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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 150 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 winning environmental victories that benefit all 
Virginians.

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, to environmental justice and more. Given the 
diverse work of our partner organizations, VCN organizes 
its programs into four main categories: WATER, LAND & WILDLIFE 
CONSERVATION, CLIMATE & ENERGY, 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 Virginia state affiliate for the National Wildlife 
Federation; and as a member of the Virginia Environmental Justice 
Collaborative.
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OUR 2023 COMMON AGENDA PHOTO CONTEST WINNER
Due to the success of our 2022 photo contest, we increased our prize money and invited the public to 
vote on their favorite photos for Our 2023 Common Agenda photo contest in an effort to further involve 
the conservation community in the crafting of the publication. With more than 500 submissions from 
69 photographers, the competition generated spectacular images from across the Commonwealth. 
This year's photo contest winner is Andre Eanes' drone photo of the James River Train Bridge in 
Richmond, Virginia.

Andre Eanes is a drone photographer and environmental professional from Richmond. Growing 
up tinkering with toy RC helicopters and exploring perspective and color in visual artforms, aerial 
photography later became a perfect creative outlet for him with the growing accessibility of 
camera drones. Andre loves documenting the beauty of nature, dramatic landscapes, and stunning 
architecture from a unique perspective, which melds with his passions for both conservation and 
design. Working in renewable energy, he plans to develop a career in environmental advocacy while 
continuing to capture Earth’s beauty from the air.

Andre’s drone photography can be found on his Instagram profile (@andre.eanes.photo).

HOW THE BRIEFING BOOK GETS DRAFTED
Our Common Agenda briefing book is written by, vetted through, and voted on by VCN’s 150+ Network 
Partners. Here’s our process for crafting our shared policy agenda: 

NETWORK PARTNERS PARTICIPATE IN REGIONAL FORUMS
Each spring, VCN hosts regional forums to brief local and regional partners on what environmental policies 
passed and failed during the General Assembly session. This is the first opportunity for our network of 
more than 150 partners to highlight what local and regional conservation policy opportunities they would 
like prioritized in the future.

ISSUE WORKGROUPS HOST ANNUAL MEETINGS
With the ideas generated from the regional listening sessions, VCN’s issue workgroups (Clean Water, 
Land & Wildlife Conservation, Climate & Energy, and Land Use & Transportation) discuss the feasibility of 
policy recommendations and decide which issues should be covered in the Briefing Book. During this 
process, the authors of each policy paper are also selected. 

AUTHORS PUT PEN TO PAPER
The collaborative process is truly on display while co-authors craft their policy papers. Generally, anywhere 
from 2-4 authors work on each briefing paper and consult with VCN staff to ensure that each paper 
reflects policy recommendations that are both attainable and effective.

ISSUE WORKGROUPS CONDUCT EXTENSIVE REVIEWS
Once the policy papers have been drafted by authors, VCN’s issue workgroups review all of the papers. 
Authors incorporate the workgroup's feedback to make stronger arguments or more effective policy 
recommendations. By the time policy papers have been fully reviewed and finalized, they are read by at 
least 5-10 experts in the topic’s field. 

EQUITY REVIEW COMMITTEE WORKS TO ENSURE POLICIES ARE EQUITABLE
In order to avoid policy recommendations that may have an adverse impact on environmental justice 
communities - specifically low-income communities, communities of color, and rural communities - a 
team of Network Partners serves on the Equity Review Committee. The committee reviews all briefing 
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 Equity 
Review Team are considered by the co-authors and integrated to the best of their collective ability.

LEGISLATIVE COMMITTEE VOTES ON POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Our legislative committee is made up of partners from each of our workgroups who have experience 
working on 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, etc. 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.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS VOTE TO ACCEPT EACH POLICY PAPER
The final step in the journey from a policy idea to a place in Our Common Agenda is a vote by VCN’s 
Board of Directors. Each policy paper is presented to the Board and a vote on its inclusion follows. This 
final step of the process ensures that topics and policy recommendations are in line with VCN’s mission 
and goals.

| ix
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OUR
COMMON
AGENDA

Thank you for opening up a copy of Virginia Conservation Network’s (VCN) 
Our 2023 Common Agenda.
 
Our Common Agenda is your road map for state-based policy solutions to 
address the environmental problems facing Virginia. A collection of papers 
written by, vetted through, and voted on by VCN’s 150+ Network Partners, this 
book lays out a suite of policy ideas to address clean water & flood resilience, 
land & wildlife conservation, land use & transportation, climate & energy, and 
good governance.

I encourage you to use this book both as an educational resource as well 
as a Rolodex for leading conservation advocates in Virginia. The authors of 
Our Common Agenda are leading conservation advocates in Virginia. They 
ground their research and findings in science and present practical policy 
solutions that are equitable for all Virginians.
 
As you read through this year’s Our Common Agenda, you'll see a continued 
focus on meeting our goals to clean up the Chesapeake Bay and power 
the Commonwealth with 100% clean energy. In addition, you’ll learn about 
everything from increasing trail connectivity to ensuring community flood 
resilience to opportunities to increase rail capacity. 
 
These are just a few highlights from this year’s Our Common Agenda briefing 
book. As a partnership of 150+ conservation organizations, we believe that if 
we work together to solve Virginia’s biggest environmental problems we’ll 
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 the 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

Rapidan River, Culpeper
Photo by Hugh Kenny
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CLEAN WATER 
& FLOOD 
RESILIENCE
Virginia’s creeks, rivers, and bays are already seeing climate 
change impacts, from sea level rise along our coastlines to 
polluted runoff from increasingly severe storms to surges 
of flooding statewide. We need to protect and expand upon 
policies and programs to ensure clean waters and a flood-
resilient future for all Virginians. We must also continue 
to make progress towards our Chesapeake Bay goals as 
the 2025 watershed clean-up plan is rapidly approaching. 
Each contributing state’s Watershed Implementation Plan 
(WIP) is designed to accomplish its own set of pollutant 
reduction goals identified through the Chesapeake Bay 
Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL). To significantly reduce 
the amount of pollution delivered to our nation’s largest 
estuary, we must ensure strong and sustained funding 
for key local and statewide initiatives to reduce pollution 
from stormwater runoff, agriculture, industrial toxins, and 
plastic waste.

CLEAN WATER SUMMARIES AND CONTACT INFORMATION  3
   CLEANING UP POLLUTED STORMWATER RUNOFF  5
   WORKING WITH FARMERS TO PROTECT LOCAL WATERS  7
   INVESTING IN WASTEWATER INFRASTRUCTURE NEEDS  9
   PROTECTING THE ALBEMARLE-PAMLICO WATERSHED  11
PLASTIC & TOXIC WASTE SUMMARIES AND CONTACT INFORMATION  13
   REDUCING PLASTIC POLLUTION  15
   STOPPING CHEMICAL, PLASTICS, & FOSSIL FUEL INDUSTRY GREENWASHING  17
   TACKLING TOXIC POLLUTANTS  19
FLOOD & CLIMATE RESILIENCY SUMMARIES AND CONTACT INFORMATION  21
   ADDRESSING STATEWIDE FLOOD RISK EQUITABLY  23
   SEQUESTERING CARBON THROUGH OUR NATURAL RESOURCES  25
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VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert // pat@vcnva.org
Senior Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Conservation & Clean Water

CLEAN WATER
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
CLEANING UP POLLUTED STORMWATER RUNOFF
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. This growth is largely caused by 
the expansion of our built environment and impervious surfaces — parking lots, roofs, and roads — 
which carry more polluted runoff to our waterways. More intense rainfall events are in the forecast as 
a result of climate change, bringing more water and potentially costly flooding. Virginia’s plan to clean 
up the Chesapeake Bay calls for strong investments in better stormwater control to protect clean water 
and frontline communities.

Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org
Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org 

WORKING WITH FARMERS TO PROTECT LOCAL WATERS
Agriculture is Virginia’s largest industry by many metrics. 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. The Virginia Agricultural 
Cost Share Program (VACS) funds the implementation of a wide suite of agricultural practices that 
reduce pollution while enhancing farm productivity. Virginia should follow through on its commitment 
to fully fund this impactful program.

Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org
Kate Wofford // Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley // kwofford@shenandoahalliance.org
Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org 

INVESTING IN WASTEWATER INFRASTRUCTURE NEEDS
Upgrades to wastewater facilities are a proven strategy for benefiting water quality and reducing large 
quantities of pollution. Virginia’s wastewater agencies have played a major role in reducing nutrient 
pollution to date, but they have been asked to accelerate this important work in the Phase III Watershed 
Implementation Plan (Phase III WIP) and through recent legislation requiring upgrades to wastewater 
treatment facilities and to remaining combined sewer overflow (CSO) systems. The Virginia General 
Assembly needs to support these programs to continue protecting water quality and public health. 

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

PROTECTING THE ALBEMARLE-PAMLICO WATERSHED
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 estuaries. With 25% of Virginia’s land area draining to the Albemarle and Pamlico Sounds 
and the increasing challenges to the health of this system, there is a critical need for baseline data that 
would ground effective planning in the Albemarle-Pamlico watershed.  Effective planning will be aided 
by a mechanism for communication both among the cities and counties in Virginia that make up this 
watershed as well as good communication with our partners in North Carolina. 

Karen W. Forget // Lynnhaven River NOW // karen@lrnow.org
Skip Stiles // Wetlands Watch // skip.stiles@wetlandswatch.org

Shenandoah River, Luray
Photo by Lisa Watkins



VIRGINIA CONSERVATION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM
The Virginia Conservation Assistance Program 
(VCAP) is an urban cost-share program that pro-
vides financial incentives and technical and edu-
cational assistance to property owners installing 
eligible Best Management Practices (BMPs) in 
Virginia’s participating Soil and Water Conserva-
tion Districts (SWCDs).

These practices such as rain gardens, conservation 
landscaping and living shorelines are installed 
where problems like erosion, poor drainage, or 
poor vegetation occur. Since the program began 
in 2012, Virginia’s Soil and Water Conservation 
Districts and their partners have installed over 
800 projects. Last year, the General Assembly 
included $1 million to support VCAP projects 
across the state, but only allotted $500,000 the 
year before. Consistent, stable funding is an 
important part of encouraging property owners 
to participate.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Allocate at least $80 million each year for the 
Stormwater Local Assistance Fund to invest in 
pollution reduction projects and help localities 
meet their local water quality needs on time. 

Maintain $2 million per year for the Virginia 
Conservation Assistance Program to restore 
the creeks and streams our children play 
in; create habitat for birds, bees, and other 
pollinators; reduce localized flooding; and 
protect property values.

Promote resilient communities and smarter 
growth by strengthening Virginia’s Erosion 
and Sediment Control Program and 
Stormwater Management Program to meet 
our Bay Cleanup goals and account for 
stronger, more frequent storm events.

5 | | 6

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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. This growth is largely 
caused by the expansion of our built environment 
and impervious surfaces — parking lots, roofs, and 
roads — which carry more polluted runoff to our 
waterways. More intense rainfall events are in the 
forecast as a result of climate change, bringing 
more water and potentially costly flooding. 
Virginia’s plan to clean up the Chesapeake Bay 
calls for strong investments in better stormwater 
control to protect clean water and frontline 
communities.

CHALLENGE
Virginians rely on local creeks and rivers for healthy, 
vibrant communities and strong economies. 
Three-out-of-four Virginians depend upon 
healthy headwater streams for their drinking 
water.1 Our Commonwealth is the largest seafood 
producer on the East Coast, with 50 commercially 
harvested species.2 And our outdoor recreation 
industry is booming, providing over 100,000 
direct jobs and $4.4 billion in wages and salaries.3 

Despite our reliance on healthy waterways, 
polluted runoff — the muddy stew of stormwater, 
dirt, bacteria, toxins, and plastic waste that runs 
off streets, 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,4 undermining 
Virginia’s goal to restore local streams and the 
Bay by 2025.

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 nutrient 
and sediment pollution that they contribute to 
Virginia’s waterways. Implementing programs 
to achieve these reductions — like projects to 
retrofit older infrastructure — can be expensive. 
But for years, low-income communities have 
been among the least likely to receive state 
funding to support this work. The state can and 
should encourage pollution reduction practices 
by providing strong, equitable funding support 
and strengthening our existing stormwater 
regulations to account for heavier, more frequent 
rain events due to climate change. 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.

SOLUTION
STORMWATER LOCAL ASSISTANCE FUND
To help with expensive stormwater projects, the 
Virginia General Assembly created the Storm-
water Local Assistance Fund (SLAF), a state and 
local matching grant program to protect and 
improve the health of our waterways. This fund 
has recently been improved to provide addition-
al attention to fiscally stressed communities and 
flood resilience. Over its lifespan, SLAF has au-
thorized $147 million in grants for 290 projects 
across Virginia, and demand for this program will 
continue to grow.5  Based on the amount of pol-
lution urban and suburban areas must remove 
to meet the Commonwealth’s Bay Cleanup plan, 
the state needs to invest approximately $80 
million in SLAF annually. The General Assembly 
provided $25 million in Fiscal Year 2023, with no 
funding allotted for Fiscal Year 2024. Strong, sus-
tained funding is critical to ensure progress can 
be maintained.

Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org

Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org

CLEANING UP POLLUTED STORMWATER RUNOFF
CLEAN WATER

Three-out-of-four Virginians depend upon 
healthy headwater streams for their drinking 
water.

Bioretention Pond
Photo by Craig Carlson



improving crop yield. Conservation tillage, cover 
crops, rotational grazing, and other practices fur-
ther improve soil health and productivity.7 

Reducing agricultural runoff will also improve 
the well-being of local communities that ben-
efit from cleaner, healthier streams and rivers 
through safe drinking water, outdoor recreation, 
and enhanced tourism opportunities.

It is important that these investments in agri-
cultural BMPs are equitably reaching historically 
underserved communities like farmers of color. 
As noted by the Virginia Soil and Water Conser-
vation Board, the allocation of funding for the 
VACS program should address Diversity, Equity, 
Inclusion and Justice concerns, and the state 
should follow through with this directive.8
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Agriculture is Virginia’s largest industry by 
many metrics. It also represents the largest 
source of nutrient and sediment pollution 
reaching Virginia’s local streams, rivers, and the 
Chesapeake Bay.1 Fortunately, addressing these 
pollution loads offers an opportunity to improve 
the Commonwealth’s natural resources while 
also enhancing the positive economic impact of 
agriculture. The Virginia Agricultural Cost Share 
Program (VACS) funds the implementation of a 
wide suite of agricultural practices that reduce 
pollution while enhancing farm productivity. 
Virginia should follow through on its commitment 
to fully fund this impactful program. 

CHALLENGE
The Chesapeake Bay Watershed Implementa-
tion Plan and the 2020 Virginia General Assembly 
(HB1422/SB704) set a distinct timeline for farmers 
to protect their streams and the Bay by install-
ing voluntary conservation practices.2 To meet 
our Bay goals by 2025, 75% of the remaining ni-
trogen pollution reductions must come from the 
agricultural sector.3 At our current pace, however, 
we will not have enough conservation practices 
installed on Virginia farmland on time. Without 
sufficient financial and technical support from a 
fully-funded VACS program to assist the agricul-
ture sector in its critical role in reducing nutrient 
and sediment pollution to the Chesapeake Bay, 
the timeline will not be met and Virginia will be 
out of compliance with the Clean Water Act.

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 assists farmers and 
landowners to identify opportunities to improve 
local water quality and prevent pollution from 
reaching Virginia’s waterways, provides technical 
assistance in implementing best management 
practices (BMPs), and helps to offset the cost of 
installing the practices.4 These BMPs include 
stream fencing and alternative water sources to 
keep livestock out of streams; nutrient manage-
ment plans that help farmers decide when and 
how to apply fertilizers; riparian grass and forest-
ed buffers to filter nutrient and sediment from 
runoff; conservation tillage and cover crops to 
keep soils on farms; and, many other practices 
essential to protecting Virginia’s streams, lakes, 
rivers, and bays.

SOLUTION
Every other year, the Virginia Department of 
Conservation and Recreation—working with 
farmers, the Soil and Water Conservation Dis-
tricts, and other stakeholders—compiles an Agri-
cultural Needs Assessment detailing how much 
investment is needed for agricultural BMPs. The 
most recent assessment shows that, in order to 
maximize benefits to local and downstream wa-
terways and Virginia communities, VACS should 
be funded at no less than $256 million over the 
biennium.5 For the first time, the General Assem-
bly has fully-funded the VACS program in the 
state budget, a major achievement for Virginia. 
Strong, sustained funding at the level identi-
fied in the Agricultural Needs Assessment will 
facilitate a faster pace of progress, improve wa-
ter quality, and invest in agricultural economies 
both in and beyond the Chesapeake Bay Water-
shed. 

Investments in agricultural BMPs improve water 
quality, create local jobs, and deliver economic 
benefits for rural communities. Livestock exclu-
sion from streams prevents calf losses and im-
proves herd health.6 Increased efficiency of nu-
trient application reduces fertilizer loss while

To meet our Bay goals by 2025, 75% of the 
remaining nitrogen pollution reductions must 
come from the agricultural sector.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Maintain full funding (at least $256 million) for 
the Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share Program 
(VACS), as estimated by the Agricultural 
Needs Assessment and accounting for 
impacts related to inflation. 

Provide sufficient and stable funding for 
technical assistance by Soil and Water 
Conservation Districts to ensure adequate 
staff capacity and training.

Support additional financial incentives for 
long-term conservation practices like stream 
exclusion fencing and riparian buffers that 
are critical to meeting the requirements 
of the Watershed Implementation Plan 
and excluding livestock from all of the 
Commonwealth’s perennial streams.

Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org
Kate Wofford // Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley // kwofford@shenandoahalliance.org

Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org
WORKING WITH FARMERS TO PROTECT LOCAL WATERS
CLEAN WATER

Smitten Farm Cattle Fencing & Riparian Buffer
Photo by Hugh Kenny



Virginia should look to the estimated needs for 
wastewater and CSO upgrades when forming its 
FY2024 budget. Each year, DEQ conducts an
annual needs assessment for the wastewater 
sector to project the amount of state funding 
needed to help localities meet their pollution re-
duction goals through infrastructure upgrades.6 
The results will be included in the annual Ches-
apeake Bay and Virginia Waters Clean-Up Plan, 
due winter 2022.7 Additionally, Richmond’s most 
recent assessment estimates it will cost at least 
$1.3 billion to complete remediation work on its 
combined sewer system.8
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Upgrades to wastewater facilities are a proven 
strategy for benefiting water quality and reducing 
large quantities of pollution. Virginia’s wastewater 
agencies have played a major role in reducing 
nutrient pollution to date, but they have been 
asked to accelerate this important work in the 
Phase III Watershed Implementation Plan (Phase 
III WIP) and through recent legislation requiring 
upgrades to wastewater treatment facilities and 
to remaining combined sewer overflow (CSO) 
systems. The Virginia General Assembly needs to 
support these programs to continue protecting 
water quality and public health.

CHALLENGE
We are now seeing the beginnings of a remark-
able, though still fragile, recovery of our local 
streams, rivers, and Chesapeake Bay — increased 
water clarity and quality, and thousands of acres 
of thriving aquatic grasses. These signs of suc-
cess are strongly attributable to the hard work 
of wastewater agencies and the localities they 
serve, but also the Commonwealth’s long-term 
financial commitment to the program, reflected 
in sustained funding for matching grants to up-
grade nutrient pollution reduction capabilities. 

In the last decade and a half, many of Virginia’s 
wastewater treatment plants have adopted up-
graded nutrient pollution removal technology 
to significantly reduce the pollution discharged 
to local rivers and the Bay. The work is not com-
plete, however. Our watersheds have more peo-
ple, fewer forests, and are facing climate change 
impacts. As a result, Virginia and regional part-
ners will have to enhance efforts to meet the 
goal of a restored Bay, as called for in the Com-
monwealth’s Phase III WIP.1

Virginia also has three cities with combined sew-
er systems that, when overloaded by stormwater, 
send untreated storm and wastewater directly 

into nearby rivers with concerning health im-
plications.2 Legislation passed in 2017 and 2020 
put deadlines on the cities of Alexandria and 
Richmond to address untreated overflow events 
from their combined sewer systems. But the 
scale of these infrastructure problems requires 
state help – particularly in Richmond, the seat of 
state government, where 23.2% of residents are 
below the poverty line3 and already pay some of 
the highest wastewater rates in Virginia. 

SOLUTION
The General Assembly placed Richmond on a 
timeline to remediate its CSO system by 2035 
through legislation (SB1064) passed in 2020. In 
2021, the Enhanced Nutrient Removal Certain-
ty Program (HB 2129/SB1354) was established, 
which will ensure Virginia achieves the wastewa-
ter treatment technology upgrades necessary to 
meet the Phase III WIP. Still, the funding to im-
plement these projects is critical to accomplish-
ing these goals. 

Not only will more complete wastewater treat-
ment revitalize the Bay and its tributaries, but it 
will ensure that communities across the Com-
monwealth will more equitably receive the ben-
efits of clean water in their own communities. 
Rural communities, especially rural communi-
ties of color, “have long faced challenges with 
toxic water due to insufficient water infrastruc-
ture,” while low income ratepayers in urban ar-
eas struggle to afford wastewater and drinking 
water improvements.4 State investment will help 
these communities maintain and improve aging 
infrastructure, prevent local water quality prob-
lems like toxic algae, and create jobs for skilled 
workers.5

Rural communities, especially rural communities 
of color, “have long faced challenges with toxic 
water due to insufficient water infrastructure.”

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fully fund state grants for wastewater 
treatment upgrades to fulfill the 
requirements of the Enhanced Nutrient 
Reduction Certainty Program, as identified by 
the Needs Assessment, and cost-effectively 
reduce pollution to Virginia’s waterways.

Maintain state funding to localities 
remediating aging CSO systems, once again 
making local rivers swimmable and fishable.

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

INVESTING IN WASTEWATER INFRASTRUCTURE NEEDS
CLEAN WATER

Cambridge Wastewater Plant 
Photo by Will Parson



This information will become the basis for a 
much-needed strategic plan for Virginia’s  Albe-
marle-Pamlico watershed and our collaboration 
with North Carolina.

A significant part of Virginia lies in the Albemar-
le-Pamlico watershed, and we have a responsi-
bility 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.

| 12

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Cost-sharing funding for best management 
practices is needed in this part of the 
Commonwealth.  

Fund a comprehensive Albemarle-Pamlico 
watershed study within the Department 
of Environmental Quality, to include at a 
minimum the items listed above.

