ENSURING AN EQUITABLE AND INCLUSIVE GOVERNMENT

Peter Anderson // Appalachian Voices

TO PROMOTE ENERGY DEMOCRACY, THERE MUST BE A 
CLOSER NEXUS BETWEEN THE PEOPLE WHOSE AND PAY 
FOR THE ENERGY SYSTEM AND THE DECISION MAKERS WHO 
MANAGE IT.



ȲƵƦƊɈƵȺ�ɈȌ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ƊȁƮ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺ�
in disadvantaged communities. This could allow 
historically disadvantaged communities to share in the 
ƧȌȺɈ�ȺƊɨǞȁǐȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƮƵɨƵǶȌȯǿƵȁɈ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�ȌǏ�
distributed energy resources.

By contrast, the development of polluting energy 
resources historically has occurred in communities 
of color and low-income communities٦7 When new 
energy infrastructure is proposed, justice requires the 
full and transparent participation of the impacted 
community during the permitting process.

Virginia made great strides regarding environmental 
justice during the 2020 General Assembly session, 
passing several bills in this area,8 but more progress is 
needed. In particular, a robust process for integrating 
environmental justice throughout state agencies 
is needed to ensure impacted communities have 
ǐƵȁɐǞȁƵ�Ǟȁ˜ɐƵȁƧƵ�ȌɨƵȲ�ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�ȺǞɈǞȁǐ�ƊȁƮ�
permitting decisions. State agencies should analyze 
proposed actions to determine potential impacts 
on fenceline communities and adjust any proposed 
actions to eliminate adverse impacts on these 
communities.

HOW MUCH DOES ENERGY COST? WHO PAYS? WHO BENEFITS?
The COVID-19 pandemic has further revealed 
longstanding disparities in Virginians’ ability to afford 
their energy bills, and due to job losses, it has put many 
ǿȌȲƵ�ȯƵȌȯǶƵ�ɐȁƮƵȲ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�ȺɈȲƊǞȁ�0خȁƵȲǐɯ�ƦɐȲƮƵȁ�ǞȺ�
ƮƵ˛ȁƵƮ�ƊȺ�ɈǘƵ�ȯƵȲƧƵȁɈƊǐƵ�ȌǏ�ǐȲȌȺȺ�ǘȌɐȺƵǘȌǶƮ�ǞȁƧȌǿƵ�
spent on energy costs (not including transportation). 
A widely accepted threshold for what constitutes an 
affordable energy burden is six percent.9 Unfortunately, 
many Virginians’ energy burden is closer to 12 percent.10

àǘǞǶƵ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�ƮǞƮ�ǿƊǲƵ�ȺǞǐȁǞ˛ƧƊȁɈ�ȺɈȲǞƮƵȺ�Ǟȁ�ׂ׀ׂ׀�Ʀɯ�
ƵȺɈƊƦǶǞȺǘǞȁǐ�Ɗ�ǿƊȁƮƊɈȌȲɯ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ȺɈƊȁƮƊȲƮ�
for the Commonwealth’s investor-owned utilities,11 
the ongoing public health and economic crises 
underscore the need for further reforms. Virginians 
need more pathways to manage their energy use and 
lower their bills, including new tools to help low- and 
moderate-income people afford the upfront costs of 
ɩƵƊɈǘƵȲǞɹƊɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯ�ɐȯǐȲƊƮƵȺخ

CONCLUSION
An energy system that serves the public interest is one 
that protects the environment while also promoting 
economic fairness and social justice. To achieve energy
democracy, Virginia must pursue policies that expand 
ƧȌǿǿɐȁǞɈɯ�Ǟȁ˜ɐƵȁƧƵ�ȌɨƵȲ�ƵǶƵƧɈȲǞƧǞɈɯ�ȺȌɐȲƧƵȺة�ɈǘƵ�
ȺǞɈǞȁǐ�ȌǏ�ƵȁƵȲǐɯ�ȲƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺة�ƊȁƮ�ɈǘƵ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƦƵȁƵ˛ɈȺ�
stemming from those decisions.

Community control over energy sources
• Preserve and expand customers’ right to 

choose 100% renewable energy from a 
competitive service provider.