Direct the appropriate agency to initiate a 
roundtable planning process with residents, 
community leaders, and the Nansemond 
tribe, for the Albemarle-Pamlico watershed in 
Virginia.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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 estuaries. With 25% of 
Virginia’s land area draining to the Albemarle and 
Pamlico Sounds and the increasing challenges to 
the health of this system, there is a critical need 
for baseline data that would ground effective 
planning in the Albemarle-Pamlico watershed.  
Effective planning will be aided by a mechanism 
for communication both among the cities and 
counties in Virginia that make up this watershed 
as well as good communication with our partners 
in North Carolina.

CHALLENGE
The Virginia portion of the Albemarle-Pamli-
co watershed consists of three river basins and 
includes thirty-eight Virginia counties and cit-
ies. It covers roughly 10,500 square miles in the 
southern portion of our state, or 25% of the land 
area of Virginia.  The area is rich in farmland and 
recreational opportunities as well as providing 
drinking water for approximately two million Vir-
ginians.

The watershed spans from the Atlantic Ocean 
well into the mountains past Roanoke, with 
habitats ranging from open estuary and coast-
al marsh to densely forested upland piedmont. 
Some of the plant and animal species here 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 be-
ing threatened. The Albemarle-Pamlico faces 
increasing challenges from climate change and 
sea-level rise, increased precipitation and larger 
and longer-lasting storms,1 storage of toxins and 
manure lagoons in flood plains, potential metals 
mining, increasing demands for groundwater 
from a shrinking aquifer, and need for improved 
farming practices. 

SOLUTION
On August 31, 2020, Virginia signed a Memoran-
dum of Understanding2 with North Carolina to 
work collaboratively on the management of the 
Albemarle-Pamlico watershed. To fulfill our ob-
ligations, Virginia needs to increase investment 
in the study and protection of this watershed to 
a degree that reflects its value to the Common-
wealth. 

Currently, there is a lack 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, includ-
ing:
• Land-use and demographic data; 
• Toxin and bio-waste storage information;
• Rainfall data and precipitation projections;
• Historic flooding data and rainfall and sea lev-

el rise predictions;
• Groundwater supply, usage, quality, and sus-

tainability;
• Distribution and population data on key spe-

cies of both flora and fauna, including endan-
gered, threatened, and species of concern;

• Mapping that shows the location of con-
served lands and riparian buffers;

• Threats to drinking water supplies;
• Assessment of the stormwater and wastewa-

ter needs by city and county; and
• Mapping and data of installed agricultural 

best management practices (BMP).

The Albemarle-Pamlico watershed consists 
of three basins and includes thirty-eight 
counties and cities, providing drinking water for 
approximately two million Virginians.

Karen W. Forget // Lynnhaven River NOW // karen@lrnow.org
Skip Stiles // Wetlands Watch // skip.stiles@wetlandswatch.org

PROTECTING THE ALBEMARLE-PAMLICO WATERSHED
CLEAN WATER

Back Bay Sunset, Virginia Beach
Photo by Lori A Cash



VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert // pat@vcnva.org
Senior Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Conservation & Clean Water

PLASTIC & TOXIC WASTE
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
REDUCING PLASTIC POLLUTION
Eradicating plastic pollution is a top priority for many Virginians. Building on this concern, 
now is the time to craft policies and laws that will keep plastic waste out of Virginia’s 
streams, rivers, and coastal waters. Waters polluted with plastic have negative health effects 
on humans and wildlife. We can further tackle plastic pollution in Virginia by eliminating 
the most harmful types of mismanaged waste, incentivizing sustainable disposal of what 
we do use, increasing producer responsibility, and encouraging the shift to sustainable and 
reusable products. Virginia has made progress to eliminate plastic pollution in previous 
years and further actions would continue this legacy.

Elly Boehmer // Environment Virginia // eboehmer@environmentvirginia.org
Jim Deppe // Lynnhaven River NOW // jim@lrnow.org
Emily Foppe // Clean Fairfax // emily@cleanfairfax.org
Katie Register // Clean Va Waterways of Longwood University // registerkm@longwood.edu 

STOPPING CHEMICAL, PLASTICS, & FOSSIL FUEL INDUSTRY GREENWASHING
Virginia’s waterways are under assault by single-use plastic pollution, but chemical 
conversion, also known as Advanced or Chemical Recycling, is a false and flawed solution 
to the plastic pollution crisis threatening our local waterways, oceans, and aquatic animals. 
Chemical conversion will not reduce the use of single-use plastics, rather it will incentivize 
plastics continued use as a feedstock for plastics-to-fuel facilities. The resulting air 
pollution and hazardous waste generated from chemical conversion would put Virginia’s 
communities and environmental health at risk. Legislators and regulators must ensure that 
the industry does not pollute waterways, entrench our dependence on single-use plastics, 
and inequitably burden communities of color where chemical conversion plants are often 
sited. 

Elly Boehmer // Environment Virginia // eboehmer@environmentvirginia.org
Emily Foppe // Clean Fairfax // emily@cleanfairfax.org
Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // connor.kish@sierraclub.org 

TACKLING TOXIC POLLUTANTS
Industrial pollutants such as per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) and polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) are a threat to our environment and our health. These 
chemicals have been linked to cancer, infertility, and other serious impacts. Virginia needs 
to take steps to track and mitigate these toxic pollutants so that all communities benefit 
from clean water, clean air, and healthy soil. 

Carroll Courtenay // Southern Environmental Law Center // ccourtenay@selcva.org
Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org 
Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org 

Sanderlings, Chincoteague Wildlife Refuge
Photo by Lucy Ellis



More and more states have established product 
stewardship programs where manufacturers 
pay for recycling and waste reduction, rather 
than taxpayers.

BEVERAGE CONTAINER DEPOSIT
In Virginia, bottles and cans account for nearly 
22% of all litter; states with container deposits 
have significantly less.7 Beverage container de-
posits (“bottle bills”) incentivize consumers to re-
turn containers for recycling. These proven pro-
grams increase recycling, while reducing litter, 
energy use, and greenhouse gas emissions.8 

CONTINUED EFFORTS
In 2020 and 2021, Virginia made progress by pass-
ing a ban on single-use foam containers, ban-
ning intentional balloon releases, and increasing 
the litter tax. Additionally, eight localities used 
their new authority to put a fee on plastic bags. 
Challenges include: the 2022 General Assembly 
delayed the ban on foam plastic by five years. 
Virginia’s litter tax is still inadequate, generating 
40-80% less revenue than other states. 9
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Eradicating plastic pollution is a top priority for 
many Virginians. Building on this concern, now is 
the time to craft policies and laws that will keep 
plastic waste out of Virginia’s streams, rivers, 
and coastal waters. Waters polluted with plastic 
have negative health effects on humans and 
wildlife. We can further tackle plastic pollution in 
Virginia by eliminating the most harmful types 
of mismanaged waste, incentivizing sustainable 
disposal of what we do use, increasing producer 
responsibility, and encouraging the shift to 
sustainable and reusable products. Virginia has 
made progress to eliminate plastic pollution in 
previous years and further actions would continue 
this legacy.

CHALLENGE
Our society produces single-use plastic items 
that are discarded, creating pollution and fur-
ther extraction of natural resources.1 When mis-
managed, trash ends up in Virginia’s natural 
landscapes and waterways. The unintended con-
sequences of single-use plastics result in devas-
tating impacts on wildlife, including sea turtles, 
birds, fish, mammals, and important water-fil-
tering bivalves like oysters 
and mussels through en-
tanglement and ingestion.2

Eighty percent of debris 
in the oceans comes from 
land: mismanaged waste, 
litter, illegal dumping, and 
uncovered trucks (e.g., 
food- and beverage-relat-
ed items, cigarette butts 
and plastic grocery bags).3,4 

This mismanaged waste disproportionately af-
fects historically disadvantaged communities as 
it disparately burdens BIPOC and communities 
of low wealth.5 Exposure to plastic additives have 
negative biological effects on humans and wild-
life.6

Abandoned and derelict vessels (ADVs) obstruct 
navigational channels, cause harm to the envi-
ronment, and diminish commercial and recre-
ational activities. ADVs, most of which are plastic 
material reinforced with glass fibers, also have 
negative financial impacts.

Our broken recycling system is insufficient in ac-
tion, funding, and impact as it does not reduce 
single-use products nor does it hold producers 
responsible for the plastic pollution crises.

SOLUTION
PRODUCER RESPONSIBILITY
Responsibility for litter clean ups, recycling, and 
waste disposal should be shifted from taxpayers 
onto manufacturers. A producer responsibility 
program incentivizes manufacturers to decrease 
packaging, increase recycled content, and create 
recyclable, reusable, or biodegradable products. 

Eighty percent of debris 
in the oceans comes 
from land.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Ban the use of single-use expanded 
polystyrene by food vendors by 2024 rather 
than having a 7-year phase-out period. 

Establish a producer responsibility program 
focused on a reduction in harmful packaging, 
where manufacturers pay for recycling and 
waste reduction, rather than taxpayers.

Establish a statewide beverage container 
deposit (“bottle bill”).

Increase the Virginia Litter Tax to be based on 
volume of sales rather than a flat tax of $20 
per business, and index the rate to inflation 
so it adjusts periodically. Also, allow non-profit 
organizations access to the Litter Control & 
Recycling Fund.

Fund the Virginia Abandoned and Derelict 
Vessel Prevention and Removal Program at $3 
million for FY 2023-24.

Elly Boehmer // Environment Virginia // eboehmer@environmentvirginia.org
Jim Deppe // Lynnhaven River NOW // jim@lrnow.org
Emily Foppe // Clean Fairfax // emily@cleanfairfax.org

Katie Register // Clean Virginia Waterways of Longwood University // registerkm@longwood.edu

REDUCING PLASTIC POLLUTION
PLASTIC & TOXIC WASTE

Sharing responsibility between taxpayers/consumers 
and producers has these components:

Refundable deposits on bev-
erage bottles and cans lead to 
less litter from these items as 
shown in this chart that com-
pares states with and without 
bottle bills.

Graph by Clean Virginia Wa-
terways



Moreover, the short history of chemical conver-
sion facilities in Virginia confirms chemical con-
version as a false solution to the plastic pollution 
crisis and a waste of taxpayer money. Braven En-
vironmental LLC abruptly canceled its plans to 
build a facility that would serve as a “solution” to 
the state’s plastic waste problem in Cumberland 
County,7 after receiving over $200,000 in state 
grants in 2020. 

SOLUTION
State solid waste management policy should fo-
cus on reducing single-use plastics in the waste 
stream and as litter, reusing products where 
possible, and if recycling is required, elevate solu-
tions that reduce the amount of virgin plastics 
manufactured.

Emerging technologies, such as chemical con-
version, should be robustly evaluated for safety 
and proof of scalability before being allowed in 
Virginia. Technologies should be profitable (i.e. 
not reliant on taxpayer dollars) and proven to 
achieve goals that advance Virginia’s quality of 
life, such as litter reduction, plastic waste man-
agement, and environmental equity. 

We have seen the chemical conver-
sion industry stumble due to issues 
surrounding technology scalability, 
high volumes of hazardous waste 
production, energy consumption, 
and overall inability to turn over 
a profit. To truly tackle the plastic 
pollution crisis, Virginia needs ac-
tual plastic reduction solutions that 
reduce our reliance on single use 
plastic (see REDUCING PLASTIC 
WASTE, page 15) to protect human 
health, our waterways, the ocean, 
and aquatic animals, such as turtles.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Virginia’s waterways are under assault by single-
use plastic pollution, but chemical conversion, 
also known as Advanced or Chemical Recycling, is 
a false and flawed solution to the plastic pollution 
crisis threatening our local waterways, oceans, 
and aquatic animals. Chemical conversion will not 
reduce the use of single-use plastics, rather it will 
incentivize plastics continued use as a feedstock 
for plastics-to-fuel facilities. The resulting air 
pollution and hazardous waste generated 
from chemical conversion would put Virginia’s 
communities and environmental health at risk. 
Legislators and regulators must ensure that the 
industry does not pollute waterways, entrench 
our dependence on single-use plastics, and 
inequitably burden communities of color where 
chemical conversion plants are often sited.1 

CHALLENGE
Chemical conversion is an experimental process 
where plastic is melted down in an oxygen-free 
environment to render a raw material for more 
plastic production, or to create fuel (see graphic 
below). Often, the plastic used in the chemical 

conversion process is sourced from brokers or 
single companies, and would not “recycle” local 
plastic products used by Virginians. 

The increased air pollution and hazardous waste 
production that result from chemical conversion 
put Virginians’ health at risk. In 2018, when the 
fuel and feedstock produced from one of these 
facilities alone was burned, over 49,000 tons of 
toxins went into our air.2 Pollution disproportion-
ately burdens communities of color and, as a re-
sult of this environmental injustice, Black people 
are three times more likely to die from exposure 
to air pollutants than white people.3,4 In particu-
lar, seven of the eight chemical conversion facili-
ties in the United States are in communities that 
are low income, Black, or both;5 this combined 
with the fact that these facilities are often out 
of compliance with EPA compliance with haz-
ardous waste regulations further demonstrates 
chemical conversion as a false, unequitable solu-
tion. Plastic pollution and lack 

of effective recycling indus-
try infrastructure has given 
the industries an opportu-
nity to market “advanced 
recycling” technology, like 
chemical conversion, as a 
solution, despite the com-
plete lack of operating suc-
cess.

The American Chemistry 
Council has succeeded in 
convincing eighteen state 
legislatures6 to pass bills, 
such as 2021 bill SB1164 in 
Virginia, that effectively ex-
empt these facilities from 
important waste regula-
tions.

Over 49,000 tons of toxins went into our air in 
2018 due to chemical conversion.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
State code should clarify that technologies 
that turn plastic to fuel are not recycling, and 
should be regulated using all applicable solid 
waste and energy laws. 

Support proven solutions that reduce overall 
plastic consumption like an extended 
producer responsibility program or others 
outlined in REDUCING PLASTIC POLLUTION, 
page 15. 

Ensure the protection of environmental justice 
communities that are disproportionately 
impacted by chemical conversion facilities 
by requiring comprehensive environmental 
justice impact analysis, including robust air 
quality monitoring systems in site suitability 
studies. 

Taxpayer money (loans or grants) should 
not be used to recruit or retain any private 
chemical conversion businesses.

Elly Boehmer // Environment Virginia // eboehmer@environmentvirginia.org
Emily Foppe // Clean Fairfax // emily@cleanfairfax.org

Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // connor.kish@sierraclub.org
STOPPING CHEMICAL, PLASTICS, & FOSSIL FUEL INDUSTRY 
GREENWASHING PLASTIC & TOXIC WASTE
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Discarded water bottle
Photo by Patti Black
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Industrial pollutants such as per- and 
polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS) and polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs) are a threat to our 
environment and our health. These chemicals 
have been linked to cancer, infertility, and other 
serious impacts. Virginia needs to take steps to 
track and mitigate these toxic pollutants so that 
all communities benefit from clean water, clean 
air, and healthy soil.

CHALLENGE
PFAS
Commonly called “forever chemicals,” PFAS are 
toxic, bioaccumulative, and extremely persistent 
man-made chemicals.1 Exposure to these chem-

icals may impact fertility, raise cholesterol levels, 
and increase the risk of some forms of cancer.2,3 
While the public can come into direct contact 
with PFAS through everyday items like water-
proof and stain-resistant items, food packaging, 
and non-stick cookware, significant and concen-
trated streams of these chemicals can be released 
into our environment by firefighting foams, in-
dustrial uses, wastewater discharge, landfills, and 
land-applied biosolids.4 This can lead to contam-
ination of drinking water, soil, crops, and forage 
for livestock and wildlife. Initial studies in Virginia 
have found PFAS contamination in public drink-
ing water, private well-water, and in White Oak 
Swamp near Richmond International Airport, 
with additional studies on the way. 5,6,7

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
PFAS
Require industrial users to disclose and control all chemicals released in their discharges through 
Virginia’s wastewater permit and industrial pretreatment programs.

Fund DEQ and VDH to identify and eliminate potential pathways for PFAS contamination, which 
include wastewater discharges; land-applied biosolids; landfill leachate; air pollution; and food 
packaging. 

Establish drinking water standards for PFAS and other toxic chemicals that fully protect public health.

COAL TAR SEALANTS
Provide a local option to regulate or prohibit coal tar sealants.

Carroll Courtenay // Southern Environmental Law Center // ccourtenay@selcva.org
Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org 

Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org
TACKLING TOXIC POLLUTANTS
PLASTIC & TOXIC WASTE
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Unfortunately, Virginia does not require pollut-
ers to disclose or control these chemicals in their 
discharges or land-applied biosolids, leaving 
downstream communities, private well-owners, 
and farmers at risk or on-the-hook for the costly 
cleanup. Toxic facilities are more often concen-
trated in low-income communities and commu-
nities of color. One study found that members of 
these communities are more likely to live within 
five miles of a site contaminated by PFAS.8

Drinking water standards are an important com-
ponent of protecting public health, but ultimate-
ly PFAS pollution must be stopped at its source. 
The Commonwealth should identify and control 
pathways of PFAS and put the responsibility on 
polluters—not communities—to clean up their 
waste by i) requiring polluters to disclose all 
chemicals released in their discharges and ii) in-
cluding monitoring, reporting, and treatment re-
quirements for PFAS in wastewater, solid waste, 
land-applied biosolids, and air regulations.

PAH-CONTAINING COAL TAR SEALANTS
PAHs are carcinogenic compounds that are 
harmful to human health, wildlife, and creeks 
and rivers.  Coal Tar Sealants, which are used on 
driveways and parking lots, have high levels of 
these toxic compounds. Studies have shown that 
residences adjacent to parking lots with coal-
tar-based sealcoat have PAH concentrations in 

house dust that are 25 times higher than that of 
residences not adjacent to coal-tar-based parking 
lots.9 Young children (ages 0-6) are particularly 
vulnerable to health effects as they ingest high 
levels of house dust. USGS research shows cancer 
risk is 38 times higher for people living adjacent 
to coal-tar-sealed pavement than for people 
living adjacent to unsealed pavement.  

Recent studies also indicate significant 
negative impacts of PAHs on wildlife, including 
oysters, freshwater mussels, and various fish 
populations.10,11 Further, recent studies have 
demonstrated clear and immediate effects of 
coal tar sealant prohibition. Several cities and 
states around the country have already prohibited 
these substances. In one city, PAH concentrations 
declined by 58% within several years of a ban 
going into effect.12 Cost effective alternatives to 
these products exist  and yet local governments 
in Virginia lack the authority to regulate these 
toxic substances.13 The Commonwealth should 
work towards phasing out these toxic products, 
and as a first step allow local governments to 
prohibit these substances in order to protect their 
citizens and local waterways.

Cancer risk is 38 times higher for people living 
adjacent to coal-tar-sealed pavement.



VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert // pat@vcnva.org
Senior Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Conservation & Clean WaterFLOOD & CLIMATE RESILIENCY
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
ADDRESSING STATEWIDE FLOOD RISK EQUITABLY
Virginians are already seeing climate change impacts, from sea level rise along our 
coastlines to increased rainfall and flooding statewide. Over the past several years, 
state leaders have created new policies and programs to address increasing flood 
risk. Moving forward, we must ensure the involvement of low-income, rural, and 
tribal communities in flood-prone areas from the start. Given the cost of adaptation, 
consistent, long-term, and dedicated funding with transparent oversight must be 
identified. To ensure a flood resilient future for all Virginians, we need coordinated 
and equitable flood resilience planning and adaptation with adequate oversight 
and natural resource protections.

Jay Ford // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jford@cbf.org
Emily Steinhilber // Environmental Defense Fund // esteinhilber@edf.org
Skip Stiles // Wetlands Watch // skip.stiles@wetlandswatch.org 

SEQUESTERING CARBON THROUGH OUR NATURAL RESOURCES
An Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change special report emphasized the 
role that the land and water sector can and must play as part of the comprehensive 
strategy to tackle climate change. Virginia can sequester atmospheric carbon in 
our forests, soils, and wetlands, not only to meet our climate obligations but also 
to enhance Virginia’s air and water quality. Furthermore, increasing carbon content 
in our soils makes them more productive and drought resistant for Virginia’s 
farmers. By setting targets and adopting policies to encourage sequestration, while 
reducing barriers and creating incentives to carbon markets, we can help meet 
climate and water quality goals while spurring economic development around the 
Commonwealth.

Jay Ford // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jford@cbf.org
Bryan Hofmann // Friends of the Rappahannock // bryan.hofmann@riverfriends.org

Richmond Freights and the James River
Photo by Lucas Manweiler



Some communities have identified billions of dol-
lars in needed resilience investments while many 
have not yet begun to calculate the costs. Virginia 
cannot afford to lose momentum and must en-
sure that this vital work continues.

SOLUTION
Climate change and increasing flood risks im-
pact the entire Commonwealth. An equitable 
and comprehensive approach to flood resilience 
is needed to protect Virginia’s people, places, 
and resources. 

The continued prioritization and involvement 
of low-income, rural, and tribal communities in 
flood resilience planning and adaptation is es-
sential. Locality capacity to complete resilience 
planning and implementation is typically mini-
mal, so additional technical assistance and sup-
port by agency staff is needed.

Virginia must stay in RGGI in order to maintain 
funding for the Community Flood Preparedness 
Fund. But regardless of the future of RGGI in Vir-

ginia, localities will need additional consistent, 
long-term, and dedicated funding and financ-
ing strategies to meet the scale of the need. This 
should include appropriation of general funds as 
well as the utilization of additional federal fund-
ing streams. Additional transparency and over-
sight of adaptation resources guarantee that 
they are allocated equitably and in coordination 
with statewide flood resilience planning and 
natural resource priorities. Cross-agency collab-
oration is critical for flood planning success and 
requires clear leadership, including a Chief Re-
silience Officer and Special Assistant for Coastal 
Adaptation and Protection, as well as staff to ad-
vance this work.

Virginia is the first state to include sea level rise in 
its tidal wetlands permitting and the Chesapeake 
Bay Preservation Act, but we could lose the ma-
jority of our tidal wetlands and coastal shoreline 
by mid-century without vigorous enforcement of 
these regulations. This necessitates more consis-
tency across planning documents and program 
guidelines, as well as education by agency staff.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Virginians are already seeing climate change 
impacts, from sea level rise along our coastlines 
to increased rainfall and flooding statewide. 
Over the past several years, state leaders have 
created new policies and programs to address 
increasing flood risk. Moving forward, we must 
ensure the involvement of low-income, rural, 
and tribal communities in flood-prone areas 
from the start. Given the cost of adaptation, 
consistent, long-term, and dedicated funding 
with transparent oversight must be identified. To 
ensure a flood resilient future for all Virginians, we 
need coordinated and equitable flood resilience 
planning and adaptation with adequate oversight 
and natural resource protections.