Community ownership of energy resources
• Appropriate $4 million to the Low-to-

Moderate Income Solar Loan and Rebate 
Fund, including funds for job training, energy 
ƵǏ˛ƧǞƵȁƧɯة�ƊȁƮ�ȺȌǶƊȲ�ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈȺخ

• Adopt the recommendations in Bringing 
More Small Scale Solar to Communities (p. 
�خفׅ

hɐȺɈǞƧƵ�ǏȌȲ�ǞȁǏȲƊȺɈȲɐƧɈɐȲƵ�ȺǞɈǞȁǐ�ƮƵƧǞȺǞȌȁȺ
• Adopt the recommendations in Working 

Towards Environmental Justice (p. 118).

Good Governance and Transparency in 
Decision-Making

• Require electric cooperatives and municipal 
utilities to hold fair and accessible board 
elections by ensuring online and mail-in 
voting options, and by prohibiting the opaque 
ȯȲƊƧɈǞƧƵ�ȌǏ�ٗƦǶƊȁǲ�ȯȲȌɮɯ�ɨȌɈǞȁǐ٘خ

• Prohibit political campaign contributions 
from regulated monopoly utilities.

COMMUNITY MEMBERS PARTICIPATE IN A CONVERSATION ABOUT THEIR VISION FOR 
THEIR CLEAN ENERGY FUTURE.
Image credit: Appalachian Voices
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INTRODUCTION
Electric utilities in Virginia operate as monopolies. 
They have captive customers and – with some tiny 
exceptions – no competition.

BACKGROUND
�ǏɈƵȲ�Ɗ�˜ƊɩƵƮ�ƵɮȯƵȲǞǿƵȁɈ�ɩǞɈǘ�ٗƮƵȲƵǐɐǶƊɈǞȌȁ٘ة�Ǟȁ�ׂ׀׀ �ةׇ
Virginia reestablished retail rate regulation for most 
customers throughout the state (SB1416/HB3068). 
Pursuant to that law, Dominion and Appalachian 
Power, Virginia’s two largest investor-owned utilities, 
were required to come before the State Corporation 
Commission (SCC) every two years for a review of 
ɈǘƵǞȲ�ƵƊȲȁǞȁǐȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƵɮȯƵȁȺƵȺة�ǲȁȌɩȁ�ƊȺ�Ɗ�ٗȲƊɈƵ�ƧƊȺƵ1٘خ 
Since neither Dominion nor Appalachian Power has 
any competition, they are not technically entitled 
ɈȌ�ɐȁǶǞǿǞɈƵƮ�ȯȲȌ˛ɈȺ�ɐȁƮƵȲ�ɈǘƵ�ǶƊɩخ�XȁȺɈƵƊƮة�ɈǘƵɯ�ƊȲƵ�
supposed to charge rates that would – if the companies 
operated appropriately – generate enough revenue 
ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵǿ�ɈȌ�ƧȌɨƵȲ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ƧȌȺɈȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƵƊȲȁ�Ɗ�ǏƊǞȲ�ȯȲȌ˛Ɉخ�
Importantly, the SCC – and not the utility – is supposed 
ɈȌ�ƮƵɈƵȲǿǞȁƵ�ǘȌɩ�ǿɐƧǘ�ȯȲȌ˛Ɉ�ǞȺ�ٗǏƊǞȲ٘خ

The 2007 legislation, however, had some hidden 
provisions that prevented the SCC from doing its job. 
Under that law, if the SCC determined during a rate 
case that a utility had collected more revenue than 
it was entitled to, the SCC could refund those “over-
ƵƊȲȁǞȁǐȺ٘�ɈȌ�ƧɐȺɈȌǿƵȲȺخ�ÀǘƵ�²!!�ƧȌɐǶƮ�ȁȌɈة�ǘȌɩƵɨƵȲة�
refund all the over-earnings,2 nor could the SCC reduce 
rates on a going-forward basis to prevent future over-
earnings. In order to do that, the SCC needed to order 
refunds in two consecutive rate cases, which has never 
happened thanks to subsequent legislation making 
it impossible. The legislation also included provisions 
that allow Dominion and Appalachian Power to impose 
ȯȲȌǯƵƧɈٌȺȯƵƧǞ˛Ƨ�ȺɐȲƧǘƊȲǐƵȺ�Ȍȁ�ɈȌȯ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ƦƊȺƵ�ȲƊɈƵȺة�
ǲȁȌɩȁ�ƊȺ�ٗȲǞƮƵȲȺ٘�ȌȲ�ٗȲƊɈƵ�ƊƮǯɐȺɈǿƵȁɈ�ƧǶƊɐȺƵȺـ�ª�!Ⱥ٘خف�
Unlike normal utility operations, which are supposed 
ɈȌ�ǐǞɨƵ�Ɗ�ɐɈǞǶǞɈɯ�Ɗȁ�ȌȯȯȌȲɈɐȁǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ƵƊȲȁ�Ɗ�ȯȲȌ˛Ɉ�ǞǏ�ɈǘƵɯ�
operate the company properly, riders have guaranteed 
ȯȲȌ˛ɈȺة�ȲƵǐƊȲƮǶƵȺȺ�ȌǏ�ƧȌǿȯƊȁɯ�ȌȯƵȲƊɈǞȌȁȺخ

In 2013, for instance, Dominion did not technically 
ٗȌɨƵȲٌƵƊȲȁ٘�ƦƵƧƊɐȺƵ�(ȌǿǞȁǞȌȁ�ȺȯȌȁȺȌȲƵƮ�ƊȁƮ�
ultimately prevailed in passing legislation that changed 
the accounting rules governing storm-related expenses 
and early retirements. These costs were so large 

(roughly $400 million3 ) that, under Dominion’s new 
accounting practices, they negated what would have 
otherwise been found to be over-earnings.

Likewise, in 2014, Dominion championed legislation 
that allowed it to write off (i.e., count as an expense 
against over-earnings in a single rate case) $323 million 
in costs to develop the North Anna3 nuclear unit4 
(which Dominion has now more or less abandoned). 
IǞȁƊǶǶɯة�Ǟȁ�ׂةׁׅ׀�ɐȺǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ��ƦƊǿƊ�ƊƮǿǞȁǞȺɈȲƊɈǞȌȁٚȺ�!ǶƵƊȁ�
Power Plan as a scapegoat, Dominion pushed through 
��ɩǘǞƧǘ�ɩƊȺ�ƧƊǶǶƵƮ�Ɗ�ٗȲƊɈƵ�ǏȲƵƵɹƵ٘�ƦɐɈ�ɩƊȺ�Ǟȁةׄ׃ׁ ²
reality a complete suspension of earnings oversight.ׅ

In short, Virginia’s legislative history of electric utility 
regulation has been one long story of over-charging 
customers and kneecapping the SCC. Since 2007, when 
Virginia reregulated, Dominion charged and collected 
from customers approximately $1.6 billion above its 
ƊɐɈǘȌȲǞɹƵƮ�ȯȲȌ˛Ɉ�ǿƊȲǐǞȁ6خ Likewise, since re-regulation 
in 2007, the SCC has never had an opportunity to set 
electric rates based on the industry-standard cost-of-
ȺƵȲɨǞƧƵ�ǿƵɈǘȌƮخ�Xȁ�ǏƊƧɈة�ɈǘƵ�²!!�ǘƊȺ�ȁȌɈ�ƊƧɈɐƊǶǶɯ�ٗȺƵɈ٘�
rates for Dominion since 1992.7 In other words, the rates 
we pay are based on what it cost Dominion to serve 
us a generation ago; the rates have nothing to do with 
what it costs Dominion to serve us now. 

During the 2020 session, bipartisan legislation was 
introduced to remedy that error. The Fair Energy Bills 
Act (HB1132) would have empowered the Commission 
ɈȌ�ȺƵɈ�ǏƊǞȲ�ȲƊɈƵȺ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�˛ȲȺɈ�ɈǞǿƵ�Ǟȁ�ƊǶǿȌȺɈ׀׃��ɯƵƊȲȺخ�
The bill passed the House with broad support in both 
parties, but it died on a razor-thin margin in the Senate 
Commerce and Labor Committee. 

CONCLUSION
The SCC must regain its full ratemaking authority 
to ensure that customers never pay more than they 
should for electricity.