CHALLENGE
Climate-induced flooding threatens the lives, 
livelihoods, and property of communities across 
the Commonwealth. Coastal Virginia faces the 
highest rate of relative sea level rise on the Atlan-
tic coast.1 Without action, up to 89% of Virginia’s 
coastal wetlands could be permanently inun-
dated by 2080.2 Within the next 60 years, nearly 
1 million coastal Virginians will be at risk of major 
coastal flooding and face flood damages costing 
up to $5.7 billion annually.3 Increased flooding 

threatens the gains we have made on water qual-
ity and the long term investment in a restored 
Chesapeake Bay. The chronically underserved 
and under-resourced communities least able 
to adapt, plan, and invest in preparedness and 
protection face the greatest risks from climate 
change while simultaneously facing compound 
threats of discrimination.

In recent years, leadership has taken important 
steps to reduce flood risk and build flood resil-
ience. Virginia joined the Regional Greenhouse 
Gas Initiative (RGGI) in 2020 and designated 
45% of proceeds to the statewide Community 
Flood Preparedness Fund,4 with 25% dedicat-
ed to low-income geographic areas. This fund, 
which prioritizes community scale investments 
and natural infrastructure, has already invest-
ed over $70 million in flood resilience across the 
Commonwealth. It is increasingly oversubscribed 
and there is the potential for Virginia to withdraw 
from RGGI with no concrete plan to replace that 
funding.

Within the next 60 years, nearly 1 million coastal 
Virginians will be at risk of major coastal flooding 
and face flood damages costing up to $5.7 billion 
annually.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Direct DCR to apply fair treatment and meaningful involvement of low-income, rural, and tribal 
communities in flood-prone areas in program planning, funding mechanisms, and technical 
assistance, in coordination with DCR’s existing and future outreach and engagement efforts related 
to the Coastal Resilience Master Plan and the statewide master planning process.

Maintain Virginia’s participation in the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative and that 45% of revenues 
generated from RGGI continue to be allocated to the CFPF.

Identify additional consistent, long-term, and dedicated funding – with transparent oversight of 
expenditures and cross-agency coordination – to address flood risk and advance flood resilience. 

Increase staff capacity at multiple agencies (including at least 2 outreach and engagement staff 
at DCR, 2 Chesapeake Bay Preservation Act technical assistance staff at DEQ, and 1 Tidal Wetlands 
Act technical assistance staff at VMRC) to educate localities and relevant boards on changing 
regulations and provide direct technical assistance to local and regional governments for flood 
resilience planning and adaptation.

Incorporate climate change in long-term planning, such as comprehensive plans.

Jay Ford // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jford@cbf.org
Emily Steinhilber // Environmental Defense Fund // esteinhilber@edf.org

Skip Stiles // Wetlands Watch // skip.stiles@wetlandswatch.org
ADDRESSING STATEWIDE FLOOD RISK EQUITABLY
FLOOD & CLIMATE RESILIENCY

Silhouette of a couple on Buckroe Beach, Hampton
Photo by Lori A Cash



One of the carbon sequestration workgroup 
recommendations was, “increasing support for 
existing programs with carbon sequestration co-
benefits.”5 Programs such as Virginia’s Agricultural Cost 
Share program, Conservation Reserve Enhancement 
Program, Urban and Community Forestry grant 
program, Virginia Pollinator Smart Program, and many 
other initiatives include the co-benefit of sequestering 
carbon. Ensuring robust funding for these programs 
is essential, but agencies should also look for ways to 
further encourage and increase sequestration within 
their respective programs.

The Virginia Phase III Watershed Implementation Plan 
(WIP) highlights the need for the Healthy Watershed 
Forest Project as a key strategy for achieving our water 
quality goals through accelerating the pace of forest 
land retention and restoration.6 

Finally, carbon markets are difficult to navigate, which 
means farmers and landowners require technical 
assistance accessing the financial incentives available 
to increase carbon in their soils and forests. Virginia 
should assist farmers/landowners with accessing 
markets.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
An Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
special report emphasized the role that the land 
and water sector can and must play as part of the 
comprehensive strategy to tackle climate change.1 
Virginia can sequester atmospheric carbon in 
our forests, soils, and wetlands, not only to meet 
our climate obligations but also to enhance 
Virginia’s air and water quality. Furthermore, 
increasing carbon content in our soils makes 
them more productive and drought resistant 
for Virginia’s farmers. By setting targets and 
adopting policies to encourage sequestration, 
while reducing barriers and creating incentives 
to carbon markets, we can help meet climate 
and water quality goals while spurring economic 
development around the Commonwealth.

CHALLENGE
Sequestering atmospheric carbon is a necessary 
component of the climate solution, yet Virginia 
continues to see significant losses across natu-
ral resource sectors. Despite obligations in the 
Watershed Implementation Plan2 and in statute 
for ‘no net loss’, wetlands continue to disappear 
from year to year. Virginia’s Coastal Resilience 
Master Plan projects that 49% of existing coast-
al wetlands will disappear by 2060 and 89% by 
2080.3 Similarly, forest canopy across the Com-
monwealth continues to disappear at a stag-
gering rate with over 189,000 acres between 
2014 and 2018 in our Chesapeake Bay watershed 
alone (see INCREASING INVESTMENT IN TREES, 
page 43).

In recognition of the need to accelerate seques-
tration efforts, the General Assembly passed SB 
1374 in 2021, creating a task force to study carbon 
sequestration through forests, soil, and wetlands. 
The resultant report provided to the General As-

sembly summarized the opportunity saying, “by 
capturing and storing carbon, communities can 
help offset emissions and mitigate the effects 
of climate change such as increased severe 
weather, wildfires, dangerous heatwaves, sea 
level rise, and diminished air and water quality.”4

Unfortunately, challenges presented by the 
pandemic and the change in administration 
prevented the workgroup from fully address-
ing its charge. Key items remain unaddressed, 
such as exploring the feasibility and efficacy of 
short- and long-term sequestration targets for 
Virginia’s natural and working lands, and devel-
oping policy recommendations for state land 
and marine resource use. Resolving these issues 
is a necessary step in helping Virginia further our 
sequestration efforts as well as ensuring Virginia 
is primed to take advantage of funding opportu-
nities from the federal government and private 
sector. 

SOLUTION
Growing recognition of carbon sequestration as 
a necessary component of our climate change 
response has driven an increase in the value of 
carbon trading credits and new incentive pro-
grams. These opportunities can help Virginia to 
meet our existing natural resource objectives 
while simultaneously drawing down atmospher-
ic carbon – but only if we are primed to take ad-
vantage. Continuing the work of the carbon se-
questration workgroup is needed to prepare the 
Commonwealth to be a leader in this space.

We must first establish a baseline for sequestra-
tion in the Commonwealth and develop achiev-
able targets for increasing sequestration in the 
coming years. Using the best available science, 
Virginia should set natural resource sector goals 
to help shape sequestration policy moving for-
ward. Additionally, each agency should assess 
their assets and develop a plan to increase car-
bon sequestration on Virginia’s land and waters 
that supports our sequestration targets. 

Virginia’s Coastal Resilience Master Plan 
projects that 49% of existing coastal wetlands 
will disappear by 2060.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Virginia agencies should create an 
inventory of their assets current carbon 
sequestration value and provide that 
information to DEQ to serve as part of 
Virginia’s carbon inventory.

Virginia should develop and adopt 
carbon sequestration targets for the 
Commonwealth’s forests, wetlands, 
and agricultural lands based upon the 
best available science.

Virginia agencies should develop 
recommendations to increase long 
term carbon sequestration within 
existing programs.

Tools and resources should be 
developed to help landowners and 
agricultural producers access carbon 
markets.

Jay Ford // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jford@cbf.org
Bryan Hofmann // Friends of the Rappahannock // bryan.hofmann@riverfriends.org

SEQUESTERING CARBON THROUGH OUR NATURAL RESOURCES
FLOOD & CLIMATE RESILIENCY

Photo by Erik Moore
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LAND & 
WILDLIFE 
CONSERVATION
Conservation of Virginia’s lands is crucial to protecting our 
natural resource base. Protected lands directly support 
clean water and air, healthy wildlife populations, beautiful 
views, food security, culture and history, a sense of place, and 
improved physical and mental health. Virginia’s landscapes 
also help support the backbone of its economy: agriculture, 
forestry, and tourism. However, land conservation efforts 
are consistently under development pressure. There are 
many ways to help ensure landscapes are protected for 
their many benefits including expanding local food systems, 
conserving tree canopies, connecting wildlife migration 
corridors, rebuilding native aquatic populations, and keeping 
cultural history and resources intact for future generations to 
appreciate.
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VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert // pat@vcnva.org
Senior Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Conservation & Clean Water

LAND CONSERVATION & 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
INVESTING IN VIRGINIA’S HERITAGE & FUTURE
Across Virginia’s coast, piedmont, and mountains, we have a wealth of natural and cultural assets that 
are closely tied to the state’s heritage and integral to its future. These assets are foundational to the 
state’s economic, social, and environmental health. Taking care of these assets and making sure they 
are accessible to every Virginian requires state investment in conservation. Thanks to forethought 
from past administrations and legislatures, Virginia has strong programs and tools. These mechanisms 
simply need sufficient, consistent, and dedicated funding to ensure Virginia’s future generations have 
the kind of Commonwealth we want to leave to them.

John Eustis // New River Land Trust // nrlt@newriverlandtrust.org
Nikki Rovner // The Nature Conservancy // nrovner@tnc.org 

ENSURING CONSISTENT SUPPORT FOR TRAILS & PARKS
Trails, parks, green spaces, and blue spaces are essential for communities to thrive and prosper as they 
create opportunities for outdoor recreation, improve public health, stimulate economic development, 
and key components of transportation networks. Ensuring consistent support for trails and parks will 
continue to make Virginia a great place to live, work, and play. 

Cat Anthony // Virginia Capital Trail Foundation // cat@virginiacapitaltrail.org
Elliott Caldwell // East Coast Greenway Alliance // elliott@greenway.org 
Justin Doyle // James River Association // jdoyle@thejamesriver.org
Brantley Tyndall // Virginia Bicycling Federation // president@vabike.org 

PRESERVING FARMLAND THROUGH CLIMATE-SMART AGRICULTURE
Farmland preservation and promotion of high-value organic and climate-smart commodities 
keep farmland in production, bring prosperity to farming communities, and facilitate agriculture’s 
contribution as a climate change solution. Farmland managed sustainably with practices like cover 
crops, vegetated streamside buffers, and no/low-tillage improves soil health with the same benefits as 
wetlands – improved water quality and wildlife habitat. To preserve our farmland, Virginia must embrace 
smart-growth, permanently protect agricultural land, advance smart solar, enhance farmland access, 
and create opportunities for the next generation of farmers, particularly the historically marginalized. 

Parker Agelasto // Capital Region Land Conservancy // parker@capitalregionland.org
Francesca Costantino // Virginia Association for Biological Farming // labella_francesca@yahoo.com
Michael Kane // Piedmont Environmental Council // mkane@pecva.org

PROTECTING HISTORIC & CULTURAL RESOURCES
From Chief Powhatan’s capital, Werowocomoco, to American Revolution and Civil War battlefields, to 
Rosenwald schools and sites related to the struggle for Civil Rights, Virginia’s unique and diverse array 
of historic and cultural resources tell the story of our Commonwealth and nation. Robust support for 
existing programs as well as exploration of broadening preservation tools available to protect these 
resources is critically important to ensure their benefit to current and future generations and supports 
key industries, including agriculture and tourism.

Max Hokit // American Battlefield Trust // mhokit@battlefields.org
Elizabeth Kostelny // Preservation Virginia // ekostelny@preservationvirginia.org

SECURING LASTING FUNDING FOR LAND CONSERVATION
Virginian’s identities and quality of life are rooted in our land. We take pride in our stunning and iconic 
landscapes: the rugged Appalachian Mountains, fertile Piedmont, tidal rivers flowing across the coastal 
plain to the Chesapeake Bay. Virginia’s natural resources support local economies; form the foundation 
of our culture and diverse communities; and sustain the health of our people, our wildlife, and our 
water. But the demands facing Virginia’s landscapes are growing and Virginia needs to increase the 
scale and speed of its conservation efforts to ensure these benefits for future generations. Establishing 
a dedicated funding source to supplement regular general fund dollars will equip Virginia to face these 
challenges directly.

Christopher Leyen // Virginia League of Conservation Voters // cleyen@valcv.org
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org 

Umber Dawn, Bull Run Overlook
Photo by Steve Owens



The Virginia Farmland Preservation Fund and 
Virginia Battlefield Preservation Fund provide 
matching funds to leverage significant local, fed-
eral and private funding sources to protect the 
state’s best farmland, tell a more complete his-
tory, and preserve historically-significant plac-
es. Additionally, funding is needed for the new 
Black, Indigenous and People of Color (BIPOC) 
Historic Preservation Fund to improve preserva-
tion of BIPOC historic and cultural resources.

These proven, effective and progressive tools 
must be funded robustly to meet the demands 
of our time.

In addition, these essential programs must be 
augmented by a permanent, dedicated source 
of revenue that serves a wider array of outdoor 
recreation, trails, pocket parks, and cultural site 
expansion and development projects. Such a 
program that supports urban conservation and 
underserved communities with a sustained 
source of reliable funds will allow localities to 
better plan their outdoor recreation infrastruc-
ture investments with certainty that their needs 
will be met. One potential way to build this new 
program out of an existing tool is to build off of 
the Virginia Outdoor Foundation’s Get Outdoors 
program, which is much more accessible for 
small rural and urban localities and nonprofit 
organizations than Virginia’s other grant pro-
grams.

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

Support Virginia conservation agencies: 
additional staff at the Virginia Outdoors 
Foundation, Department of Conservation 
and Recreation, Department of Forestry, and 
Department of Wildlife Resources to keep up 
with land conservation opportunities with 
willing sellers. Provide adequate and timely 
support from the Office of the Attorney 
General and Department of General Services.

Adequately support real estate staff at each of 
these agencies.

Virginia’s Land Conservation Grant Programs: 
• $20 million per year for the Virginia Land 
Conservation Foundation
• $5 million per year for the Virginia Farmland 
Preservation Fund
• $5 million per year for the Virginia 
Battlefield Preservation Fund
• $5 million per year for the new Virginia 
BIPOC Historic Preservation Fund

$20 million per year to extend Virginia 
Outdoors Foundation’s Get Outdoors program 
(GO) throughout the Commonwealth.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Across Virginia’s coast, piedmont, and mountains, 
we have a wealth of natural and cultural assets 
that are closely tied to the state’s heritage and 
integral to its future. These assets are foundational 
to the state’s economic, social, and environmental 
health. Taking care of these assets and making 
sure they are accessible to every Virginian 
requires state investment in conservation. Thanks 
to forethought from past administrations and 
legislatures, Virginia has strong programs and 
tools. These mechanisms simply need sufficient, 
consistent, and dedicated funding to ensure 
Virginia’s future generations have the kind of 
Commonwealth we want to leave to them.

CHALLENGE
Given the growing popularity of outdoor 
recreation and public interest in nature-
based experiences, now is the time to expand 
conservation efforts. We can’t wait until the 
challenges of population growth, development 
pressures, climate change, and historic inequities 
become overwhelming. Since 2000, more than 
335,000 acres of Virginia farmland have been 
paved over or otherwise converted to non- 
agricultural uses (see PRESERVING FARMLAND 
THROUGH CLIMATE-SMART AGRICULTURE, 
page 35).1 Without conservation we will lose the 
places that grow our food, ensure the quality of 
our drinking water supplies, preserve habitat for 
wildlife, sequester carbon, and provide healthy 
outdoor spaces for Virginia families. 

Across the demographic spectrum, Virginians 
have a conservation ethic. However, recent state 
budget spending on natural resources, state 
parks, and recreation is less than one percent; 
this ranks Virginia 4th to last nationally.2 The 
need for additional funding is also called for 

throughout the Virginia Outdoors Plan 2018. The 
consequences of this lack of spending are real: 
lost opportunities to conserve more land and 
insufficient public access to lands that are already 
protected.

Virginia needs to fund existing and proven 
conservation mechanisms commensurate with 
demand and to match other sources of funding. 
Increasing state funding for conservation will 
leverage unprecedented federal dollars through 
the Great American Outdoors Act as well as 
strong private sector support for conservation. If 
state matching funds are not provided to unlock 
these federal dollars, Virginia could miss out.

Our conservation efforts must acknowledge 
historic and current disparities in terms of 
resources for some communities and treatment 
of segments of the population most notably 
native peoples and more broadly people of color. 
We need to expand conservation efforts in order 
to be able to begin to address injustices and 
inequalities past and present.

SOLUTION
Fortunately, the Commonwealth has effective 
land conservation programs already in place, but 
they must be supported consistently at much 
higher levels to meet the growing need.

Virginia has one of the most successful and pro-
gressive private land conservation programs in 
the country – the Land Preservation Tax Cred-
it (LPTC). The LPTC encourages voluntary land 
conservation by providing taxpayers who make 
gifts of land or conservation easements tax cred-
its equal to 40% of the value of their donated in-
terest.

The Virginia Land Conservation Foundation 
(VLCF) provides state matching grants on a com-
petitive basis for the protection of open spaces 
and parks, natural areas, historic areas, and farm-
land and forest preservation.

INVESTING IN VIRGINIA’S HERITAGE & FUTURE
LAND CONSERVATION & OUTDOOR RECREATION 

John Eustis // New River Land Trust // nrlt@newriverlandtrust.org
Nikki Rovner // The Nature Conservancy // nrovner@tnc.org

Recent state budget spending on natural 
resources, state parks, and recreation ranks 
Virginia 4th to last nationally.

Brothers, Warren County
Photo by Richard Koth
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Trails, parks, green spaces, and blue spaces 
are essential for communities to thrive and 
prosper as they create opportunities for outdoor 
recreation, improve public health, stimulate 
economic development, and key components 
of transportation networks. Ensuring consistent 
support for trails and parks will continue to make 
Virginia a great place to live, work, and play.

CHALLENGE
For too long, trails and parks have been 
underfunded. Based on a recent presentation 
from the Department of Conservation and 
Recreation (DCR), the agency has a maintenance 
backlog of over $240 million.1 We need to invest 
in our parks and trails so future generations can 
continue to utilize them instead of letting these 
assets fall into disrepair.

For too many Virginians, parks, green spaces, and 
bodies of water are inaccessible due to distance, 
uneven distribution across the Commonwealth, 

and lack of facilities compliant with the Americans 
with Disabilities Act. Within communities, race 
and income play a role in determining the quality 
and size of parks and green spaces individuals 
have access to in the United States. More affluent 
and predominantly White neighborhoods tend to 
have access to higher quality park systems with 
more acreage than those with larger low-income 
and Latinx or Black populations.2 We must 
prioritize addressing inequitable access to parks, 
green spaces, and bodies of water in Virginia 
by identifying places where access is poor and 
making investments in new parks, green spaces, 
water access, and trails.

SOLUTION
Parks and trails have been overwhelmed with an 
increase of usage over the past year which jus-
tifies the need for consistent funding to reach 
all communities and maintain existing infra-
structure.3 Equitable access to outdoor spaces 
promotes physical activity, which includes many 
health benefits, including decreases in obesity, 
cardiovascular disease, and diabetes.4 Currently, 
access to the outdoors is not shared equitably; 

ENSURING CONSISTENT SUPPORT FOR TRAILS & PARKS 
LAND CONSERVATION & OUTDOOR RECREATION 

Cat Anthony // Virginia Capital Trail Foundation // cat@virginiacapitaltrail.org
Elliott Caldwell // East Coast Greenway Alliance // elliott@greenway.org 

Justin Doyle // James River Association // jdoyle@thejamesriver.org
Brantley Tyndall // Virginia Bicycling Federation // president@vabike.org

Access to the outdoors is not shared equitably.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
$41M per year in recurring funding, adjusted for inflation to 2022 dollars, for the Office of Trails to plan, 
construct, and maintain trails in the Commonwealth in VDOT. 

$1M for grant match funds for low-income communities, communities of color, and smaller localities 
of population less than 25,000 for better connectivity to transportation and recreation, to be 
administered by VDOT.

Establish a State Trail Designation Program and direct resources toward planning and constructing 
state trails through the Office of Trails.

$57M per year for the Department of Conservation and Recreation’s State Parks to support essential 
staffing, programs, and backlog of maintenance issues.

Direct the Department of Conservation and Recreation to create a statewide Outdoor Access Equity 
Model with stakeholder input.

the need to create a statewide outdoor access 
equity model is the first step in determining 
where investments in parks and trails are essen-
tial. 

Investments in trails, public access infrastruc-
ture, and associated facilities must be construct-
ed to accommodate all ability levels and promote 
inclusion that connect parks and green spaces 

to all. A state-wide trail designation should be 
created, similar to Florida’s Designation System, 
to ensure an inclusive interconnected trail sys-
tem and to strengthen public awareness and 
protection around our trail assets.5 Protection of 
green spaces is linked to protecting air quality, 
which helps decrease respiratory and cardiovas-
cular diseases.6

Hikers at Dark Hollow Falls, Shenandoah
Photo by Hugh Kenny
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Technical assistance and grants can help 
small and underserved farms transition to 
higher value production.

In 2021, the Office of Farmland Preservation 
(OFP) allocated $270,000 in state matching 
funds to five local Purchase of Development 
Rights (PDR) programs, worked with local 
PDR programs to permanently preserve 
152 acres in one easement of working farm 
and forest lands, and launched a new and 
improved Virginia Farm Link website at vir-
giniafarmlink.org to connect farm seekers to 
available land.6 From the start of the program 
in 1999, Virginia Land Conservation Founda-
tion (VLCF) has funded 40 farmland preser-
vation programs totaling $9,338,622, includ-
ing 9 projects in 2021 totaling $2,746,876.7

Committed state action is an essential re-
sponse to farmland loss. Cost and administra-
tive burden of participating in PDR programs 
for localities must be lowered. Programs to 
purchase agricultural conservation ease-
ments could do more with adequate funding 
and greater flexibility. The Commonwealth 
must maintain the successful Land Preserva-
tion Tax Credit and continue to regularly is-
sue bonds for state conservation agency land 
acquisition.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Farmland preservation and promotion of high-
value organic and climate-smart commodities 
keep farmland in production, bring prosperity to 
farming communities, and facilitate agriculture’s 
contribution as a climate change solution. 
Farmland managed sustainably with practices 
like cover crops, vegetated streamside buffers, 
and no/low-tillage improves soil health with the 
same benefits as wetlands – improved water 
quality and wildlife habitat.1 To preserve our 
farmland, Virginia must embrace smart-growth, 
permanently protect agricultural land, advance 
smart solar, enhance farmland access, and create 
opportunities for the next generation of farmers, 
particularly the historically marginalized.

CHALLENGE
Agriculture provides food security, recreation, 
tourism, wildlife habitat, biodiversity, flood 
mitigation, improved water quality, carbon 
sequestration, and soil stabilization. Of 8.2 
million acres of agricultural land in Virginia, 3.3 
million acres (40%) is in the nationally significant 
category best suited for growing food. 

Virginia’s agricultural land is under threat. 
Between 2001 and 2016, 340,000 acres of 
farmland have been developed, 120,000 acres 
being nationally significant prime farmland 
soils. Virginia’s conversion threat is higher than 
its policy response.2 Virginia is 7th and 12th 
respectively among US States in terms of most 
acres and largest percent of agricultural land 
to be lost to conversion by 2040. Rockingham 
County around Harrisonburg is 5th among US 
counties in terms of largest percent of agricultural 
land to be converted; development hotspots 
around Richmond in Chesterfield County and 
the I-495 Capital Beltway in Fairfax and Prince 
William Counties are also at risk. Pittsylvania 
County stands to lose the most number of acres 
of agricultural land to development.3

SOLUTION
Grassfed, climate-smart, regenerative,4 and or-
ganic production practices provide a premium 
product and marketing opportunities to capture 
more value, and allow a farmer to make a liveli-
hood  from farming, essential for keeping in pro-
duction.5 These same practices build soil health 
for environmental benefits to water quality and 
the climate.

PRESERVING FARMLAND THROUGH CLIMATE-SMART 
AGRICULTURE LAND CONSERVATION & OUTDOOR RECREATION

Parker Agelasto // Capital Region Land Conservancy // parker@capitalregionland.org
Francesca Costantino // Virginia Association for Biological Farming // labella_francesca@yahoo.com

Michael Kane // Piedmont Environmental Council // mkane@pecva.org

Virginia ranks 
7th among 
US states for 
most acres of 
agricultural 
land to 
be lost to 
conversion by 
2040.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Set a statewide goal for permanent farmland 
protection and develop a state farmland plan.

$2 million per year to the Virginia Land 
Conservation Foundation (VLCF) for farmland 
preservation, $5 million per year to Virginia 
Farmland Preservation Fund for farmland PDR 
yearly, and $1 million match per year for federal 
programs for agricultural and conservation 
easements.

Lower Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) 
programs match to 25% and allow nonprofit land 
trusts to hold easements.

$500,000 yearly through the Office of Farmland 
Preservation (OFP) for helping frame PDR 
ordinances for localities and advising on best 
local zoning practices on preserving farmland in 
situations of Low-Density Residential land-use.

Establish $10 million small meat processing fund 
with federal recovery funding.

$250,000 per year for the Agriculture and Forestry 
Industries Development Fund infrastructure 
program and $250,000 for technical assistance 
and grants for a new VDACS program for small 
and underserved farms to transition to higher 
value production yearly.Virginians policy scores compared to the median and the highest scores achieved 

by all states that have implemented each policy. 

Conversion of non-federal farm-
land to UHD (Urban and Highly 
Developed) and LDR (Low-Den-
sity Residential) land uses from 
2001-2016. 

*Farmland  is composed of crop-
land, pastureland, and wood-
land associated with farms. 
**The productivity, versatility, 
and resiliency (PVR) index tar-
gets high-quality agricultural 
land.



This year’s increase in funding to VLCF is an 
important step forward, but even more can 
be done. With regard to African American and 
Virginia Indian resources, the recent emphasis 
that the General Assembly has placed on 
elevating under-told stories is encouraging. 
In particular, the creation of the new Virginia 
Black, Indigenous, and People of Color Historic 
Preservation Fund offers opportunities for a more 
complete telling of Virginia history by preserving 
BIPOC sites that have been disproportionately 
marginalized in the past. Increased funding, 
recognition, and protection for these resources 
across the Commonwealth is essential.

On datacenters, we recognize localities’ interest 
in these industrial developments. However, 
many local governments are jumping at these 
opportunities at the expense of their historic, 
cultural, agricultural, and scenic resources and 
without due respect to their own well-considered 
zoning policies and master plans.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Protect the Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit 
program.

$20 million per year for the Virginia Land 
Conservation Fund and $5 million per year for 
the Virginia Battlefield Preservation Fund.

Adjust the Virginia Land Conservation Fund 
to be accessible for the preservation of sites 
which highlight Virginia’s culturally diverse 
history.

$5 million per year for the new Virginia BIPOC 
Historic Preservation Fund.

Develop a state policy which requires state 
approval of datacenter developments over 
a certain size or within a certain proximity 
to sensitive sites. (See BOOSTING SMART 
GROWTH, page 59)
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
From Chief Powhatan’s capital, Werowocomoco, 
to American Revolution and Civil War battlefields, 
to Rosenwald schools and sites related to the 
struggle for Civil Rights, Virginia’s unique and 
diverse array of historic and cultural resources 
tell the story of our Commonwealth and nation. 
Robust support for existing programs as well 
as exploration of broadening preservation tools 
available to protect these resources is critically 
important to ensure their benefit to current and 
future generations and supports key industries, 
including agriculture and tourism.

We recognize that certain historic resources 
preserve the memory of racial injustice, and we 
support efforts to relocate or recontextualize 
these resources as appropriate.

CHALLENGE
State funding for the programs below is an 
irreplaceable tool in preserving Virginia’s historic 
places and supporting heritage tourism.

Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credit (HRTC)
A catalytic community redevelopment and 
economic development tool for urban and rural 
communities that face challenges regularly. 
Experience and studies1 have demonstrated that 
construction and related activities associated 
with HRTC projects generate $4.20 to $5.30 of 
economic impact for every $1.00 of tax credit.

LAND CONSERVATION
The Virginia Land Conservation Fund (VLCF), the 
Virginia Battlefield Preservation Fund (VBPF), 
and the Land Preservation Tax Credit are the 
cornerstones of land conservation in Virginia. 
The VLCF funds a range of conservation projects 

in rural and urban areas. VBPF is targeted 
exclusively toward preserving historic battlefields. 
VBPF grants are often matched with federal 
dollars from the National Park Service’s American 
Battlefield Protection Program, resulting in the 
preservation of 441 acres in the last year alone.3

AFRICAN AMERICAN AND VIRGINIA INDIAN RESOURCES
The creation of the Virginia Black, Indigenous, 
and People of Color Historic Preservation Fund by 
the General Assembly in 2021 will provide grants 
to protect land and sites which have historic 
significance for BIPOC communities. Initially 
proposed for $10 million over the biennium 
budget, funding is currently at $5 million for FY 
2023/24.

DATACENTER DEVELOPMENT
A major concern of the preservation community is 
the ever-growing threat from the development of 
datacenters. These large industrial developments 
take up substantial pieces of open space and have 
all too often been approved in locations affecting 
sensitive historic sites. Preservation Virginia 
recently recognized datacenter developments as 
one of the most pressing threats to historic sites 
in the commonwealth.

SOLUTION
The state has tremendous opportunities to 
advance the preservation of Virginia’s histor-
ic and cultural resources by enhancing our ex-
isting programs and initiatives. Given the prov-
en return on the Commonwealth’s investment 
from the HRTC, and economic impacts of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, we urge the state to protect 
and maintain the HRTC in order to help with the 
state’s economic recovery, and to give particular 
consideration to HRTC projects with the poten-
tial to benefit under-represented communities.

On the land conservation front, fully funding 
both VLCF and VBPF is of critical importance to 
helping save Virginia’s battlefields and other his-
toric sites before they are lost to development.

PROTECTING HISTORIC & CULTURAL RESOURCES
LAND CONSERVATION & OUTDOOR RECREATION

Max Hokit // American Battlefield Trust // mhokit@battlefields.org
Elizabeth Kostelny // Preservation Virginia // ekostelny@preservationvirginia.org

Virginia Battlefield Preservation Fund grants, 
often matched with Federal dollars, preserved 
441 acres in the last year alone.

Cabins at Explore Park, Roanoke
Photo by Patti Black



States across the country have taken varied 
approaches to their dedicated funding mech-
anism. From dedicating a portion of marijua-
na sales tax revenue in Montana,7 dedicating a 
portion of existing sales tax revenue in Georgia,8 
or sales tax on sporting goods in Texas,9 to real 
estate transfer fees in Maryland.10 The General 
Assembly is best equipped to find the mecha-
nism or mechanisms best suited for Virginia and 
should consider all potential revenue sources.
A 2021 survey showed that nearly eight-in-ten 
Virginia voters support dedicating $300 million 
per year to conservation programs - and these 

voters are represented statewide and across po-
litical party identities.11

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Establish a source of dedicated funding that 
provides a minimum of $300 million per year 
to natural resource conservation. Funding 
should be directed to supplement existing 
land conservation and trail programs, and to 
establish and fund new programs focused 
on addressing access to outdoor and green 
spaces among marginalized and underserved 
communities.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Virginian’s identities and quality of life are rooted 
in our land. We take pride in our stunning and 
iconic landscapes: the rugged Appalachian 
Mountains, fertile Piedmont, tidal rivers flowing 
across the coastal plain to the Chesapeake 
Bay. Virginia’s natural resources support local 
economies; form the foundation of our culture 
and diverse communities; and sustain the health 
of our people, our wildlife, and our water. But the 
demands facing Virginia’s landscapes are growing 
and Virginia needs to increase the scale and 
speed of its conservation efforts to ensure these 
benefits for future generations. Establishing a 
dedicated funding source to supplement regular 
general fund dollars will equip Virginia to face 
these challenges directly.

CHALLENGE
Growing development pressures, accelerating 
impacts of climate change, and increasing 
usage of our public lands threaten to overwhelm 
Virginia’s outdoors. Over the last few years, we have 
seen both the importance and desire of Virginians 
to get outdoors for recreation and mental health 
with state lands seeing record setting attendance 
numbers. State park attendance increased 15% 
from 2019 to 2020 and continued to increase 
from 2020 to 2021.1 But the COVID pandemic 
also made obvious the inequities in access to 
the outdoors (see ENSURING CONSISTENT 
SUPPORT FOR PARKS & TRAILS, page 33) and 
the disproportionate health burdens carried by 
marginalized and underserved communities.

While Virginia’s current approach to funding land 
conservation has had many great achievements, 
it is not enough to meet the growing needs of our 
outdoors. Indeed, Virginia funds natural resources 
at much lower rates than surrounding states. In 
FY 23 alone, Maryland has allocated over $300 
million for its Open Space Program.2 That’s more 
than double what Virginia has allocated for the 
Virginia Land Conservation Fund, the Farmland 

Preservation Fund, the Battlefield Preservation 
Fund, the Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
Preservation Fund, and funding for the State 
Trails Office combined over the next biennium. 
Even with record-setting revenue in the most 
recent budget, Virginia failed to fully fund its land 
conservation needs. 

SOLUTION
If we are to meet the growing challenges facing 
the Commonwealth and address historic inequi-
ties, Virginia must establish a consistent, robust 
source of dedicated funding for conservation. By 
doing so, Virginia land conservation programs 
will have the support needed to achieve long-
term, landscape-scale conservation, and ensure 
that federal funds are brought into the state.

A dedicated revenue stream can enhance our 
existing conservation programs and increase the 
scale and rapidity of projects to meet the grow-
ing demands placed on Virginia’s environment. 
It will also allow for establishing new programs 
designed to specifically address conservation 
issues and marginalized communities that cur-
rent programs are ill-equipped to address.

Increased funding through dedicated revenue 
will allow Virginia to fully capture available fed-
eral funding opportunities, such as the state-
side Land and Water Conservation Fund,3 For-
est Legacy Program,4 Agricultural Conservation 
Easement Program,5 and Readiness and En-
vironmental Protection Integration Program,6 
maximizing the outcomes Virginians receive for 
every dollar invested.

This dedicated funding must be used to supple-
ment increased general fund appropriations for 
conservation initiatives. Overall funding must be 
increased to meet the Commonwealth’s chal-
lenges.

SECURING LASTING FUNDING FOR LAND CONSERVATION
LAND CONSERVATION & OUTDOOR RECREATION  

Christopher Leyen // Virginia League of Conservation Voters // cleyen@valcv.org
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org

Eight-in-ten Virginian voters support dedicating 
$300 million per year to conservation programs.

Skyline Drive, Shenandoah National Park
Photo by Paul-Michael Ferguson



VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert // pat@vcnva.org
Senior Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Conservation & Clean WaterVIRGINIA’S FLORA & FAUNA
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
INCREASING INVESTMENT IN TREES
The Chesapeake Bay watershed portions of Virginia replaced 184,665 acres of forest with other land 
uses between 2014 and 2018; approximately 72 square miles of canopy were lost each year at a time 
when tree canopy is critically needed to capture stormwater, reduce flooding, create more heat resilient 
communities, sequester carbon, and lower energy consumption to mitigate the impacts of climate 
change. Virginia must invest in programs that expand tree canopy and continue updating policies to 
enable localities to establish conservation and replacement strategies to help them achieve their tree 
canopy goals.

Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock //  brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Ann Jurczyk // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // ajurczyk@cbf.org
Madison Teeter // Wetlands Watch // madison.teeter@wetlandswatch.org 

INVESTING IN WILDLIFE CROSSINGS & HABITAT CONNECTIVITY
Wildlife corridors and habitat connectivity are crucial for ensuring ecosystem health. Wildlife must be 
able to move to find food and water resources, genetically diverse mates, and climate refugia. Wildlife 
crossings improve connectivity and reduce dangerous and costly wildlife-vehicle collisions. Virginia 
took steps forward in 2020 and 2021, passing bills to study and prioritize wildlife corridors. Now, we 
must invest in the areas identified in the forthcoming Virginia Wildlife Corridor Action Plan by creating 
a state funding mechanism that leverages the new and available federal dollars unlocked by the 
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act. 

Courtney Hayes // Wild Virginia // courtney@wildvirginia.org 
Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org 
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // Zachary.Sheldon@tnc.org 
Erin Sito // Wildlands Network // e.sito@wildlandsnetwork.org

EXPEDITING THE OYSTER’S RECOVERY
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 2019 
legislative session, the General Assembly authorized an increased investment in efforts to improve 
the pace of ecological and fishery restoration efforts. These efforts support maintenance of the state’s 
commercial fishery and the wide array of ecosystem services provided by healthy oyster habitats. With 
additional enhancement activities taking place and growth in the wild population of oysters throughout 
the state, now is the time to further investigate the success of these efforts and plan for the successful 
management of this resource in the future. 

Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Chris Moore // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // cmoore@cbf.org 
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org

PROTECTING & RESTORING VIRGINIA’S MUSSEL POPULATIONS
Freshwater mussels are an important part of Virginia’s natural heritage and benefit streams and rivers 
by filtering water and removing pollutants such as nitrogen. These valuable organisms have shown 
rapid decline, and investments and strategies are needed to protect and restore these populations. 

Erin Reilly // James River Association // ereilly@thejamesriver.org
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org
Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org

BUILDING SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES
Our estuarine fisheries are important both culturally and economically to the Commonwealth. The 
blue crab (Callinectes sapidus) fishery has seen significant reductions in harvests in recent years. Even 
at a reduced level of approximately 18 million pounds, the dockside value of the blue crab fishery alone 
was approximately $35 million. Stakeholders and fishery managers have identified specific challenges 
that are currently reducing the capacity of this fishery to provide a multitude of benefits to the state. 
Targeted investments and policies pertaining to this fishery resource can help ensure the sustainability 
of this fishery from both an ecological and economic perspective. 

Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Chris Moore // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // cmoore@cbf.org 
Erin Reilly // James River Association // ereilly@thejamesriver.org

Hummingbird, Winchester
Photo by Linda Jackson



should provide tree planting grants to adjacent 
localities impacted and/or expand plantings in 
the VDOT right-of-way. VDOT should include 
acres of canopy lost to road expansion and mit-
igation measures in its annual MS4 report.   

To offset canopy loss while working towards the 
goal of no net canopy loss in rural and urban 
areas, legislators must invest in Department of 
Forestry (VDOF) Urban and Community Forest-
ry grants and the Trees for Clean Water grants. 
The Urban and Community Forestry grants 
help localities address urban heat island effects, 
conduct tree canopy assessments, and update 
urban forestry master plans. The Trees for Clean 
Water grants help localities, faith institutions, 
civic organizations, and NGOs replace lost can-
opy by funding tree giveaways, tree planting 
events, maintenance, and homeowner educa-
tion.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Reenact SB537, which would provide additional 
authority to localities to replace lost canopy. 

$4 million per year for Virginia Department of 
Forestry Trees for Clean Water and $3 million per 
year for Urban and Community Forestry grants, 
with 25% of funds prioritized for low-income 
communities.

Accelerate DEQ’s efforts to establish a 4th land 
cover type and stormwater best management 
practices for tree planting to enable developers 
to preserve trees onsite and receive stormwater 
credits for trees beyond the minimum required 
by state code. 

Direct VDOT to offset tree canopy losses due 
to road expansion projects by providing tree 
planting grants to communities adjacent to 
construction activities, and to replace lost tree 
canopy in the VDOT right-of-way. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Chesapeake Bay watershed portions of 
Virginia replaced 184,665 acres of forest with other 
land uses between 2014 and 2018; approximately 
72 square miles of canopy were lost each year at 
a time when tree canopy is critically needed to 
capture stormwater, reduce flooding, create more 
heat resilient communities, sequester carbon, 
and lower energy consumption to mitigate the 
impacts of climate change. Virginia must invest in 
programs that expand tree canopy and continue 
updating policies to enable localities to establish 
conservation and replacement strategies to help 
them achieve their tree canopy goals.

CHALLENGE
Virginia continues to lose forests and urban tree 
canopy at an alarming rate due to construction, 
road expansion, tree removal by homeowners, 
and poorly sited utility scale solar projects (see 
GETTING IT RIGHT WITH UTILITY SCALE SOLAR, 
page 85). Canopy losses negatively impact the 
quality of life for Virginia residents,1 particularly 
Black communities, and biodiversity needed to 
support wildlife populations.2,3 

Due to climate change, the mid-Atlantic states 
will be warmer and wetter.4 A warmer climate 
increases the likelihood of short, high-intensity 
rain events that cause flash flooding, overwhelm 
existing stormwater management systems, and 
cause combined sewer overflow (CSOs) systems 
to discharge untreated sewage into the James 
and Potomac rivers. Urban trees can reduce 
stormwater runoff, mitigate the risk of flood, 
and improve water quality in developed areas.5 
According to the US Forest Service, America’s 
forests sequester 866 million tons of carbon a year, 
which is roughly 16% of the US annual emissions.6
Formerly redlined areas in Richmond that 
have more heat-absorbing asphalt and less 
tree canopy were found to be up to 16 degrees 
Fahrenheit hotter in the summer than the more 

treed sections of the city. These urban areas that 
are hotter than outlying areas are referred to 
as “heat islands.”7 The increased temperatures 
also correlate to more heat-related emergency 
room visits.8 Localities need financial assistance 
to address urban heat islands and tree canopy 
inequities. 

Localities, many of which have adopted tree 
canopy goals of 40% or higher, currently don’t 
have the authority to offset tree loss. Legislation 
intended to grant additional authority to local 
governments to offset the loss of tree canopy with 
tree funds and tree banks must be reenacted 
during the 2023 General Assembly session.

SOLUTION
Fewer trees would be lost during construction 
activities if DEQ would establish an existing tree 
canopy that is not deemed forest/open space 
as a fourth land-use category. Many smaller 
sites could gain the nutrient reduction credits 
required if tree planting is adopted as an ap-
proved stormwater best management practice 
(BMP). As a result, developers have no incentive 
to preserve trees on site and sometimes must 
remove trees to make room for an approved 
stormwater BMP. In 2022, a Virginia Department 
of Environmental Quality (DEQ) stakeholder 
group reviewed the issue and concluded that 
they should “continue to study the preservation/
conservation of existing tree canopy that is not 
already deemed forest/open space as a fourth 
land-cover category” and develop a stormwater 
credit for new tree plantings.

To replace the loss of trees to road expansion, Vir-
ginia Department of Transportation (VDOT) 

INCREASING INVESTMENT IN TREES
VIRGINIA’S FLORA & FAUNA

Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock //  brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Ann Jurczyk // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // ajurczyk@cbf.org

Madison Teeter // Wetlands Watch // madison.teeter@wetlandswatch.org

America’s forests sequester 866 million tons of 
carbon a year, which is roughly 16% of the US 
annual emissions.

Mother and daughter plant trees
Photo by Hugh Kenny



update its roadways and culvert maintenance 
to improve aquatic connectivity and build cli-
mate-resilient infrastructure. Addressing both 
issues at once will result in saved costs and an 
extended infrastructure lifespan.

The General Assembly passed excellent bills that 
began the work of protecting wildlife move-
ment, but funding is still needed to support the 
agencies, partners, and private landowners who 
must all work together to truly protect and re-
store wildlife corridors and create safe passage 
for our terrestrial and aquatic species.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Ensure a state funding mechanism and a $5 
million budget allocation in 2023 to, in part, 
support crossing implementation in areas 
identified by Virginia’s Wildlife Corridor Action 
Plan, as well as to leverage federal dollars 
available for wildlife crossings and habitat 
connectivity projects. 

Provide additional staffing capacity and support 
for the state agencies charged with developing 
and advancing the Wildlife Corridor Action Plan 
by funding and hiring at least 1 FTE in 2023. 

Direct VDOT to determine the Aquatic Organism 
Passage (AOP) status of a road-stream crossing 
prior to replacement/repair projects and update 
design standards to ensure habitat connectivity 
and resiliency for all road stream-crossing 
projects.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Wildlife corridors and habitat connectivity are 
crucial for ensuring ecosystem health. Wildlife 
must be able to move to find food and water 
resources, genetically diverse mates, and climate 
refugia.1,2 Wildlife crossings improve connectivity 
and reduce dangerous and costly wildlife-vehicle 
collisions. Virginia took steps forward in 20203 and 
2021,4 passing bills to study and prioritize wildlife 
corridors. Now, we must invest in the areas 
identified in the forthcoming Virginia Wildlife 
Corridor Action Plan by creating a state funding 
mechanism that leverages the new and available 
federal dollars unlocked by the Infrastructure 
Investment and Jobs Act.