REFORMING ELECTRIC UTILITY REGULATIONS

VIRGINIA’S LEGISLATIVE HISTORY OF ELECTRIC UTILITY 
REGULATION HAS BEEN ONE LONG STORY OF OVER-CHARGING 
CUSTOMERS AND KNEECAPPING THE STATE CORPORATION 
COMMISSION. 

Peter Anderson // Appalachian Voices | Will Cleveland // Southern Environmental Law Center 
Dan Holmes // Piedmont Environmental Council | Lizzie Hylton // Clean Virginia 

          ENSURING AN EQUITABLE AND INCLUSIVE GOVERNMENT



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
0ȁƊƦǶƵ�ɈǘƵ�²!!�ɈȌ�ǏɐǶǶɯ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩ�(ȌǿǞȁǞȌȁٚȺ�ƦƊȺƵ�
rates and set them on a going-forward basis using 
traditional cost-of-service methods.

ªƵǿȌɨƵ�ƊǶǶ�ǶǞǿǞɈƊɈǞȌȁȺ�Ȍȁ�ɈǘƵ�²!!ٚȺ�ƊƦǞǶǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ȺƵɈ�
utilities’ authorized rates of return.

Authorize the SCC to terminate the separate 
riders and instead roll those costs into base rates.

THE VIRGINIA STATE CAPITOL BUILDING IS SEEN IN RICHMOND, VA.
Image credit: Will Parson, Chesapeake Bay Program
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INTRODUCTION
As a Commonwealth, we are facing pressing 
environmental challenges and a rapidly changing 
climate. To respond to these challenges, Virginia needs 
an engaged populace equipped with the knowledge 
and motivation to conserve our natural resources and 
protect our public health and economic welfare. The 
next generation of environmental stewards begins with 
meaningful and inclusive environmental education. 

Every child must have access to safe and enriching 
outdoor learning experiences. But for too long, these 
opportunities have failed to reach low income students 
and communities of color throughout Virginia. 
Teachers lack the resources, training, and support to 
facilitate these experiences, and partner programs 
are left under-utilitized.؇  Research makes clear that 
successful, equitable, and representative solutions to 
modern environmental challenges are only possible 
when all voices, particularly those from environmental 
justice communities, are included.؈ It is time for 
Virginia to ensure all children receive meaningful 
environmental/watershed education experiences 
(MWEE) to meet the challenges ahead. Meaningful 
ƵɮȯƵȲǞƵȁƧƵȺة�ƊȺ�ƮƵ˛ȁƵƮ�Ʀɯ�ɈǘƵ�!ǘƵȺƊȯƵƊǲƵ� Ɗɯ�
Program, are  “investigative or experimental project(s) 
ɈǘƊɈ�ƵȁǐƊǐƵ�ȺɈɐƮƵȁɈȺ�Ǟȁ�ɈǘǞȁǲǞȁǐ�ƧȲǞɈǞƧƊǶǶɯ٘خ؉ These 
experiences are critical to each student’s education 
throughout all of Virginia’s watersheds.

BACKGROUND
Our personal connection with nature and the 
environment informs our decision-making, our 
willingness to take action, and how we value 
our natural resources.؊ We begin to build those 
connections as children. Environmental education 
builds problem-solving skills, encourages civic 
engagement, and engenders a lifelong appreciation for 
sustainability.؋ While the evidence for environmental 
literacy and education continues to grow, support 
for programming, training, and network building 
has failed to keep pace. In Virginia, environmental 
education positions within our natural resource 
agencies have been defunded, leaving this important 
work to dedicated, but under-resourced non-
governmental organizations. 

Organizations host professional development 
opportunities for teachers and non-formal educators, 
ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵ�Ɗ�ȁƊɈǞȌȁƊǶǶɯ�ȲƵƧȌǐȁǞɹƵƮ�ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈƵ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿ�
for environmental education professionals, and offer 
meaningful environmental education programs 
across the state for students, including those from 
marginalized communities.، Despite this work, 
there are still major gaps in Virginia’s effort to 
promote and sustain environmental education in the 
Commonwealth and create an environmentally literate 
society with the “knowledge, skills and dispositions to 
solve problems... collectively that sustain ecological, 
ƵƧȌȁȌǿǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�ȺȌƧǞƊǶ�ȺɈƊƦǞǶǞɈɯ؍٘خ