CHALLENGE
Over 70,105 miles of roads carve Virginia’s land 
into pieces, impeding wildlife movement.5 Roads 
create barriers to safe passage for terrestrial and 
aquatic species, and Virginian’s are at “high-risk” 
for wildlife-vehicle collisions. According to State 
Farm collision data, it is the 15th most dangerous 
state in the nation, with a 1-in-75 chance of hitting 
an animal on Virginia’s roadways.6 More than 
90% of deer collisions result in vehicle damage 
costing roughly $1,840 per collision.7 Nationally, 
the associated costs of vehicle repair, medical 
treatment, towing, law enforcement, monetary 
value of the animals, and carcass removal amount 
to $8.4 billion per year.8 That figure does not 
consider the cost of biodiversity loss.

Aquatic organisms suffer from roads too. 
Undersized culverts can block aquatic 
species movement, damage roadways, erode 
streambanks, and restrict spawning migrations 
and movement of culturally significant species 

like brook trout, shad, and river herring.9 Two 
Virginia road stream crossings assessments found 
that 54% of crossings in Blue Ridge headwater 
streams10 and 58% of crossings in the coastal plain 
impeded fish movement.11 Increasing culvert size 
and improving design can create safe passage 
corridors for aquatic, terrestrial, game and 
nongame species. 

Virginia has already made great strides to identify 
“hot spots” for collisions on its roadways, but it has 
yet to fully invest in wildlife crossings, directional 
fencing, landscape protections, and agency 
staffing to implement these measures.

SOLUTION
Wildlife crossings can decrease wildlife-vehicle 
collisions by 92% when properly sited and with 
exclusionary fencing.12 Reduced collisions means 
reduced costs. In many cases, crossings end up 
paying for themselves over time by simply re-
ducing the number of costly wildlife-vehicle col-
lisions.  In just 1.8 years, the benefits of culverts 
with exclusionary fencing along Virginia’s I-64 
exceeded the costs of fencing, with an average 
savings of $2.3 million per site.13

Investing in wildlife-friendly infrastructure in 
Virginia is fiscally responsible and timely. Bil-
lions of federal dollars were made available for 
wildlife infrastructure with the passage of the 
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act. Many 
of these infrastructure programs require appli-
cants to contribute matching funds to unlock 
the federal funds available, and because some 
of these programs are temporary, Virginia must 
seize these opportunities while they are avail-
able by committing to legislation that will help 
fund implementation of wildlife crossings and 
habitat connectivity projects.

Additionally, with climate change expected to 
increase the frequency and intensity of flood-
ing,14 Virginia has an opportunity to reassess and

INVESTING IN WILDLIFE CROSSINGS & HABITAT CONNECTIVITY
VIRGINIA’S FLORA & FAUNA

Courtney Hayes // Wild Virginia // courtney@wildvirginia.org 
Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org 

Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // Zachary.Sheldon@tnc.org 
Erin Sito // Wildlands Network // e.sito@wildlandsnetwork.org

Virginia is the 15th most dangerous state in the 
nation for wildlife-vehicle collisions, with a 1-in-
75 chance of hitting an animal on Virginia roads.

Black bear (Ursus americanus) and her cubs attempt to 
safely cross a roadway
Photo provided by Wildlands Network
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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 2019 legislative session, the General 
Assembly authorized an increased investment 
in efforts to improve the pace of ecological and 
fishery restoration efforts. These efforts support 
maintenance of the state’s commercial fishery 
and the wide array of ecosystem services provided 
by healthy oyster habitats. With additional 
enhancement activities taking place and growth 
in the wild population of oysters throughout the 
state, now is the time to further investigate the 
success of these efforts and plan for the successful 
management of this resource in the future.

CHALLENGE
The Chesapeake (meaning “great shellfish bay’’ 
in Algonquin) Bay once boasted oyster reefs 
so expansive they posed navigation hazards to 
explorers and watermen. Today, oyster populations 
in the Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries remain 
a fraction of their historical numbers. Overfishing, 
disease, and pollution have all taken their toll on 
this keystone species. There was a time when 
the oyster population in the Bay was so vast, the 
entire 19 trillion gallons of water could be filtered 
in less than a week. Today, our current population 
takes a whole year to filter the Bay.

As oyster restoration efforts increase to meet WIP 
III goals, the available supply of shell has dwindled 
while the cost per bushel has increased. This has 
created logistical problems in finding enough 
shells to complete projects. 

Finally, the Code of Virginia still contains 
an outdated section related to the possible 
introduction of the non-native Crassostrea 
ariakensis that is no longer necessary due to the 
restoration success of the native oyster.

SOLUTION
Restoring Virginia’s oyster population will require 
broad partnerships, wise management of the 
existing oyster resource, and adequate resourc-
es. Fortunately, targeted successful restoration 
efforts are being implemented by a host of fed-
eral, state, and nongovernmental organizations 
to increase the oyster population and meet the 
oyster goal for the Chesapeake Bay Watershed 
Agreement.1 At the same time, the Virginia Ma-
rine Resources Commission (VMRC) has strived 
to implement a fishery management plan that 
ensures the overall health of the oyster popula-
tion while allowing for the culturally significant 
fishery to remain active.

To meet the growing demand for oyster shells, 
oyster shell recycling programs need to be 
ramped up and the process to use alternative 
substrates (such as stone) for reef restoration ex-
pedited.

EXPEDITING THE OYSTER’S RECOVERY
VIRGINIA’S FLORA & FAUNA

Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Chris Moore // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // cmoore@cbf.org 

Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org

The oyster population used to filter the entire 19 
trillion gallons of water in the Bay in less than a 
week. The current population takes a whole year 
to filter the Bay.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Direct the Virginia Marine Resources 
Commission and the Virginia Institute of 
Marine Science to comprehensively map and 
sample all oyster growing areas in the state. 

Maximize the reuse of the state’s oyster shell 
resource by creating economic incentives for 
shell recycling and reducing the disposal of 
oyster shells in landfills.

Expedited permitting for alternative substrates 
for use in oyster restoration projects.

Update state code in order to remove 
references to the possible introduction of the 
non-native Ariakensis oyster.

After the Roast
Photo by Victoria Kennedy
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Freshwater mussels are an important part of 
Virginia’s natural heritage and benefit streams 
and rivers by filtering water and removing 
pollutants such as nitrogen. These valuable 
organisms have shown rapid decline, and 
investments and strategies are needed to protect 
and restore these populations.

CHALLENGE
Freshwater mussels represent a great source 
of biodiversity, natural heritage, and ecological 
services. A single mussel can filter up to 15 
gallons of water per day,1 which in turn can 
prevent pollutants such as nitrogen from 
reaching downstream waters.2 Unfortunately, 
mussels represent the most endangered class 
of organisms with 70% of species vulnerable to 
extinction.3 Virginia has 80 species, many of which 
have incurred significant population losses. Since 
the Endangered Species Act’s adoption in 1973, 
the largest single loss of endangered species 

occurred in the Clinch River in 1998 due to a toxic 
chemical spill.4 Water quality, dams, and loss 
of habitat have degraded these resources and 
threats will be further exacerbated with climate 
change.

Freshwater mussels have elaborate reproductive 
cycles which are linked with fish populations, 
often associated with specific species. As such, 
restoration of mussels is complicated and 
challenging, as it requires consideration of 
both mussels and fish populations. Further, the 
diversity of mussels combined with a lack of 
robust historical surveys presents challenges 
to identifying restoration sites.5 Investments to 
protect mussels have largely been limited to 
mitigation dollars but restoring these beneficial 
organisms will require greater investments.

PROTECTING & RESTORING VIRGINIA’S MUSSEL POPULATIONS
VIRGINIA’S FLORA & FAUNA

Erin Reilly // James River Association // ereilly@thejamesriver.org
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org

Joe Wood // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jwood@cbf.org

Mussels represent the most endangered class 
of organisms with 70% of species vulnerable to 
extinction.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
$5 million initial investment for needed 
renovations and expansions at the Aquatic 
Wildlife Conservation Center at the Buller 
Fish Hatchery in Southwest Virginia to meet 
mussel production needs and synergize with 
the new Clinch River State Park.

$2 million to increase mussel restoration 
projects at hatcheries.

SOLUTION
Fortunately, our ability to propagate and restore 
populations of mussels has significantly ad-
vanced. Hatcheries have vastly improved their 
ability to propagate mussels by using fish hosts 
in recent decades and are very capable of restor-
ing populations given available funding mech-
anisms. Still, very limited resources have been 
appropriated and these funds have primarily 
come from mitigation events. Mitigation is only 
aimed at returning what was lost, not necessari-
ly to restore species and rivers that require inter-
vention to prevent extirpation or decline. Virginia 
has partnered with businesses and public orga-
nizations in Southwest Virginia to augment and 
monitor mussel populations in the Tennessee 
drainage of Virginia. This effort has seen progress 
towards creating self-sustaining populations of 
endangered mussels. Given this success, Virginia 
is embarking on a similar statewide process.

To meet the needs that will be identified in the 
statewide plan, Virginia needs to invest in resto-
ration programs that support hatcheries in resto-
ration efforts and in efforts to grow and release 
mussels across the Commonwealth. Virginia has 
recognized the benefits of shellfish in previous 
conservation efforts, and freshwater mussel res-
toration offers an opportunity to extend those 
successful initiatives into the headwaters of the 
state. Virginia has a willing coalition of partners 
that can help with mussel restoration, but the 
Commonwealth needs a comprehensive resto-
ration plan.

Eastern Elliptio (Elliptio complanata)
Photo by Erin Reilly

James Spinymussel restoration project on the James River
Photo by Meghan Marchetti, DWR



problem, a crab pot tagging program should 
be implemented in order to help ensure a more 
appropriate amount of gear is deployed by the 
fishery and aid the Virginia Marine Resources 
Commission (VMRC) in management of the 
fishery.

Water withdrawal intakes kill billions of fish, 
shellfish, eggs, and larvae each year through 
impingement (organisms being pinned against 
mesh screens because of strong withdrawal 
velocity) or entrainment (organisms that go 
through a facility’s water system because 
mesh size is too large). At Surry Power Station, 
for example, as many as 7.4 billion finfish and 
49.1 billion shellfish are entrained annually.4 
Across Virginia, energy production facilities that 
withdraw more than 2 MGD for cooling water 
purposes are required to meet new standards 
for velocity and mesh size under section 316(b) of 
the Clean Water Act to reduce impingement and 
entrainment.5 But Virginia has not yet enforced 
these fish protection requirements, leaving the 
facilities to operate under permits with outdated 
and lethal velocity and mesh size standards. 

SOLUTION
The General Assembly should appropriate the 
necessary funds to implement a pilot crab pot 

tagging program for three years. This will allow 
VMRC to gauge the effectiveness of such a pro-
gram in protecting the blue crab resource, eas-
ing enforceability of management measures for 
the fishery, and the feasibility of adopting such a 
program on a long-term basis. 

To protect Virginia’s fisheries from unnecessary 
impingement and entrainment, the Depart-
ment of Environmental Quality should work 
with power plants facilities to update their cool-
ing water intakes to meet the new standards re-
quired by § 316(b) of the Clean Water Act.6
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Our estuarine fisheries are important both 
culturally and economically to the Commonwealth. 
The blue crab (Callinectes sapidus) fishery has 
seen significant reductions in harvests in recent 
years. Even at a reduced level of approximately 
18 million pounds, the dockside value of the 
blue crab fishery alone was approximately $35 
million.1 Stakeholders and fishery managers have 
identified specific challenges that are currently 
reducing the capacity of this fishery to provide 
a multitude of benefits to the state. Targeted 
investments and policies pertaining to this fishery 

resource can help ensure the sustainability of this 
fishery from both an ecological and economic 
perspective.

CHALLENGE
Data from this year’s estimate of blue crab 
abundance indicate a concerning downward 
trend in segments of the population.2 In addition, 
the total number of crabs estimated in the 
population was the lowest on record.3 An ongoing 
concern in the blue crab fishery has been the 
excess amount of crabbing gear being utilized to 
catch blue crabs. In order to help reduce this

The total number of crabs estimated in the 
population is the lowest on record.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fund a 3-year pilot program from the general fund for crab pot tagging to help ensure the 
improvement of the blue crab resource and assist VMRC with management of the fishery.

Allocate funds necessary to complete a comprehensive blue crab stock assessment in partnership 
with other Chesapeake Bay region management bodies and blue crab scientists.

Direct DEQ to promptly enforce federal regulations implementing § 316(b) of the Clean Water Act 
for cooling water intakes at power plants to reduce impacts on fish populations.
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BUILDING SUSTAINABLE FISHERIES
VIRGINIA’S FLORA & FAUNA

Brent Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org
Chris Moore // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // cmoore@cbf.org 

Erin Reilly // James River Association // ereilly@thejamesriver.org

Electro fishing
Photo by Hugh Kenny

Blue crab
Photo by Jenn Clarke
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LAND USE & 
TRANSPORTATION
Transportation represents the largest source of carbon 
pollution in Virginia. Whether the issue is air pollution, 
polluted water runoff, or the loss of natural landscapes to 
development, the ways in which we build and connect our 
communities are often part of the problem. In order to save 
our lungs and the planet, we need a rapid shift to a cleaner, 
more accessible, and more equitable transportation 
system. In addition to making smarter land use decisions 
to support the transition to zero-carbon transportation, 
we must expand our underfunded public transit systems, 
increase Virginia’s rail capacity, and invest in transit-oriented 
communities.
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Sunrise on Jamestown Island 
Photo by Sheila Ricca



55 | | 56

EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
TRANSFORMING TRANSPORTATION
Virginia needs a cleaner, more equitable transportation system that offers more options to get people 
where they need to go. For decades, funds have primarily gone to new road projects—to the detriment 
of safer, healthier, and greener choices. As a result, transportation is Virginia’s largest source of carbon 
pollution, many roads and bridges require repair, and there are limited alternatives to driving—especially 
in under-resourced communities. Despite some recent progress, transportation planning and funding 
continue to focus heavily on highway expansion and construction. We must defend recent progress 
and continue to transform our transportation approach to favor cleaner, healthier mobility options that 
reduce traffic, strengthen our communities, and protect our environment.

Victoria Higgins // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // vhiggins@chesapeakeclimate.org
Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center // tpollard@selcva.org

BOOSTING SMART GROWTH
Where and how we build our communities is critical to maintaining our quality of life, boosting equity, 
and protecting the environment. Smart growth promotes development in and near our cities; towns; 
and walkable, mixed-use, transit-accessible communities. This includes housing close to jobs, retail, 
and services, with streets designed for safe walking and biking with frequent, reliable transit. By doing 
so, we reduce driving and pollution, improve health,1 protect natural and historic resources from sprawl, 
and expand opportunities for those who cannot afford a car, unable to drive or choose not  to drive. 
State policies too often fuel car-centric development, but reforms to promote smart growth will bring 
environmental, health, and economic benefits to all Virginians. 

Karen Campblin // VSC NAACP; Sierra Club - Virginia Chapter // karen@ktcplan.com
Stewart Schwartz // Coalition for Smarter Growth // stewart@smartergrowth.net 

REDUCING VEHICLE POLLUTION FOR PUBLIC HEALTH
The transportation sector in Virginia  is a significant source of air pollutants including particulate matter, 
methane, nitrous oxide, and hydrofluorocarbons, which are all linked not only to climate change, but 
also to decreased air quality, worse public health outcomes, and environmental damage.  Long-term 
personal health effects can include cancers, cognitive decline, upper respiratory diseases, asthma, heart 
disease, and obesity. Effectively reducing unsafe levels of air pollution will require the Commonwealth 
to use a variety of tools, including strong emission standards to incentivize cleaner vehicles, a robust 
statewide real-time air monitoring system to measure progress, and proper incentives and funding 
opportunities to mitigate the impact of pollution in Virginia, particularly in our most vulnerable and 
overburdened communities. 

Karen Campblin // VSC NAACP; Sierra Club - Virginia Chapter // karen@ktcplan.com 
Bob Kitchen // Virginia Clinicians for Climate Action // bobkitchen1@gmail.com 

VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Wyatt Gordon // wyatt@vcnva.org
Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Use & TransportationLAND USE & TRANSPORTATION REFORM

ACCELERATING TRANSPORTATION ELECTRIFICATION
The transportation sector is Virginia’s largest source of carbon pollution. Adopting the Advanced Clean 
Car Standards in 2021 was an important step towards reducing these emissions, but a robust defense 
of that progress - including additional, complementary policies - is needed to ensure its long-term 
implementation. Rapidly transitioning to electric-powered cars, trucks, trains, and buses will result 
in numerous public health, economic, and climate benefits. State-level policies, combined with a 
once-in-a-generation influx of federal funds for transportation reform, can bring these benefits to the 
Commonwealth and accelerate the arrival of a cleaner, more prosperous mobility future for all Virginians. 

Dakoury Godo-Solo // Electrification Coalition // dgodosolo@electrificationcoalition.org
Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy // lena.lewis@tnc.org 
Blair St. Ledger-Olson // Climate Cabinet Education // blair@climatecabinet.org  

Fitness on Mount Trashmore
Photo by Louise Devenney



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Establish a long-term goal to increase the share of clean transportation funding to 50% by 2030 to 
expand mobility options for Virginia residents and reduce pollution, including taking advantage of 
funding flexibility and seeking competitive grants under the new federal infrastructure law.

Strengthen the “fix it first” requirements in the Virginia Code and allocate funding to ensure that 
road funding first covers maintaining and repairing existing infrastructure.

Defend SMART SCALE and oppose efforts to fund specific projects outside of its prioritization process.

Prioritize carbon pollution reduction in transportation planning and funding by strengthening the 
review of major projects’ climate change effects, requiring state and regional plans to cut carbon 
emissions and vehicle miles traveled, and developing a plan to take advantage of carbon reduction 
funding under the new federal infrastructure law.

Set a specific goal for VDOT and DRPT to reduce statewide vehicle miles traveled by 20% by 2050.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Virginia needs a cleaner, more equitable 
transportation system that offers more options to 
get people where they need to go. For decades, 
funds have primarily gone to new road projects—
to the detriment of safer, healthier, and greener 
choices. As a result, transportation is Virginia’s 
largest source of carbon pollution, many roads 
and bridges require repair, and there are limited 
alternatives to driving—especially in under-
resourced communities. Despite some recent 
progress, transportation planning and funding 
continue to focus heavily on highway expansion and 
construction. We must defend recent progress and 
continue to transform our transportation approach 
to favor cleaner, healthier mobility options that 
reduce traffic, strengthen our communities, and 
protect our environment.

CHALLENGE
Significant transportation reforms have been
adopted in recent years, including increases in 
funding for transit, rail, and highway maintenance, 
the groundbreaking Transforming Rail in Virginia 
initiative, and the development of SMART SCALE 
to provide a more objective and transparent basis 
for selecting projects for funding. Yet too much of 
our transportation funding continues to be spent 
on wasteful and damaging highway projects. Even 
accounting for recent transit and rail funding 
increases, over 75% of the final FY2023-28 Six-Year 
Improvement Program is allocated to highways.1 
And efforts to weaken or sidestep SMART SCALE 
persist, including using the budget process to 
funnel even more money to highway projects. 
Decades of studies and experience have proven 
that new and wider highways incentivize sprawling 
development and encourage more driving, and 
thus fail to provide long-term congestion relief.2
This asphalt-centered approach has profound 
effects on our communities and environment. 

Transportation generates over half of all statewide 
carbon pollution,3 and communities of color 

and under-resourced communities bear a 
disproportionate share of the health burdens from 
transportation-related pollution.4 

Moreover, new and expanded roads destroy natural 
resources—such as forests and wetlands—that 
absorb carbon and increase communities’ resilience 
to sea level rise and flooding. They also add to the 
maintenance costs taxpayers must cover. And they 
often do little to nothing to improve mobility and 
access for the hundreds of thousands of Virginians 
who do not own a personal vehicle.

SOLUTION
Meeting the climate crisis; spending tax dollars 
more wisely; and improving the health, equity, 
and mobility of Virginians requires moving away 
from a transportation paradigm focused on ev-
er-increasing asphalt. It requires focusing funding 
on existing infrastructure through a “fix it first” 
approach and shifting substantial amounts of our 
state and regional transportation budgets from 
highway construction to mass transit, rail, bicycle, 
and pedestrian facilities. This shift is essential for 
the Commonwealth to remain economically com-
petitive. Transit and other alternatives to driving 
can provide critical access to jobs, healthcare, and 
essential services — all while reducing Virginians’ 
dependence on expensive fossil fuels. Further-
more, today’s businesses increasingly seek to lo-
cate in walkable communities with good access to 
public transportation. 

As federal funding makes its way into Virginia un-
der the new federal infrastructure law, we need 
to seize the moment to pursue those competitive 
grants available for cleaner, more equitable trans-
portation. SMART SCALE must be defended, but 
we also need to strengthen consideration of the 
climate change effects of transportation plans, pro-
posals, and funding decisions and ensure that state 
and regional plans serve to reduce—rather than 
exacerbate—emissions of greenhouse gasses and 
other pollutants. Lastly, the Commonwealth should 
set a specific goal for reducing vehicle miles trav-
eled and step up efforts to accelerate the electrifi-
cation of vehicles and expand charging infrastruc-
ture for the driving we continue to do.

Transportation generates over half of all statewide 
carbon pollution.

Victoria Higgins // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // vhiggins@chesapeakeclimate.org
Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center // tpollard@selcva.org

TRANSFORMING TRANSPORTATION
LAND USE & TRANSPORTATION REFORM

Virginia Capital Trail
Photo by Andre Eanes



segregation, and expanding inclusionary zoning 
will expand opportunities for all Virginians.

Matching these measures with state and local 
funding for affordable housing close to jobs and 
transit will reduce driving, provide security and 

stability for families and children, reduce stress, 
and improve health. Investments in affordable 
housing in accessible locations will provide far 
greater transportation and quality of life benefits 
than never-ending spending on road expansion 
to support ever-longer commutes.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Adopt fix-it-first requirements in Virginia Code. Calculate replacement needs for existing and 
aging roads, bridges, water, sewer, schools, and other public buildings, and budget to fully fund 
replacement of all facilities in poor condition before subsidizing greenfield development, eliminating 
poor conditions within 10 years.

$200 million per year for the state affordable housing trust fund within three years and prioritize infill 
projects close to jobs and high-quality public transit.

Increase housing options by permitting multi-family housing by-right (duplexes, triplexes, fourplexes, 
etc.), in single-family zones which have close access to jobs, services, and frequent transit, lowering 
minimum lot sizes, and adopting incentives like reduced parking requirements.

Remove any discriminatory or Jim Crow era laws that are still listed in VA Codes relating to planning, 
land use, zoning, and subdivision covenants.

Require megasite incentive programs and siting to include review of the  scale, location, impact 
of new and proposed distribution and data centers on our transportation networks, electric grid, 
farmland, forests, water, and historic and cultural resources, creating a scoring system like SmartScale 
and a preference for brownfield and redevelopment sites.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Where and how we build our communities is 
critical to maintaining our quality of life, boosting 
equity, and protecting the environment. Smart 
growth promotes development in and near our 
cities; towns; and walkable, mixed-use, transit-
accessible communities. This includes housing 
close to jobs, retail, and services, with streets 
designed for safe walking and biking with 
frequent, reliable transit. By doing so, we reduce 
driving and pollution, improve health,1 protect 
natural and historic resources from sprawl, and 
expand opportunities for those who cannot afford 
a car, unable to drive or choose not  to drive. State 
policies too often fuel car-centric development, 
but reforms to promote smart growth will bring 
environmental, health, and economic benefits to 
all Virginians.

CHALLENGE
The past 80 years of sprawling development have 
proven costly - generating longer commutes: 
record levels of carbon pollution; socio-economic 
segregation; and the irrevocable loss of historic, 
natural, and scenic resources. By underfunding 
transit while subsidizing the development of 
car-dependent communities, Virginia’s land use 
and transportation policies have forced families 
to live ever farther from jobs, schools, and other 
essential destinations. It has contributed to racial 
and economic segregation by moving jobs farther 
from people of color, people with disabilities, low-
wealth and other vulnerable populations while 
prioritizing single family homes with prices out of 
reach for most people.2

Long, expensive commutes reduce productivity, 
drain household budgets, and disproportionately 
impact people with disabilities, impacting the 
ability to invest in better housing, children’s 
education, and other daily needs. A 2019 study by 
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 per AAA (before the 2022 gas price 
spike),3 this means far less income to put towards 
food on the table, a small business, or one’s 
education. For people that cannot afford a car, 
do not drive, or choose greener transportation, 
essential services and job opportunities are 
increasingly out of reach. Sprawling, car-centric 
development costs localities and the state far 
more in terms of infrastructure and destroys 
countless acres of farms, forest, and cultural, 
historic, and scenic resources.4 With the boom in 
massive distribution and data centers, the loss of 
farmland and forests is only accelerating.

SOLUTION
Smart growth represents the Commonwealth’s 
best opportunity to reduce vehicle miles trav-
eled, lower state and local infrastructure costs, 
and build a prosperous future in which people 
of all incomes have a fair chance to get ahead. 
Compact, walkable, mixed-use, transit-orient-
ed communities  with a mix of housing options 
reduce the amount we have to drive, reduce air 
and carbon pollution, and save families money 
via lower combined housing and transportation 
costs. Infill development in our existing cities, 
towns, and inner suburbs allows us to use and 
modernize existing infrastructure and convert 
parking lots to livable communities. We need 
the state to prioritize these places for infrastruc-
ture investment and update tax incentives and 
policies for distribution and data centers to favor 
brownfields and redevelopment sites, including 
transit-accessible sites, rather than greenfields.

Diversifying the type and size of our housing 
stock will provide more affordable options for 
our modern households. It offers a step on the 
ladder of home ownership. Allowing for miss-
ing middle housing (accessory dwelling units, 
duplexes, triplexes, fourplexes and multifamily) 
near existing public facilities, removing legal and 
zoning codes that result in racial exclusion and 

Long, expensive commutes reduce productivity 
and drain household budgets.

Karen Campblin // VSC NAACP; Sierra Club - Virginia Chapter // karen@ktcplan.com 
Stewart Schwartz // Coalition for Smarter Growth // stewart@smartergrowth.netBOOSTING SMART GROWTH

LAND USE & TRANSPORTATION REFORM

Colorful Housing
Photo by Wyatt Gordon



Strategies to reduce vehicle pollution include:
• Limiting carbon emissions from tailpipes 

and lessen limits annually. All carbon 
management programs must engage and 
be responsive to the needs of impacted 
communities throughout the policy design 
and implementation process and must 
hold polluters accountable for the true cost 
of pollution. Impacted communities must 
be prioritized as recipients of generated 
revenues.

• Reallocating funding away from carbon-
intensive highways, and boosting new 
funding to swiftly transition to zero emission, 
i.e. public transportation.

• Continuing to support efforts to  implement 
equitable emission standards, such as the  
Virginia Advanced Clean Car Standards.

• Continuing to support and fund previously 
passed electric school bus bill programs.6  

• Planting native trees and vegetation, 
including near-road plantings that would 
provide  noise and vegetation barriers, which 
have been shown to remove small particulate 
pollutants and reduce downwind pollution 
at a greater rate than vegetation or solid 
noise barrier alone.7  Additionally, expanding 
tree canopies in vulnerable areas can lead to 
decreased levels of pollutants due to their 
absorption through structures in the leaves 
surfaces.8  Studies have shown that trees can 
reduce street level particulate matter by 60%.9

• Investing in a robust statewide air quality 
monitoring system consisting of stationary 
monitors and scheduled mobile monitoring 
throughout the Commonwealth and in 
heavily polluted communities.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Commission a study by the Joint Legislative 
Audit and Review Commission to determine 
the capability of the current air quality 
monitoring to present recommendations 
to address the need for additional monitors, 
identify specific impacted locations with a 
consideration to Environmental Justice, and 
how best to fast track implementation.

Support policy recommendations listed 
in the ACCELERATING TRANSPORTATION 
ELECTRIFICATION policy paper, page 63, 
including protecting and advancing Virginia’s 
Clean Car Standards, which take effect in 
2024 and funding for the Virginia Electric 
Vehicle Grant Fund to support school districts 
in obtaining electric buses.

Support policy recommendations listed in 
INCREASING INVESTMENT IN TREES, page 
43, particularly to ensure the proper funding 
is allocated to the Department of Forestry’s 
Urban and Community Forestry Grant 
Program. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The transportation sector in Virginia is a 
significant source of air pollutants including 
particulate matter, methane, nitrous oxide, and 
hydrofluorocarbons, which are all linked not 
only to climate change, but also to decreased 
air quality, worse public health outcomes, and 
environmental damage. Long-term personal 
health effects can include cancers, cognitive 
decline, upper respiratory diseases, asthma, heart 
disease, and obesity.

Effectively reducing unsafe levels of air pollution 
will require the Commonwealth to use a variety 
of tools, including strong emission standards to 
incentivize cleaner vehicles, a robust statewide 
real-time air monitoring system to measure 
progress, and proper incentives and funding 
opportunities to mitigate the impact of pollution 
in Virginia, particularly in our most vulnerable 
and overburdened communities.

CHALLENGE
Reducing vehicle pollution requires   
understanding how transportation impacts not 
only access and mobility but also social structures, 
public health, the environment, and economic 
factors. Another fundamental challenge is that 
the people who suffer the worst from its pollution 
tend to contribute the least. Communities of color 
bear a disproportionate burden from air pollution 
building from decades of environmental racisim, 
discriminatory practices such as redlining, and 
land use decisions that allowed for the creation of 
overburdened neighborhoods, cancer alleys, and 
sacrifice zones.
 
Fine particulate matter, a major component 
of transportation, generates air pollution 
and can injure a person’s respiratory and 
cardiovascular systems.  This increases the risk 
of developing many medical problems including 
disproportionate hospitalization and death from 
COVID-19, and higher risks of cancers and upper 

respiratory illnesses such as asthma, as well as 
suffering heart attacks.1,2 

Annually, particulate matter from Virginia specific 
transportation has been found to cause 92 excess 
deaths, 2,600 cases of exacerbated asthma, 10,000 
lost workdays, and lead to additional health costs 
of $750 million.3  When considering transportation 
emissions in their entirety, these emissions led 
to 750 premature deaths in Virginia in 2016, and 
the deaths associated with this pollution are 61% 
higher in low income, older, and BIPOC elderly, 
and minority communities.4,5

Agriculture, a multi-billion dollar industry in 
Virginia, is heavily influenced by the environment. 
Air pollution contributes to failing agricultural and 
commercial crop yields, raises plant susceptibility 
to disease pests and other environmental 
stressors, and can directly contaminate ground 
and surface bodies of water and soil. Furthermore, 
contaminants such as sulfur dioxide and nitrogen 
oxide particles can create toxic rain when they 
mix with water and oxygen in the air, as well 
as absorbed directly by water bodies further 
worsening environmental problems, such as 
biodiversity reduction, habitat degradation, and 
impacts to Virginia’s aquaculture industry.

SOLUTION
Strict requirements to reduce tailpipe emissions, 
effective clean car standards and personal choic-
es to reduce vehicle miles driven can help reduce 
vehicle emissions significantly. The less fossil fuel 
we burn, the faster we can reduce vehicle pol-
lution. Other complementary strategies concern 
land-use, forestry, and the built environment. 

How communities are developed will impact 
how convenient and/or appealing alternative 
transportation modes will be for commuters. 

Annually, particulate matter from Virginia 
specific transportation leads to 92 excess 
deaths and $750 million in health costs.

Karen Campblin // VSC NAACP; Sierra Club - Virginia Chapter // karen@ktcplan.com 
Bob Kitchen // Virginia Clinicians for Climate Action // bobkitchen1@gmail.com

REDUCING VEHICLE POLLUTION FOR PUBLIC HEALTH
LAND USE & TRANSPORTATION REFORM

Reduced vehicle pollution will improve 
air quality and night sky preservation

Photo by Harry Liu



affordable. These policy solutions accelerate 
adoption rates and put electric mobility within 
reach for more Virginians.12

Reliable access to charging infrastructure will 
also accelerate transportation electrification. The 
federal Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act 
(IIJA) has allocated significant funding for states 
to build out their charging infrastructure along 
major travel corridors — including $106 million 
in formula funding for Virginia and additional 
competitive grant opportunities.13 These funds 
must be spent in an equitable and efficient 
manner, and resources exist that can help Virginia 
map out and implement these infrastructure 
developments.14,15 From reduced emissions and 
decreased dependency on foreign oil, to better 
air quality and the creation of new, local jobs, 
transitioning to EVs is good for Virginia as a whole.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Protect and advance Virginia’s Clean Car 
Standards, which take effect in 2024.

Allocate $100 million annually until price 
parity is achieved for financial incentives to 
expand access to electrified mobility and help 
Virginians overcome the higher upfront cost 
of EVs, electric school and transit buses, and 
e-bikes.

Improve access to charging infrastructure 
by utilizing newly available IIJA funding 
allocations and competitive grants, while 
ensuring meaningful stakeholder input, 
especially from historically underserved 
communities.

Ensure that all efforts to accelerate 
transportation electrification prioritize under-
resourced communities that experience 
higher levels of air pollution and respiratory 
illnesses.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The transportation sector is Virginia’s largest 
source of carbon pollution. Adopting the 
Advanced Clean Car Standards in 2021 was 
an important step towards reducing these 
emissions, but a robust defense of that progress - 
including additional, complementary policies - is 
needed to ensure its long-term implementation. 
Rapidly transitioning to electric-powered cars, 
trucks, trains, and buses will result in numerous 
public health, economic, and climate benefits. 
State-level policies, combined with a once-
in-a-generation influx of federal funds for 
transportation reform, can bring these benefits 
to the Commonwealth and accelerate the arrival 
of a cleaner, more prosperous mobility future for 
all Virginians.

CHALLENGE
The transportation sector accounts for 53% of 
Virginia’s carbon dioxide emissions, and is a major 
source of other air pollutants - leading to negative 
climate, public health, and economic impacts.1 
These emissions disproportionately affect low-
income populations and communities of color 
who breathe 66% more vehicular air pollution 
than white residents on average.2 Vehicular 
particulate matter (PM2.5) alone accounts for 92 
deaths, 2,600 cases of exacerbated asthma, and 
10,000 lost workdays in Virginia each year.3 When 
considering transportation emissions in their 
entirety, these emissions led to 750 premature 
deaths in Virginia in 2016, and the deaths 
associated with this pollution are 61% higher in 
low-income and older communities, along with 
communities of color.4,5 

To comprehensively address vehicle pollution, 
cleaner transportation alternatives such as transit 
and rail need to be expanded, and thoughtful land 
use incentivized and pursued, in order to reduce 
vehicle miles traveled (see IMPROVING PUBLIC 
TRANSIT, page 69 and INCREASING BIKING & 
WALKING, page 67), and we must simultaneously 
accelerate transportation electrification to 
eliminate emissions from the remaining trips. 

While electric cars and buses are far cheaper to 
own in the long run, higher upfront costs keep 
these savings out of reach for many Virginians.6,7,8 
In addition, many households lack access to 
reliable charging infrastructure. Roughly 40% 
of U.S. households don’t park within 20 feet of 
an electrical outlet, making access to public EV 
charging essential for widespread adoption.9 
Bridging these affordability and accessibility gaps 
is critical to ensuring a successful and equitable 
transition to electric mobility.

SOLUTION
Every electric vehicle (EV) that replaces a gas-pow-
ered model helps clean Virginia’s air, supports 
the Commonwealth’s climate goals, and drives 
local economic development. Virginia’s growing 
advanced vehicle sector already supports 5,500 
jobs.10 When powered by Virginia’s current elec-
tricity mix, EVs produce up to 70% fewer emis-
sions than internal combustion engine (ICE) ve-
hicles.11 And as Virginia’s grid gets cleaner and 
cleaner, the EVs on its roads will too. The more 
Virginia electrifies transportation, the more the 
entire Commonwealth benefits.

The General Assembly has taken important 
strides towards bringing EVs to Virginia, but these 
significant wins are not impervious to weakening 
or repeal. The legislature must defend against 
attempts to roll back progress towards a clean-
er transportation future, while also providing 
thoughtfully designed financial incentives that 
make EVs, electric buses, and e-bikes more

Vehicle emissions led to 750 premature deaths in 
Virginia in 2016, and the deaths associated with 
this pollution are 61% higher in low-income and 
older communities, along with communities of 
color.

Dakoury Godo-Solo // Electrification Coalition // dgodosolo@electrificationcoalition.org
Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy // lena.lewis@tnc.org 

Blair St. Ledger-Olson // Climate Cabinet Education // blair@climatecabinet.org
ACCELERATING TRANSPORTATION ELECTRIFICATION
LAND USE & TRANSPORTATION REFORM

EV charging station in downtown Richmond
Photo provided by Drive Electric RVA



VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Wyatt Gordon // wyatt@vcnva.org
Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Use & Transportation

WALKING, BIKING, RAIL, & PUBLIC TRANSIT
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
INCREASING BIKING & WALKING
Transportation is Virginia’s largest contributor to climate change. Virginia’s traffic fatalities 
have grown dramatically in recent years to a 15-year high, including significant increases in 
bicyclist and pedestrian fatalities. Virginia needs a commitment to reducing transportation 
fatalities that focuses on vulnerable road users. This effort will require dedicated funding 
to build safer infrastructure for biking and walking, enacting policies and legal changes 
such as the Bicyclist Safety Stop and safer motorist overtaking, slower urban roadways, and 
expanding our active mobility networks for the 21st Century.

Kyle Lawrence // Shenandoah Valley Bicycle Coalition // kyle@svbcoalition.org
Jenn Million // New River Valley Bicycle Association // president@nrvbike.org
Brantley Tyndall // Virginia Bicycling Federation // president@vabike.org 

IMPROVING PUBLIC TRANSIT
Safe, reliable public transportation is essential to ensuring that all Virginians have access 
to basic necessities like groceries, healthcare, schools, and jobs. As personal vehicles are 
responsible for the greatest share of Virginia’s carbon emissions, high-quality public transit 
is also a key tool to meet the Commonwealth’s climate goals. Yet public transportation is 
severely underfunded, leaving many Virginians with few or unsafe options for moving around 
their communities without a car. On top of its central importance to ensuring mobility for all, 
protecting public health, and meeting our climate goals, the dramatic inflation of gas and 
vehicle costs proves that providing access to fast, frequent public transit is critical to help 
keep households’ costs down. 

Rev. Dr. Faith B. Harris // Virginia Interfaith Power & Light // fharris@vaipl.org
Victoria Higgins // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // vhiggins@chesapeakeclimate.org 
Faith Walker // RVA Rapid Transit // faith@rvarapidtransit.org 

EXPANDING RAIL
Compelling energy, economic, and environmental benefits flow from maximizing the use 
of rail to move both people and goods. Virginia has made significant progress on passenger 
rail in recent years, but increased funding is needed to improve the speed, frequency, and 
reliability of service; extend service to new areas; modernize stations; and improve multimodal 
connections to them.  Redirecting freight traffic from roads to rail is also important to 
reduce emissions and congestion, and steps needed include improving freight rail in the I-81 
corridor and preserving abandoned rail corridors for future freight and passenger service. In 
addition, all passenger and freight trains and lines should be electrified, or other steps taken 
to eliminate emissions. 

Danny Plaugher // Virginians for High Speed Rail // danny@vhsr.com
Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center // tpollard@selcva.org 

Father and son taking a stroll, Newport News Park
Photo by Lori A Cash



government levels to build solutions to combat 
increased traffic fatalities.

Additionally, the Safety Stop, which allows 
bicyclists to yield at stop signs, was shown to 
contribute to a 23% reduction in bike crashes at 
intersections in a Delaware 5-year study. Two-
abreast bicycling should be allowed whenever 
overtaking traffic is not delayed unreasonably. 
Allowing bicyclists and pedestrians more freedom 
to choose their safest course will go a long way 
toward ensuring safety for vulnerable road users.

Virginia’s dated State Bike Plan and Complete 
Streets Policy should also be updated to 
incorporate inclusive trails, bike lanes, 
reconfigured roads, shoulders, and other safety 
and access measures. Planning connections of 
existing and future bikeways and walkways into 
useful networks is critical for transportation utility.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Commit the Commonwealth to achieving 
Vision Zero by 2050 -  with a 50% reduction in 
road fatalities by 2035.

Maintain multi-use trail budget at $41m 
annually (2022 dollars, adjusted for inflation), 
providing access to life-saving projects across 
the Commonwealth.

Update Virginia’s 2011 State Bike Plan6 and 
2004 Complete Streets policy.7

Pass “Safety Stop” and two-abreast/lane-
control legislation, allowing bicyclists to 
reduce crash probability.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Transportation is Virginia’s largest contributor 
to climate change. Virginia’s traffic fatalities 
have grown dramatically in recent years to a 
15-year high, including significant increases in 
bicyclist and pedestrian fatalities. Virginia needs a 
commitment to reducing transportation fatalities 
that focuses on vulnerable road users. This effort 
will require dedicated funding to build safer 
infrastructure for biking and walking, enacting 
policies and legal changes such as the Bicyclist 
Safety Stop and safer motorist overtaking, slower 
urban roadways, and expanding our active 
mobility networks for the 21st Century.

CHALLENGE
Virginia will not achieve its climate goals 
until walking and biking are safer and more 
accessible. In 2021, 968 Virginians died on the 
commonwealth’s roadways, a 17% increase 
from 2019. Pedestrian fatalities reached 125 and 
bicyclist fatalities doubled in the last year to 16, 
the highest tallies for both in more than a decade.

Forty-three percent of people report the desire to 
ride their bicycle more,1 but many lack safe and 
accessible places to ride. Nearly 200,000 Virginia 
households have no access to a motor vehicle and 
need to bike and walk as a part of their primary 
commutes.2 As traffic fatalities continue to climb, 
Black and brown pedestrians are up to twice as 
likely to be killed.3

These issues cannot be addressed without added 
infrastructure, funding to build it out, and both 
policies and facilities that allow for biking and 
walking as safe transportation to where people 
need to go. 

Virginia’s dedicated trail budget is a great start 
to building out safe walking and biking facilities 

but falls short of making the transformative 
infrastructure changes to save lives and give 
people the freedom to walk and bike wherever 
they need to go. In order to stay safe and feel 
comfortable, people walking and riding bicycles 
need spaces that are physically separated from 
drivers. Furthermore, bicyclists need proven 
crash-reduction policies such as the freedom to 
yield at stop signs and to travel side by side in a 
lane.  That last policy is especially important for 
parents who want to ride with their kids and 
shield them from traffic.

Virginia’s vision for building active transportation 
infrastructure, its 2011 State Bike Plan, is outdated 
and needs to be updated to better connect and 
modernize the projects it is committing to build.

SOLUTION
Virginia needs a commitment to ending traffic 
fatalities across all agencies and policies. The saf-
er our transportation network, the greater free-
dom we have to choose cleaner modes. It will 
take every level of government to achieve Vision 
Zero: a strategic action plan to lower traffic fatal-
ities in Virginia to zero. Virginia’s traffic fatalities 
have continued to climb across the state, and 
ensuring a significant and continued decrease 
in these tragic losses of life will take a coordinat-
ed commitment at the state level.

In looking toward reducing traffic fatalities in Vir-
ginia, it is worth noting that nothing is safer for 
people biking and walking than physical separa-
tion from drivers, and protected and separated 
trails lead to negligible crash fatalities despite 
high trail use. The Custis Trail in Rosslyn and 
Virginia Capital Trail between Richmond and 
Jamestown saw over 3.5 million4 and 1.2 million5 
trail users in 2021 and 2020, respectively; this level 
of use can be expected in regions across Virginia. 
To add to our existing separated trail systems in
the Commonwealth, we need increased dedicated 
funding for multi-use trails with a transportation 
focus. Localities need funding from all

968 Virginians died on the Commonwealth’s 
roadways in 2021, a 17% increase from 2019.

Kyle Lawrence // Shenandoah Valley Bicycle Coalition // kyle@svbcoalition.org
Jenn Million // New River Valley Bicycle Association // president@nrvbike.org

Brantley Tyndall // Virginia Bicycling Federation // president@vabike.org 
INCREASING WALKING & BIKING
WALKING, BIKING, RAIL, & PUBLIC TRANSIT

Rollerblading on the Capital Trail
Photo by Angela Hollowell



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Remove the 2024 sunset clause on Virginia’s zero-fare program to keep transit systems fare free.

$10 Million per year for the Transit Ridership Incentive Program (TRIP) to expand regional service and 
keep transit affordable.