Environmental education leadership at the state-
level would ensure better coordination between 
school districts, nongovernmental organizations, 
ɈƵƊƧǘƵȲ�ƧƵȲɈǞ˛ƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ȯȲȌǐȲƊǿȺة�ƊȁƮ�ȺɈƊɈƵ�ƊǐƵȁƧǞƵȺة�
promoting a more holistic and comprehensive plan 
for improving environmental literacy throughout the 
Commonwealth. State leaders should partner with 
organizations that have experience with promoting 
environmental education and who are intentional 
about bringing these educational opportunities to 
low income communities and communities of color. 
Additionally, adequate state funding can provide every 
Virginia K-12 student -- regardless of race, ethnicity, 
region, sexual orientation, income, faith or disability -- 
with a quality outdoor experiential learning curriculum.  
Such an investment will ensure that all communities 
ǘƊɨƵ�Ɗ�ǿƵƊȁǞȁǐǏɐǶ�ȲȌǶƵ�Ǟȁ�˛ȁƮǞȁǐ�ƵȱɐǞɈƊƦǶƵ�ƊȁƮ�
sustainable solutions to environmental challenges, 
especially those impacting the health and welfare of 
environmental justice communities.

CONCLUSION
Equitable and inclusive environmental education is 
necessary for an environmentally literate population 
ready to tackle the global challenges ahead. Virginia 
needs a coordinated, multi-faceted effort to accomplish 
this goal, led by state leaders in education and natural 
resources. Strong state funding is also needed to 
˛ǶǶ�ǏɐȁƮǞȁǐ�ǐƊȯȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲȌɨǞƮƵ�ƵɨƵȲɯ�ȺɈɐƮƵȁɈ�ƊƧȲȌȺȺ�
Virginia, regardless of race or income, a meaningful 
environmental education. 

BUILDING STEWARDS NATURALLY THROUGH EQUITABLE AND 
INCLUSIVE ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION

          ENSURING AN EQUITABLE AND INCLUSIVE GOVERNMENT

Daria B. Christian // Friends of the Rappahannock | Anna Killius // James River Association
Helen W. Kuhns // Lynnhaven River Now

EVERY CHILD MUST HAVE ACCESS TO SAFE AND ENRICHING 
OUTDOOR LEARNING EXPERIENCES.



Create two full time positions, one within the 
Education Secretariat and one within the Natural 
Resources Secretariat, to coordinate and advance 
environmental education initiatives across the 
Commonwealth of Virginia.

Fund and support a state licensure 
endorsement for teachers for environmental 
education and ongoing professional development 
opportunities for teachers to encourage and 
improve environmental education experiences. 
Recruit teachers who better represent the diversity 
in communities that need to be reached with 
environmental education experiences.

Fund $45 million in competitive grants to 
provide every student across the Commonwealth 
-- regardless of race, color, national origin, 
income, faith, disability or region -- a meaningful 
environmental education experience. These 
grants should emphasize the importance of 
˛ƵǶƮ�ƵɮȯƵȲǞƵȁƧƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�ȯȲƊƧɈǞƧƊǶ�ƊȯȯǶǞƧƊɈǞȌȁة�
ȯȲǞȌȲǞɈǞɹǞȁǐ�ȺƧǘȌȌǶȺ�ɈǘƊɈ�ȲƵƧƵǞɨƵ�˛ȁƊȁƧǞƊǶ�
assistance through Title 1, Part A of the federal 
0ɨƵȲɯ�²ɈɐƮƵȁɈ�²ɐƧƧƵƵƮȺ��ƧɈ�ȌǏ�ׂةׁׅ׀�ƊȁƮ�ɐɈǞǶǞɹƵ�ɈǘƵ�
expertise of non-formal environmental education 
organizations providing these experiences.