Increase transit funding to meet the needs identified in DRPT’s 2022 Transit Modernization and Equity 
Study, including increased bus route frequency and improved quality of rider experience through 
safety infrastructure such as covered stops, benches, sidewalks, and pedestrian crosswalks.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Safe, reliable public transportation is essential to 
ensuring that all Virginians have access to basic 
necessities like groceries, healthcare, schools, 
and jobs. As personal vehicles are responsible for 
the greatest share of Virginia’s carbon emissions, 
high-quality public transit is also a key tool to 
meet the Commonwealth’s climate goals. Yet 
public transportation is severely underfunded, 
leaving many Virginians with few or unsafe 
options for moving around their communities 
without a car. On top of its central importance to 
ensuring mobility for all, protecting public health, 
and meeting our climate goals, the dramatic 
inflation of gas and vehicle costs proves that 
providing access to fast, frequent public transit is 
critical to help keep households’ costs down.

CHALLENGE
At a time of unprecedented federal funding and 
state budget surpluses, Virginia’s transit systems 
continue to face uncertainty regarding resources 
for the essential services they provide. From the 
basics of employing enough bus operators and 
mechanics to increasing efforts to electrify public 
transit vehicles, providers need to be able to rely 
upon steadily increasing sources of funding.  The 
austerity the commonwealth’s dozens of transit 
providers have to deal with is an inexcusable 
disservice to the hundreds of thousands of 
Virginians who rely on bus or rail to get to work1 
and the thousands of dedicated public servants 
who work at our transit systems. 

In 2018, riders of Hampton Roads Transit (HRT) 
suffered 18,653 scheduled buses that never 
showed up.2 With new attacks on transit funding, 
that number is poised to increase. 

This is unacceptable during a time when 
historically high gas prices and personal vehicle 
costs have many Virginians turning to low-cost or 
fare-free public transportation.3 The price of used 
cars has jumped by 29.8% – a whopping $7,282.4 
Without sufficient funding for maintaining and 

improving existing infrastructure, as well as 
increasing frequency of service, commuters may 
be forced to shoulder the increasingly exorbitant 
cost of personal vehicle use. 

Moreover, public transportation is an essential 
tool in our fight against climate change. Because 
underfunding of transit has led so many residents 
of the Commonwealth to use personal vehicles, 
transportation accounts for more than half of the 
state’s emissions.5 Virginia cannot sustain such 
high levels of carbon pollution from cars and 
expect to meet pressing climate deadlines. Even 
if the U.S. is able to switch 70 million drivers to EVs, 
we still need to reduce per-capita vehicle miles 
traveled (VMT) by 20% in the next eight years via 
solutions that include increased transit ridership.

SOLUTION
For transit to reach its full potential as a climate 
and economic solution, the General Assembly 
must better fund transit systems. Lawmakers 
have already signaled their intention to do so 
through their authorization of the 2020 Transit 
Equity & Modernization Study. Now, they must 
follow through to implement recommendations 
to improve public transit and benefit all Virginians.

Specifically, Virginia needs increased funding for 
the expansion and frequency of routes, as well 
as for implementing safety and amenities such 
as benches, shelters, and trash receptacles to 
improve rider comfort and experience. The state 
should provide funding to install infrastructure, 
like sidewalks, crosswalks, signage and pedestrian 
signals, to improve rider safety and provide better 
accessibility for older adults and riders with 
disabilities, as well as attract new riders. Through 
executive and legislative action, elected officials 
should champion public transportation as a 
central strategy to meet Virginia’s climate goals.

We need to reduce per-capita vehicle miles 
traveled by 20% in the next eight years to meet 
climate deadlines.

Rev. Dr. Faith B. Harris // Virginia Interfaith Power & Light // fharris@vaipl.org
Victoria Higgins // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // vhiggins@chesapeakeclimate.org 

Faith Walker // RVA Rapid Transit // faith@rvarapidtransit.org
IMPROVING PUBLIC TRANSIT
WALKING, BIKING, RAIL, & PUBLIC TRANSIT

Roanoke train station
Photo by Wyatt Gordon
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Compelling energy, economic, and environmental 
benefits flow from maximizing the use of rail to 
move both people and goods. Virginia has made 
significant progress on passenger rail in recent 
years, but increased funding is needed to improve 
the speed, frequency, and reliability of service; 
extend service to new areas; modernize stations; 
and improve multimodal connections to them.  
Redirecting freight traffic from roads to rail is also 
important to reduce emissions and congestion, 
and steps needed include improving freight rail 
in the I-81 corridor and preserving abandoned rail 
corridors for future freight and passenger service. 
In addition, all passenger and freight trains and 
lines should be electrified, or other steps taken to 
eliminate emissions.

CHALLENGE
Virginia’s efforts between 2008 and 2019 to 
improve and expand passenger rail service 
resulted in a 31% increase in service, a 65% increase 
in ridership, and expanded daily Amtrak Regional 
service to 2.5 million more Virginians.1 In 2019, our 
regional trains carried over 924,000 passengers–
taking 187+ million passenger miles off our roads, 
reducing fuel consumption by nearly 3.9 million 
gallons, and preventing the release of 35,000 
metric tons of CO2 pollution.2 

Passenger rail needs continued investment 
to achieve even greater impacts. Train travel-
times and reliability often are less than ideal, 
many stations need repair and updating, and 
transit connections between rail stations and 
activity centers are frequently limited or lacking 
altogether. 

Additional service is needed as well. Our 

passenger rail network is primarily set up for 
north-south travel, and there is very limited east-
west service, especially connecting Hampton 
Roads and Southwest Virginia. Train travel is far 
less polluting and more energy efficient than 
driving. Electrifying rail in Virginia would be that 
much cleaner, but cost and other barriers have 
blocked this so far. 

In terms of freight, a central challenge is that 
Class One railroads are privately owned and 
driven by a focus on maximizing short-term 
returns to shareholders rather than the public 
interest.  Recently, freight railroad companies 
have focused on downsizing and disinvesting 
their assets and workforce, leaving our roadways 
and truckers to handle the additional freight 
movement.

SOLUTION
Since December 2019, the state has announced 
and finalized agreements with CSX and Norfolk 
Southern to purchase 412 miles of railroad 
right-of-way and 251 miles of track, as well as to 
construct 50 miles of new railroad track, thus 
doubling the rail capacity between Washington, 
D.C. and Virginia by expanding the Long Bridge 
over the Potomac River.3 These agreements, 
which are core parts of the Transforming Rail 
in Virginia program (TRVA), will allow six new 
roundtrip Amtrak Regional trains, the extension 
of service from Roanoke to Christiansburg, and 
five more Virginia Railway Express trains on the 
Fredericksburg line (including weekend service). 
Additionally, in 2020 the General Assembly 
created the Virginia Passenger Rail Authority 
(VPRA) to own, maintain, implement, and operate 
the Commonwealth’s passenger rail network.

Funding for the TRVA program is essential. In 
addition to increasing service, the TRVA projects 
should reduce the travel time of our trains and 
increase their reliability. Implementing these and 
other projects also depends on continuing to set 
up the VPRA.

In 2019, our regional trains took 187+ million 
passenger miles off our roads, reducing fuel 
consumption by nearly 3.9 million gallons.

Danny Plaugher // Virginians for High Speed Rail // danny@vhsr.com
Trip Pollard // Southern Environmental Law Center // tpollard@selcva.org

EXPANDING RAIL
WALKING, BIKING, RAIL, & PUBLIC TRANSIT

The state has completed a feasibility study for the 
return of direct east-west passenger rail service 
along the Commonwealth Corridor as part of their 
2022 Virginia Rail Plan, and they are updating 
their station modernization and improvement 
plan. 

The TRVA agreements will allow for future 
electrification of our rail service. We should look 
for opportunities such as dual-mode engines, 
battery electric engines, and other technologies 
that will allow the state to begin constructing 
electrified portions of our rail corridors. 

We should also look at incentives for moving 
freight from trucks to rail while also being 
prepared for additional abandonments of rail 
lines by the Class One railroads and ensuring the 
Commonwealth is ready to purchase them for 
future passenger and/or freight rail service. We 
should explore all opportunities to make freight 
railroads more responsive and responsible to 
public interest concerns.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Protect rail funding and implement the 
Transforming Rail in Virginia program.

Secure the inclusion of the Commonwealth 
Corridor (New River Valley - Charlottesville - 
Richmond - Hampton Roads) study into the 
Virginia Statewide Rail Plan. 

Modernize rail stations and provide multimodal 
connections between stations and activity centers. 

Authorize a state study of opportunities to 
expedite the transition to zero-emissions trains 
and infrastructure. 

Fund a rigorous study of the economic and 
environmental life-cycle costs and benefits of 
adding new freight capacity on rail vs. on the 
highway in the I-81 Corridor.

Protect any potentially abandoned rail corridors 
through public purchase for future service, rails 
with trails, and/or other transportation uses.

Pumphouse Trains
Photo by Lucas Manweiler
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CLIMATE & 
ENERGY
Virginia has enacted significant policies to move the 
Commonwealth towards a clean energy future. We must ensure 
these policies are enacted and expand upon these commitments 
through responsibly developing clean energy infrastructure, 
ramping up energy efficiency and solar investments, and 
ensuring an equitable transition to a clean energy economy. To 
provide reliable and affordable services for Virginians, we must 
leverage this clean energy transition to address inequalities 
baked into the laws that currently regulate our current 
utility system. Preventing the buildout of fossil fuel & mining 
infrastructure, improving protections for households from utility 
disconnections, and curbing electric utilities’ political influence 
will effectively combat climate change and ensure affordable 
energy for Virginians.
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Snowy Sunset Under Old Rag Mountain 
Photo by Hugh Kenny



VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Narissa Turner // narissa@vcnva.org
Policy & Campaigns Manager - Climate & Energy
Pat Calvert // pat@vcnva.org
Senior Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Conservation & Clean Water

RENEWABLE ENERGY & ENERGY EFFICIENCY
75 | | 76

EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
REALIZING VIRGINIA’S CLEAN ENERGY TRANSFORMATION
The Commonwealth is in the midst of a clean energy transformation to reduce the power sector’s 
extensive pollution burden and spur innovation and economic growth. Virginia’s goal is to have a 
carbon-free power sector by 2050. The Virginia Clean Economy Act and the Regional Greenhouse Gas 
Initiative are two critical commitments made by the Commonwealth that work together to achieve this 
goal. Every year, they will lower pollution, increase energy efficiency, create jobs, and improve climate 
resiliency across the state.  Virginia must keep its commitments, fully implement the policies, and 
realize the benefits of this clean energy transformation.

Nate Benforado // Southern Environmental Law Center // nbenforado@selcva.org 
Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy // lena.lewis@tnc.org

POWERING SCHOOLS WITH LOW-COST SOLAR
Solar schools save money, create healthier environments for our children, and reduce climate-warming 
emissions. While new and renovated schools can be made net-zero by combining solar with an energy-
efficient design, many schools are still being built to yesterday’s design standards, causing districts 
to lose out on savings that could otherwise be used for learning materials, teaching equipment, and 
afterschool programs.

Now is the time for Virginia to bring solar and net-zero energy schools to every community. There are 
already four 100% renewable energy powered K-12 schools in Virginia, and building this way does not 
need to cost any more than a traditional building. School districts should pursue net-zero in all new 
construction projects.

McKenna Dunbar // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // mckenna.dunbar@sierraclub.org
Victoria Higgins // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // vhiggins@chesapeakeclimate.org

CREATING JOBS & SAVINGS WITH ENERGY EFFICIENCY
Virginians pay the 8th highest electricity bills nationwide, with families living in poverty using a 
disproportionately high 21% of their income for energy, on average. But much of the energy Virginians 
pay for is wasted. Energy efficiency—achieving the same output with less energy—has been proven 
to lower energy bills and reduce energy-related pollution. Making efficiency the bedrock component 
of Virginia’s energy policy will reduce carbon pollution and household costs while creating local, good 
paying jobs. Virginia can substantially benefit from ambitious energy efficiency policies such as the 
electrification of appliances, local autonomy over building codes, and stronger energy efficiency 
targets for utilities.

Laura Gonzalez // Clean Virginia // laura@cleanvirginia.org 
Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy // lena.lewis@tnc.org
Blair St. Ledger-Olson // Climate Cabinet Action // blair@climatecabinet.org
Mary-Stuart Torbeck // The Sierra Club, Virginia Chapter // mary-stuart.torbeck@sierraclub.org

ADVANCING AN AFFORDABLE & EQUITABLE CLEAN ENERGY TRANSITION
Virginia is poised to be the first Southern state to make a massive and historic transition to clean energy 
thanks to the 2020 passage of the Virginia Clean Economy Act (VCEA). Commonsense changes to the 
laws governing electric utilities are essential to ensure that the resulting clean electricity is affordable 
and accessible for all Virginians. 

Kendl Kobbervig  // Clean Virginia // kendl@cleanvirginia.org
Joy Loving // Climate Action Alliance of the Valley // jal_1998@yahoo.com 
Emily Piontek // Appalachian Voices // emily@appvoices.org 

GETTING IT RIGHT WITH UTILITY SCALE SOLAR
Virginia’s important transition to renewable energy relies heavily on utility-scale solar facilities. New 
state policies are needed to maximize utility-scale solar’s environmental benefits and to minimize the 
land-use impacts on farms, forests, and streams. With well-designed incentives, solar can give new 
productive life to Virginia’s brownfields, including post-mining lands, large commercial and industrial 
sites, and other marginal lands. Best management practices, including the reduction of soil compaction 
and the use of appropriate stormwater runoff calculations, should be applied to reduce downstream 
water quality impacts.

Patrick Fanning // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // PFanning@cbf.org 
Emily Piontek // Appalachian Voices // emily@appvoices.org
Bob Shippee // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // rsoxbob@gmail.com 
Kate Wofford // Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley // kwofford@shenandoahalliance.org

Net-zero, energy-affordable housing 
Photo by Kenneth Kelly



Virginia needs RGGI to continue curtailing power 
plant emissions and provide desperately needed 
resources–on a consistent and prompt basis–to 
support low-income energy efficiency programs 
and to strengthen statewide resilience to 
climate change. The VCEA will further this work. 
With mandatory retirements of polluting power 
plants, frontline communities will benefit from 
improved air quality. Increased energy efficiency 
requirements will help reduce energy burdens. 
The average Virginia family will save an estimated 
$30/year by 2030 thanks to the VCEA.2 

Virginia will also realize significant economic 
and public health benefits as this clean energy 
transformation proceeds. According to one 
estimate, the VCEA will result in a direct increase 
of 10,000 jobs by 2025. And by 2030, cumulative 
positive health impacts include 24,000 avoided 
asthma attacks, 100,000 avoided lost workdays, 
and 856 avoided deaths.3 

Virginia must fully realize the transformational 
benefits of the VCEA and RGGI. Through proper 
implementation, these historic laws provide the 
pathway and means for a carbon-free power 
sector in Virginia by 2050.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Maintain our commitment to clean energy 
transformation and fully implement the VCEA.

Maintain Virginia’s participation in our 
regional emissions reduction program, RGGI.

Maintain RGGI fund allowances for the 
Community Flood Preparedness Fund and 
energy efficiency programs; do not dilute 
funding streams to fill General Fund gaps or 
other funding needs.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Commonwealth is in the midst of a clean 
energy transformation to reduce the power 
sector’s extensive pollution burden and spur 
innovation and economic growth. Virginia’s goal 
is to have a carbon-free power sector by 2050. 
The Virginia Clean Economy Act and the Regional 
Greenhouse Gas Initiative are two critical 
commitments made by the Commonwealth that 
work together to achieve this goal. Every year, they 
will lower pollution, increase energy efficiency, 
create jobs, and improve climate resiliency across 
the state.  Virginia must keep its commitments, 
fully implement the policies, and realize the 
benefits of this clean energy transformation.

CHALLENGE
When power plants burn fossil fuels, they emit 
carbon dioxide pollution, accelerating the impacts 
of climate change such as increased precipitation 
and flooding events, more severe storms, and 
more frequent, very hot days. Other power plant 
emissions can have localized negative impacts on 
the surrounding environment and public health, 
especially for low-wealth communities and 
communities of color. Those localized pollutants 
include particulates, nitrogen compounds, 
mercury and other chemicals which can cause 
acute respiratory distress, chronic health effects, 
and ecosystem disruptions.

Furthermore, fossil fuels leave Virginians 
vulnerable to the inherent price volatility of 
natural gas and coal. Utility customers are forced 
to pay the bill when utilities continue to make 
risky fossil fuel investments.

To minimize our pollution burden and price risk 
from fossil fuels, the Commonwealth is in the 
midst of a clean energy transformation. This 
transformational shift is critical and necessary for 
public health, the environment, and the economy.

The General Assembly voted in 2020 to join the 
Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) – 
a successful multi-state emissions reduction 
program. States participating in RGGI will reduce 
their power sector carbon dioxide by at least 30% 
over this decade. 

Additionally, the Virginia Clean Economy Act 
(VCEA) sets out a path to eliminate power 
sector carbon pollution by 2050 through energy 
efficiency standards, increases in rooftop solar 
power, and investments in utility-scale solar, 
wind, and energy storage. 

Now that Virginia has explicit commitments to 
fulfilling a clean energy transformation, these 
climate goals can only be achieved by both 
steadfast climate action from state leaders and 
consistent regulatory implementation across 
state agencies.

SOLUTION
RGGI’s market-based approach is already deliv-
ering results. Power plant emissions are being 
driven down and revenues brought in. Thanks 
to Virginia’s participation in RGGI, communities 
faced with the direct impacts of climate change 
have already received 49 grants to address recur-
rent flooding across the Commonwealth. More 
than 2,300 highly-efficient affordable housing 
units are under construction thanks to Virginia’s 
RGGI participation. Hundreds of thousands of 
low-income households stand to benefit from 
RGGI energy efficiency funds, reducing their en-
ergy costs and improving their health while cre-
ating local jobs in energy efficiency.1

By 2030, the VCEA will improve health impacts 
including 24,000 avoided asthma attacks, 
100,000 avoided lost workdays, and 856 
avoided deaths.

Nate Benforado // Southern Environmental Law Center // nbenforado@selcva.org 
Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy // lena.lewis@tnc.orgREALIZING VIRGINIA’S CLEAN ENERGY TRANSFORMATION

RENEWABLE ENERGY & ENERGY EFFICIENCY

Monarch butterfly (Danaus plexippus) 
Photo by Lori A Cash



and students miss out on health and educational 
benefits that come with highly efficient, all-elec-
tric schools powered by on-site solar panels. 

Designing to net-zero is cost-effective. A study 
conducted for Fairfax County Schools conclud-
ed that solar schools pay for themselves in just 
ten years through savings on energy bills. Exist-
ing schools renovated to be net-zero recouped 
costs within 15 years,8 after which additional sav-
ings can be directed towards other essential pro-
grams. These savings are even greater today as 
Virginia and the nation face ballooning energy 
costs. As more than half of Virginia’s schools are 
over 50 years old, renovations are needed, and 

savings should be maximized through net-zero 
standards.9

New roofs on existing schools that are not un-
dergoing major renovation should be made so-
lar-ready so school districts do not leave money 
on the table. Solar-ready roofs are straight-for-
ward; the roof must be strong enough to hold 
the added weight of solar panels, use solar-ap-
propriate roofing materials, and leave ample 
space for solar panels amongst other roof equip-
ment. 

Current Virginia law already requires new and 
substantially renovated local and state buildings 
over 5,000 square feet to meet stringent energy 
efficiency requirements. These sections should 
be amended to include a net-zero energy stan-
dard for schools.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Require new school buildings and 
substantially renovated school buildings to 
have on-site solar arrays and be designed and 
built to net zero standards with solar-ready 
roofs, enabling the addition of solar at no 
upfront cost through PPA financing or using 
other financing methods.  

Create a ‘gap fund’ for school divisions to 
access. If the school division, within the 
design or redesign phase of a school building, 
determines there are insufficient funds to 
achieve net zero, the school division may 
access the gap fund. The gap fund can consist 
of state and federal dollars.

Create, within the Department of Education, 
a School Superintendent Ombudsman on 
Clean Energy Transition. The position shall 
be responsible for liaising between school 
division leaders (superintendents and facilities 
staff), school board members, and private 
contractors to save taxpayer money and make 
buildings healthier. Ombudsmans’ duties 
should include connecting school divisions 
in the design or redesign phase with private 
solar installers for an on-site solar consultation.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Solar schools save money, create healthier 
environments for our children, and reduce 
climate-warming emissions. While new and 
renovated schools can be made net-zero by 
combining solar with an energy-efficient design, 
many schools are still being built to yesterday’s 
design standards, causing districts to lose out on 
savings that could otherwise be used for learning 
materials, teaching equipment, and afterschool 
programs.

Now is the time for Virginia to bring solar and net-
zero energy schools to every community. There 
are already four 100% renewable energy powered 
K-12 schools in Virginia, and building this way 
does not need to cost any more than a traditional 
building.1 School districts should pursue net-zero 
in all new construction projects.

CHALLENGE
High energy bills absorb funding that is sorely 
needed elsewhere in schools’ budgets. Energy 
consumption is the second highest cost for 
schools nationwide, which siphons funds away 
from where they belong: funding educational 
staff and resources for our students.2 Sadly, 
Virginia is in the bottom ten states for per-
pupil funding despite being a top ten state for 
household income.3 Savings from energy bill 
reductions could be used to address a number 
of high-priority in-school educational needs. 
Findings from the Virginia Department of 
Education show that most school buildings are 
over 50 years old, with 15.16% of these buildings 
having major renovation projects since 2015.4

State legislation has expanded the ability for local 
governments and school districts to install onsite 
solar arrays using power purchase agreements 
(PPAs), energy service contracts, and grants. 
Today, almost any school with a properly designed 
roof can add a solar array with no upfront capital 
expenditure and immediately begin to achieve 
energy savings that continue for decades. 

At least 20 school districts in Virginia have 
installed solar using PPAs. Solar has been most 
successful even in school districts with limited 

funding: the Isle of Wight boasts the greatest 
amount of solar followed by the City of Richmond. 
In 2020, Virginia ranked as the eighth state 
with the highest installed solar capacity in the 
country, at 20,214 kW.5 For new schools and those 
undergoing major renovations, school districts 
can combine solar with all-electric, energy-
efficient design and construction to build net-
zero schools that produce as much energy as they 
consume. These schools produce energy savings 
along with climate, health, and educational 
benefits. Through IIJA (Infrastructure Investment 
and Jobs Act) funds, $500 million worth of grants 
are available as part of the U.S. Department of 
Energy’s Building Technologies Office to improve 
energy efficiency and install renewable energy at 
public school facilities.6 

Yet solar roofs, on-site solar, and net-zero schools 
remain the exception, not the rule, especially for 
schools serving low-income children and children 
of color. Because Virginia’s schools have largely 
been underfunded and are in need of repair, 
hundreds of millions of dollars will be spent over 
the next few years on school facilities, creating 
a unique opportunity to implement net zero 
design.