STUDENTS FROM BAYSIDE HIGH SCHOOL IN VIRGINIA BEACH EXAMINING THE 
MOVEMENT OF SAND ALONG THE COASTLINE.
Image credit: Lynnhaven River NOW
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WORKING TOWARD ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
1 Executive Order 12898 - Federal Actions to Address Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations
2  Virginia Environmental Justice Act of 2020
3  Ibid.
4  Gidley Compressor Station Environmental Justice Analysis | Virginia Natural Gas Improvement Project Proposal

REFORMING ELECTRIC UTILITY REGULATION
1 Old Dominion Power, Virginia’s third investor-owned electric utility was not included in the 2007 legislation andBremains regulated under the same laws 
that regulate all other Virginia utilities. Only Dominion and Appalachian Power have this special regulatory scheme.
2  XȁǞɈǞƊǶǶɯة�(ȌǿǞȁǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ��ȯȯƊǶƊƧǘǞƊȁ�§ȌɩƵȲ�ǐȌɈ�ɈȌ�ǲƵƵȯ�Ɗȁ�ƊƮƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶڭׅخ׀��ƊƦȌɨƵ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ƊɐɈǘȌȲǞɹƵƮ�ȯȲȌ˛ɈȺخ�ÀǘƊɈ�ɩƊȺ�ǶƊɈƵȲ�ƊǿƵȁƮƵƮ�ɈȌ�ƊǶǶȌɩ�ɈǘƵǿ�ɈȌ�ǲƵƵȯ�
خ�ȌǏ�ƵɨƵȲɯɈǘǞȁǐ�ƊƦȌɨƵ�ɈǘƊɈڭ׀׃��ɈǘƵɯ�ǐȌɈ�ɈȌ�ǲƵƵȯة��ƮƮǞɈǞȌȁƊǶǶɯخ�ƊƦȌɨƵ�ɈǘƵǞȲ�ƊɐɈǘȌȲǞɹƵƮ�ȯȲȌ˛ɈȺڭׇخ׀
3  �ȯȯǶǞƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�0ǶƵƧɈȲǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�§ȌɩƵȲ�!ȌǿȯƊȁɯ�IȌȲ�Ɗמלכם��ƦǞƵȁȁǞƊǶ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩ�ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�ȲƊɈƵȺل�ɈƵȲǿȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƧȌȁƮǞɈǞȌȁȺ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵ�ȯȲȌɨǞȺǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁل�
ƮǞȺɈȲǞƦɐɈǞȌȁ�ƊȁƮ�ɈȲƊȁȺǿǞȺȺǞȌȁ�ȺƵȲɨǞƧƵȺ�ȯɐȲȺɐƊȁɈ�ɈȌ�ۨלىנףנ٧סנ����ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�!ȌƮƵ�ȌǏ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊل�!ƊȺƵ No. PUE-2013-00020, Final Order (Nov. 26, 2013) at 9.
4  ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ�0ǶƵƧɈȲǞƧ�ƊȁƮ�§ȌɩƵȲ�!ȌǿȯƊȁɯ�٧��ȯȯǶǞƧƊɈǞȌȁ�ǏȌȲנלכם��ƦǞƵȁȁǞƊǶ�ȲƵɨǞƵɩ�ȌǏ�ȲƊɈƵȺل�ɈƵȲǿȺ�ƊȁƮ�ƧȌȁƮǞɈǞȌȁȺ�ǏȌȲ�ɈǘƵyȯȲȌɨǞȺǞȌȁ�ȌǏ�ǐƵȁƵȲƊɈǞȌȁل�ƮǞȺɈȲǞƦɐɈǞȌȁ�
ƊȁƮ�ɈȲƊȁȺǿǞȺȺǞȌȁ�ȺƵȲɨǞƧƵȺ�ȯɐȲȺɐƊȁɈ�ɈȌ�ۨלىנףנ٧סנ����ȌǏ�ɈǘƵ�!ȌƮƵ�ȌǏ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊل�!ƊȺƵ�yȌخ�§Ç0ׂׂٌ׀׀׀ׁٌׅ׀ خ׆��ƊɈفׁׅ׀ׂ�ة׃ׂ�خyȌɨـ��IǞȁƊǶ��ȲƮƵȲةׇ
ׅ�Xȁ�ǏƊƧɈة�ɈǘƵ�ٗȲƊɈƵ�ǏȲƵƵɹƵ٘�ƮǞƮ�ȁȌɈ�ƵɨƵȁ�ǏȲƵƵɹƵ�ȲƊɈƵȺخ�(ȌǿǞȁǞȌȁ�ȲƵɈƊǞȁƵƮة�ƊȁƮ�ƮɐȲǞȁǐ�ɈǘƵ�ٗȲƊɈƵ�ǏȲƵƵɹƵ٘�ɈȌȌǲ�ƊƮɨƊȁɈƊǐƵ�ȌǏة�ɈǘƵ�ƊƦǞǶǞɈɯ�ɈȌ�ǞȁƧȲƵƊȺƵ�ɈȌɈƊǶ�ȲƊɈƵȺ�
ɈǘȲȌɐǐǘ�ȁƵɩ�ȺɐȲƧǘƊȲǐƵȺ�ǲȁȌɩȁ�ƊȺ�ٗȲƊɈƵ�ƊƮǯɐȺɈǿƵȁɈ�ƧǶƊɐȺƵȺٗ�٘ةª�!Ⱥ٘ة�ȌȲ�ٗȲǞƮƵȲȺ٘خ
6  Memorandum from Kimberly B. Pate, Director of State Corporation Commission Division of Utility Accounting and Finance, for Delegates Jones and Ware 
(Jan. 27, 2020).
7  Id.

ENDNOTES

Endnotes
           PROMOTING AN INCLUSIVE AND TRANSPARENT GOVERNMENT

WINTER LATE AFTERNOON ON THE POTOMAC.
Image credit: Nancy Luehman 
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1 �(ß�y!XyJ�0yßXª�yw0yÀ�m�0(Ç!�ÀX�y�Xy�ßXªJXyXك����ªƵȯȌȲɈ�ǏȲȌǿ�ɈǘƵ�²ƵƧȲƵɈƊȲǞƵȺ�ȌǏ�yƊɈɐȲƊǶ�ªƵȺȌɐȲƧƵȺ�ƊȁƮ�0ƮɐƧƊɈǞȌȁ, Sec’ys of Nat. Res. & Educ. 
(Dec. 12, 2017), https://riverfriends.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/Env-Ed-Report-FINAL-12-13-2017-2-1.pdf.
2  Christina Marouli, Multicultural Environmental Education: Theory and Practice, 7(1) Can. J. Envtl. Educ. 26 (Spring 2002), https://cjee.lakeheadu.ca/article/
view/272.
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OUR PARTNERS

BALD EAGLE

CARDINAL
Alliance for the Chesapeake Bay • Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley • Appalachian Citizens' Law Center • Blue Ridge Land Conservancy • 
Chesapeake Legal Alliance • Community Climate Collaborative • Environment Virginia • Friends of the Rappahannock • Generation 180 • James 
River Garden Club • Lynnhaven River Now • Natural Resources Defense Council • Potomac Conservancy • Powered by Facts • Shenandoah Valley 
 ƊɈɈǶƵ˛ƵǶƮȺ�IȌɐȁƮƊɈǞȌȁا��ÀǘƵ�yƊɈɐȲƵ�!ȌȁȺƵȲɨƊȁƧɯ�Ǟȁ�ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊا��ßƊǶǶƵɯ�!ȌȁȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�!ȌɐȁƧǞǶا��ßǞȲǐǞȁǞƊ��ȱɐƊȲǞɐǿ�ƊȁƮ�wƊȲǞȁƵ�²ƧǞƵȁƧƵ�!ƵȁɈƵȲ�
Foundation • Wildlands Network

TIGER SWALLOWTAIL BUTTERFLY
Allegheny-Blue Ridge Alliance • Appalachian Trail Conservancy • Appalachian Voices • Audubon Naturalist Society • Audubon Society of Northern 
Virginia • Center for Progressive Reform • Chesapeake Climate Action Network (CCAN) • Clean Fairfax Council • Clean Virginia • Coalition for Smarter 
Growth • Edith J. Carrier Arboretum at JMU • Foundation Earth • Friends of the North Fork of the Shenandoah River • Loudoun Wildlife Conservancy 
• Mothers Out Front • New Virginia Majority • Northern Virginia Conservation Trust • Oceana • Pew Charitable Trust • Potomac Riverkeeper Network 
• Preservation Virginia • Richmond Audubon Society • Roanoke River Basin Association • Scenic Virginia • Shenandoah National Park Trust • Sierra 
Club-Falls of the James • SouthWings • Spotswood Garden Club • Trust for Public Land • Tuckahoe Garden Club of Westhampton • Unitarian 
Universalist Church of Roanoke • UVA School of Law, Environmental and Regulatory Law Clinic • VaULT • Virginia Assoc. of Soil & Water Conservation 
Districts • Virginia Capital Trail Foundation • Virginia Clinicians for Climate Action • Virginia Environmental Justice Collaborative • Virginia Interfaith 
Power and Light • Virginia Living Museum • Virginia Native Plant Society • Virginia Urban Forest Council • Virginians for High Speed Rail • 
Waterkeepers Chesapeake (WKC) • Wetlands Watch

DOGWOOD
1Planet • Albemarle Garden Club • Ashland Garden Club • Back Bay Restoration Foundation • Black Family Land Trust • Blue Ridge Garden Club • 
Boxwood Garden Club • Capital Region Land Conservancy • Citizens for a Fort Monroe National Park • Climate Action Alliance of the Valley • Clinch 
Coalition • Conservation Park of Virginia, Inc. • CVille100 • Drive Electric RVA • Faith Alliance for Climate Solutions • EcoAction Arlington • Fauquier 
& Loudoun Garden Club • Friends of Accotink Creek • Friends of Dyke Marsh • Friends of the Rivers of Virginia • Garden Club of Norfolk • Garden 
Club of the Middle Peninsula • Garden Club of the Northern Neck • Goose Creek Association • Hands Across the Lake • Hunting Creek Garden Club 
• Leesburg Garden Club • Mattaponi & Pamunkey Rivers Association • Mill Mountain Garden Club • Nelson County Garden Club • Old Dominion 
Smallmouth Club • Partnership for Smarter Growth • Rail Solution • Rappahannock League for Environmental Protection • Rappahannock Valley 
JƊȲƮƵȁ�!ǶɐƦا��ªǞɨƊȁȁƊ�!ȌȁȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ��ǶǶǞƊȁƧƵا��ªǞɨƊȁȁƊ�JƊȲƮƵȁ�!ǶɐƦا��ªȌƧǲƦȲǞƮǐƵ��ȲƵƊ�!ȌȁȺƵȲɨƊɈǞȌȁ�!ȌɐȁƧǞǶا��ªȌƧǲ˛Ⱥǘ�ßƊǶǶƵɯ�IȌɐȁƮƊɈǞȌȁا��
Shenandoah Green • Sierra Club - Piedmont Group • Sierra Club - Potomac Region • Sierra Club - York River Group • Sierra Club -Falls of the James 
Group • Sierra Club-Blue Ridge Group • Sierra Club-Chesapeake Bay Group • Sierra Club-Great Falls Group • Sierra Club-Mount Vernon Group • Sierra 
Club-New River Valley Group • Sierra Club-Rappahannock Group • Sierra Club-Roanoke Group • Sierra Club-Shenandoah Group • Southside ReLeaf 
Surfrider Foundation - Virginia Chapter • Virginia Association for Environmental Education • Virginia Association of Biological Farming • Virginia 
Bicycling Federation • Virginia Chapter of the Wildlife Society • Virginia Composting Council • Virginia Council of Trout Unlimited • Virginia Green 
Travel Alliance • Virginia Society of Ornithology • Virginia Wilderness Committee • Wild Virginia • Williamsburg Garden Club • Winchester Clarke 
Garden Club

Founded as the Conservation Council of Virginia in 1969, Virginia Conservation Network (VCN) began as a roundtable 
of major conservation groups and has grown to include over 130 Network Partners across the Commonwealth. VCN is 
committed to building a powerful, diverse, and highly-coordinated conservation movement focused on protecting our 
Commonwealth’s natural resources today and for tomorrow.

VCN’s Network Partners work on a wide range of issues from stream restoration to transportation reform to renewable 
energy advancement to promoting sustainable community growth and more. Given the diverse work of our Partners, 
VCN organizes its programs into four main categories: Healthy Rivers, Clean Energy and Climate, Land Conservation, 
and Land Use and Transportation..

Southeast Rural Community Assistance Project, Inc.
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103 East Main Street, Suite #1
Richmond, VA 23219

vcn@vcnva.org
804.644.0283

vcnva.org