SOLUTION
Virginia’s schools can have more money for crit-
ical resources like teachers’ salaries, books, af-
ter-school programs, and playgrounds by cut-
ting energy bills through on-site solar, all while 
reducing the state’s greenhouse gas emissions 
portfolio year-over-year. Savings vary based on 
factors including size of system and percentage 
of energy needs met by the panels, but for ex-
ample, the solar systems that Highland Springs 
High School installed cover 35% of their electric-
ity needs and will save $420,000 over the next 
25 years. In other states, savings from solar have 
allowed school districts to meaningfully boost 
teachers’ salaries.7

The state should make solar-ready roofs and 
net-zero design the default standard for new 
schools and those undergoing major renova-
tions. Failing to design to net-zero means schools   
cost more to operate over the life of the building 

Existing schools renovated to be net-zero 
recouped costs within 15 years.

McKenna Dunbar // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // mckenna.dunbar@sierraclub.org
Victoria Higgins // Chesapeake Climate Action Network // vhiggins@chesapeakeclimate.org
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efficient building codes for new and renovated  
buildings and electrifying fossil fuel-powered 
appliances can further reduce energy costs 
and pollution.18 Stronger efficiency targets 
also help electric utility monopolies deploy 
broader efficiency measures and programs, 
avoiding costly new generation. 19

Local governments should also be 
empowered to advance energy efficiency. 
Localities need to be granted authority to 
(a) require building owners to “benchmark” 
their buildings’ energy intensity so potential 
tenants know energy costs in advance, 
incentivizing owners to make efficiency 
upgrades, and (b) adopt “stretch codes” 
with stronger efficiency and climate 
standards for buildings in their jurisdictions. 
Lastly, it is critical to protect localities from 
preemption legislation that revokes their 
existing authority to electrify new building 
construction and make the best, safest 
choice for their communities.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Extend and strengthen the Energy Efficiency Resource Standard beyond 2025, including energy 
savings targets for low-income customers.

Allow electric utilities to electrify appliances when it is more efficient than continued reliance on 
fossil-fuel powered appliances.

Protect localities’ existing authority to meet health and safety goals through ordinances for electric-
only new construction; allow localities to 1) adopt codes with stronger energy efficiency and climate 
standards, and 2) require building owners to publicize buildings’ energy intensity.

Establish minimum appliance efficiency requirements to exceed federal standards.

Maintain Virginia’s participation in the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, including the 50% revenue 
allocation to low-income energy efficiency programs.

81 | | 82

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Virginians pay the 8th highest electricity bills 
nationwide, with families living in poverty using 
a disproportionately high 21% of their income for 
energy, on average.1,2,3 But much of the energy 
Virginians pay for is wasted.4 Energy efficiency—
achieving the same output with less energy—has 
been proven to lower energy bills and reduce 
energy-related pollution.5 Making efficiency the 
bedrock component of Virginia’s energy policy 
will reduce carbon pollution and household costs 
while creating local, good paying jobs.6 Virginia 
can substantially benefit from ambitious energy 
efficiency policies such as the electrification of 
appliances, local autonomy over building codes, 
and stronger energy efficiency targets for utilities.

CHALLENGE
Though energy efficiency is a smart 
investment, longstanding  barriers block its full 
implementation in Virginia. While Virginia has 
passed significant energy efficiency legislation 
in the past, the Commonwealth’s chronically 
high electricity bills and energy burden - the 
percentage of gross household income spent on 
energy costs - show Virginia still has untapped 
energy efficiency potential.7,8,9 This is also an 
environmental justice concern, as high energy 
costs disproportionately impact low-income, 
Black, and Latinx families.10,11,12

Numerous barriers are keeping the benefits of 
energy efficiency out of the hands of Virginians. 
The upfront costs of energy efficiency retrofits 
deter low-to-moderate income households, 
which stand to benefit the most from savings. 
Lack of information also impedes the widespread 

uptake of such retrofits. Though renters may want 
to be more energy efficient to reduce costs, they 
are restricted by what their building owners are 
willing to do. Business owners can also be limited 
by upfront costs and lack of information. 

While it’s easier to make a building more efficient 
during its initial construction, builders lower 
their construction costs by excluding energy 
efficiency measures - locking Virginians into 
50 to 100 years of higher energy costs. Existing 
buildings can increase efficiency by replacing 
fossil fuel-powered appliances, such as heating 
systems, with more efficient electric versions.13 

Unfortunately, current policies restrict some 
opportunities for this beneficial electrification. 
Furthermore, utility monopolies’ regulations 
incentivize maintaining higher energy demand 
over energy efficiency. Virginians need ambitious 
state level policy to unlock the benefits of energy 
efficiency in the Commonwealth.

SOLUTION
Virginia can lower energy costs, reduce pollu-
tion, and spur job growth by implementing ag-
gressive energy efficiency policies.

Cost-effective efficiency upgrades can save the 
average Virginia household $729 a year on util-
ity bills.14 Businesses also benefit from energy 
efficiency, as the average commercial building 
wastes 30% of its energy.15 Energy efficiency is 
also a powerful climate action tool. Tapping the 
full U.S. energy efficiency potential could cut 
national carbon emissions 50% by 2050.16 Lastly, 
energy efficiency generates the highest num-
ber of jobs in Virginia’s energy sector. In 2021, the 
efficiency industry sustained over 73,000 jobs, 
compared to less than 28,000 from power gen-
eration and the fuel industry combined.17

A suite of complementary policies can expand 
these benefits in Virginia. Implementing more

Virginians pay the 8th highest electricity bills 
nationwide, with families living in poverty using 
a disproportionately high 21% of their income 
for energy.

Laura Gonzalez // Clean Virginia // laura@cleanvirginia.org 
Lena Lewis // The Nature Conservancy // lena.lewis@tnc.org

Blair St. Ledger-Olson // Climate Cabinet Action // blair@climatecabinet.org
Mary-Stuart Torbeck // The Sierra Club, Virginia Chapter // mary-stuart.torbeck@sierraclub.org

CREATING JOBS & SAVINGS WITH ENERGY EFFICIENCY
RENEWABLE ENERGY & ENERGY EFFICIENCY

3-year-old, Jehan Bhedwar, holds 
an energy-efficient light bulb
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connect utility profits with societal goals 
like decarbonization and energy efficien-
cy. Other states have advanced measures 
holding utilities accountable for fuel costs 
by splitting the risks associated with fossil 
fuel price volatility between utilities and 
customers. Passing immediate regulatory 
reform measures while exploring alterna-
tive structures to Virginia’s utility incentive 
system will help ensure that an affordable 
and equitable clean energy future is on the 
horizon.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Restore the SCC’s authority to reduce rates when 
utilities will profit above their authorized rate of 
return.

Restore SCC’s authority to determine the most cost-
effective recovery mechanism for utility spending. 

Require utilities to refund 100% of customer 
overcharges.  

Implement a cost-sharing mechanism that splits 
the risks of fossil fuel volatility between utilities and 
electricity customers.

Request that the State Corporation Commission 
and Virginia Energy study alternatives to the existing 
regulatory system, such as those that compensate 
utility investments based on environmental and 
social outcomes rather than a project’s price.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Virginia is poised to be the first Southern state to 
make a massive and historic transition to clean 
energy thanks to the 2020 passage of the Virginia 
Clean Economy Act (VCEA). Commonsense 
changes to the laws governing electric utilities 
are essential to ensure that the resulting clean 
electricity is affordable and accessible for all 
Virginians.

CHALLENGE
The current state laws regulating electric utilities 
hinder an affordable and equitable clean energy 
transition in Virginia. Specifically, Virginia’s 
regulatory system rewards investor-owned 
utility (IOU) monopolies for capital-intensive 
investments rather than cost-saving measures 
for customers. Electric IOUs receive guaranteed 
profits for capital investments, so the more 
expensive a project is, the more the utility profits.1 
Additionally, utilities are able to pass along 100% 
of fuel costs to customers and are incentivized 
to sell as much energy as possible instead of 
prioritizing energy efficiency, which saves money 
and reduces pollution.2,3,4 As Virginia invests in 
a clean energy system, we need strong tools to 
ensure utilities pursue energy efficiency and 
least-cost, zero-carbon projects that benefit 
energy customers.

Current restrictions limit the State Corporation 
Commission’s (SCC) ability to mitigate household 
energy costs during Virginia’s clean energy 
transition. In a traditional regulatory model, utility 
monopolies recover costs and profits through 
base rates. Regulators establish these base rates 
in periodic reviews in which the SCC scrutinizes 
utilities’ costs and sets a fair profit level. Since 2007, 
however, pro-utility legislation has introduced 

cost recovery mechanisms that allow utilities 
to pile fees onto customer bills while restricting 
regulators’ ability to ensure Virginians pay a fair 
price for electricity.

This utility-backed legislation has resulted in 
Virginians paying some of the highest energy 
prices in the nation.5 Three-in-four Virginia 
households pay an unaffordable percentage of 
their monthly income on electricity bills with a 
disproportionate burden falling on low-income, 
Black, Hispanic, Native American, and older adult 
households.6,7

SOLUTION
The clean energy transition provides an oppor-
tunity to ensure all Virginians have access to 
affordable and renewable energy. A successful 
2020 bipartisan bill provides a practical playbook 
for doing so. House Bill 528 restored the SCC’s 
authority to determine cost recovery periods 
for early power plant retirements and unlocked 
$300 million in refunds and a $50 million rate cut 
for Dominion Energy customers. Virginia needs 
additional measures that equip regulators to en-
sure the clean energy transition does not worsen 
the financial reality for low-income households 
and communities of color already experiencing 
the brunt of higher energy costs and impacts 
from the climate crisis. These measures include 
restoring the SCC’s authority to determine the 
most cost-effective recovery mechanisms for 
utility spending and to fully refund customers 
when utilities overcharge.

Near-term regulatory reforms must be paired 
with a longer-term shift towards more envi-
ronmental and social outcome driven profit in-
centives for a truly equitable transition to clean 
energy. The VCEA presents an opportunity to 
incentivize monopoly utilities to alleviate eco-
nomic hardship, environmental injustices, and 
climate impacts. Connecticut, Illinois, North Car-
olina and Washington have passed laws to

Electric IOUs receive guaranteed profits for 
capital investments, so the more expensive a 
project is, the more the utility profits.

Kendl Kobbervig  // Clean Virginia // kendl@cleanvirginia.org
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MINIMIZE ANTICIPATORY CLEARING OF FORESTED LANDS
Anticipatory clearing occurs when a landowner 
clears the forested land in anticipation of sub-
mitting an application for a solar project, but 
such clearing should be conducted subject to 
best management practices applicable for land 
development rather than less stringent forestry 
requirements.

PROVIDE LOCALITIES WITH TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE
Support localities grappling with questions 
about utility-scale solar through state-supported 
technical assistance to ensure localities have suf-
ficient expertise to appropriately consider and 
regulate solar land use within their jurisdictions.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Incentivize solar on compromised land by funding the Virginia Brownfield and Coal Mine Renewable 
Energy Grant Program with $35 million annually, and removing restrictions on funding sources.

Increase capacity at Department of Energy and Virginia Cooperative Extension Service to implement 
pilot projects that demonstrate ways solar development can complement agriculture; and provide 
technical support for localities implementing  solar ordinances. 

Strengthen DEQ’s current minimum standards for erosion and sediment control and stormwater 
management and associated staffing levels to ensure controls protect local water quality, consider 
and mitigate for adverse cumulative impacts to ecosystem services, and are consistent with 
Chesapeake Bay TMDL goals.

Develop sound regulations that require solar projects to minimize the displacement of prime 
agricultural soils and forested lands and, where unavoidable, to adequately mitigate adverse impacts 
to these resources.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Virginia’s important transition to renewable 
energy relies heavily on utility-scale solar facilities. 
New state policies are needed to maximize 
utility-scale solar’s environmental benefits and to 
minimize the land-use impacts on farms, forests, 
and streams. With well-designed incentives, 
solar can give new productive life to Virginia’s 
brownfields, including post-mining lands, large 
commercial and industrial sites, and other 
marginal lands. Best management practices, 
including the reduction of soil compaction 
and the use of appropriate stormwater runoff 
calculations, should be applied to reduce 
downstream water quality impacts.

CHALLENGE
Virginia has experienced increases in both the 
number and size of utility-scale solar facilities, 
and this trend is likely to continue as Virginia 
transitions away from fossil fuel based generation 
under the Virginia Clean Economy Act (VCEA).1 
This creates tax revenue, construction jobs, and 
lease payments for many rural communities, but 
also raises some challenges related to land use. 
On average, utility-scale solar requires seven to 
ten acres per megawatt produced. Many of these 
facilities are being sited in rural localities with 
little experience permitting large construction 
projects. One recent survey of Virginia localities 
found that a majority of localities are either in the 
process of updating an existing solar ordinance 
or are considering adopting such an ordinance.2 
Meanwhile, 69% of localities surveyed do not 
identify land areas for large-scale solar siting in 
their comprehensive plans.3 

Virginia needs greater deployment of renewable 
energy projects. However, all projects should take 
into account site-specific conditions. Decision 
makers must ensure proper site selection and 

heed practices to minimize any associated 
negative impacts. Fortunately, these challenges 
can be addressed if handled correctly. Virginia 
should look to examples in other states and 
countries where stakeholders are committed 
to balancing meaningful utility-scale solar 
deployment with careful protection of farms and 
forests and with minimal impact on habitat and 
historic, cultural and scenic resources.

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

SELECT SITES STRATEGICALLY
Appropriate direction should be given to the in-
dustry by prioritizing and incentivizing develop-
ment on post-mining land, landfills, brownfields, 
and industrial or commercial sites to reduce un-
necessary impacts to forests and agriculturally 
productive lands.4

MINIMIZE WILDLIFE HABITAT DISTURBANCE & 
PROTECT ECOLOGY
Ensure that solar developers are communicat-
ing early and often with federal and state wildlife 
agencies to minimize impacts on habitat and 
movement of wildlife.

FOLLOW BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES
Projects should include recognized best man-
agement practices for water quality and sustain-
able groundskeeping. Water Quality protections/
standards (time of year restrictions, turbidity/TSS 
standards, etc.) should be incorporated into the 
state permitting process addressing potential 
in-stream impacts. The use of native pollinator 
plants can improve erosion control, pesticide 
avoidance, and improve stormwater infiltration, 
wildlife habitat, and reduce long-term mainte-
nance costs and emissions. Construction prac-
tices should be required that reduce soil com-
paction and return topsoil to the site. Planting 
vegetation around and under panels can in-
crease nitrogen retention, total nitrogen, and 
carbon sequestration above baseline, so agri-vol-
taics should be encouraged where practicable.

New state policies are needed to maximize 
utility-scale solar’s environmental benefits and 
to minimize the land-use impacts on farms, 
forests, and streams.

Patrick Fanning // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // PFanning@cbf.org 
Emily Piontek // Appalachian Voices // emily@appvoices.org

Bob Shippee // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // rsoxbob@gmail.com 
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FOSSIL FUEL & MINING INFRASTRUCTURE
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
PREVENTING PIPELINE HARMS
Poorly planned and constructed fracked-gas pipeline projects threaten Virginia’s 
fragile water resources and ecosystems. As the construction of pipeline projects 
harms water quality, the operation of these facilities is associated with the emission 
of methane, a potent greenhouse gas, as well as carbon dioxide emissions driven 
by end use, posing serious consequences to the climate. Ultimately, Virginia 
communities bear the brunt of negative public health impacts to water and air 
quality, along with economic harm to farmland and other critical agricultural 
lands. Additionally, the overbuilding of gas infrastructure delays our transition 
to renewable energy sources and prevents the Commonwealth from achieving 
equitable clean energy goals. Virginia must strengthen protections for the water 
resources and communities jeopardized by fossil fuel infrastructure.

Peter Anderson // Appalachian Voices // peter@appvoices.org
Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // connor.kish@sierraclub.org
David Sligh // Wild Virginia // david@wildvirginia.org 

PROTECTING OUR WATERS FROM METALS MINING
Mining for gold, copper, zinc, and lead took place in the 19th and early 20th 
century in Virginia, evidenced by hundreds of abandoned mines along the Gold-
Pyrite Belt extending from Fairfax to Halifax Counties. A large-scale version of 
this toxic industry is now moving forward without a comprehensive regulatory 
framework nor sufficient financial assurances, putting public health and drinking 
water at risk. 

We must support communities most at risk, protect water resources, and develop 
an effective regulatory framework at the state level for mining metals.

Patrick Fanning // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // PFanning@cbf.org
Stephanie Rinaldi // Friends of Buckingham // rinaldis10@gmail.com 
Jessica Sims // Appalachian Voices // jessica@appvoices.org 
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the public’s views and interests. Fossil fuel proj-
ects should receive a comprehensive review, in-
cluding cumulative health and environmental 
impacts on nearby communities. For projects al-
ready in process, enforcement of pollution laws 
must be prioritized, and polluters must be held 
fully accountable, regardless of project comple-
tion or abandonment. Review processes should 
include bonding requirements for appropriate 
funding or insurance coverage, and include strin-
gent environmental restoration requirements.

Virginia lawmakers should strengthen state re-
view of projects and increase public involvement 
and participation in those reviews. Ultimately, 
legislative improvements that accurately rec-
ognize the current climate crisis, prevent future 
harm, protect and restore communities and ar-
eas negatively impacted by existing projects, are 
required.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Include bonding and restoration requirements 
in permit applications for fossil fuel projects.

Require an individual Virginia Water 
Protection Permit and Uplands Certification 
under Article 2.6 of the State Water Control 
Law for all natural gas transmission pipelines 
24 inches inside diameter and greater that are 
subject to § 7c of the Natural Gas Act.

Prohibit new fossil fuel construction in areas 
of karst terrain.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Poorly planned and constructed fracked-gas 
pipeline projects threaten Virginia’s fragile water 
resources and ecosystems. As the construction 
of pipeline projects harms water quality, the 
operation of these facilities is associated with the 
emission of methane, a potent greenhouse gas, 
as well as carbon dioxide emissions driven by end 
use, posing serious consequences to the climate. 
Ultimately, Virginia communities bear the brunt 
of negative public health impacts to water and air 
quality, along with economic harm to farmland 
and other critical agricultural lands. Additionally, 
the overbuilding of gas infrastructure delays 
our transition to renewable energy sources and 
prevents the Commonwealth from achieving 
equitable clean energy goals. Virginia must 
strengthen protections for the water resources 
and communities jeopardized by fossil fuel 
infrastructure.

CHALLENGE
Continued expansion of fossil fuel infrastructure 
is at odds with a healthy future for the 
Commonwealth, and it runs counter to climate 
mitigation measures recommended by the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC).1 Although Virginia has passed laws to 
promote clean energy and improve accountability 
measures, new fossil-fuel infrastructure projects 
continue to be licensed and ultimately harm 
Virginia communities. Water and air pollution 
from fossil fuel infrastructure impedes the 
historic goals set in federal and state laws, and 
the resulting harms tend to fall disproportionately 
on Black, Indigenous, low income, and elderly 
communities.2

Representative of the overbuilding and 
inappropriate siting of pipeline projects, the 
Mountain Valley Pipeline (MVP) will increase 
damage to waterways and private water sources in 
Southwest Virginia with any further construction. 
In addition to the 300+ violations for which the 

company has been cited,3 MVP has the potential 
to emit greenhouse gasses on a scale comparable 
to 18 coal-fired power plants.4 Construction of the 
project has wrought significant harm on local 
environments, damaged Indigenous cultural 
and sacred sites,5 and negatively impacted rural 
communities and residents’ livelihoods. The MVP 
currently lacks necessary federal permits and 
authorizations to proceed, but if completed and 
if placed into operation, the pipeline could be 
responsible for nearly 1% of all U.S. energy sector 
greenhouse gas emissions.6

New expansion projects proposed for Eastern 
Virginia, like the ‘Virginia Reliability Project,’  raise 
concerns about construction through areas 
overburdened with existing infrastructure and 
pollution.7 Effects on wetlands, especially in areas 
prone to recurrent flooding, and private wells and 
springs are also of great concern.

SOLUTION
Fossil fuels are the energy of Virginia’s past, not 
our future. Given the steps necessary to mitigate 
the worsening climate crisis, the critical point 
we have reached in that crisis, and potential for 
a robust clean energy future for the Common-
wealth, new fossil fuel infrastructure should not 
be pursued. We have learned from projects like 
the Mountain Valley Pipeline that current laws 
and regulations do not adequately protect wa-
ter resources, public health or the environment 
from the construction of new fossil fuel infra-
structure.

Absent a ban, any new fossil fuel build out, in-
cluding both interstate and intrastate pipelines, 
must be thoroughly and holistically scrutinized 
through processes that fully engage and respect

In addition to the 300+ violations for which 
the company has been cited, MVP has the 
potential to emit greenhouse gasses on a scale 
comparable to 18 coal-fired power plants.

Peter Anderson // Appalachian Voices // peter@appvoices.org
Connor Kish // Sierra Club Virginia Chapter // connor.kish@sierraclub.org

David Sligh // Wild Virginia // david@wildvirginia.org
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Blue Ridge Parkway
Photo by Patti Black



environmental tolls of hardrock mining and 
reclamation should be part of any evaluations, 
and should not be overlooked because our 
current regulatory standards are either non-
existent or outdated. The threat of large-scale 
mining is truly Virginia-wide, and would have 
both short and long term impacts, so existing 
bonding, reclamation, closure, and monitoring 
regulations must be comprehensively evaluated 
and updated.

While the Commonwealth does its due diligence 
in reviewing outdated and insufficient regulations, 
it should also implement a ‘pause’ on permitting 
any new metal mining projects. The granting of 
permits for the mining of gold, copper, lead, or 
zinc, for example, without sufficient knowledge 
of project impacts, or with deficient regulatory 
oversight of impacts is inappropriate given the 
potential environmental and economic harms.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Evaluate existing bonding, reclamation, 
closure, and monitoring regulations to 
develop a regulatory framework for mining 
metals that is protective of public health, and 
our environment.

Pause the issuance of permits for large-scale 
gold mining until the General Assembly has 
the time to review the public health and 
environmental impacts determined by the 
Department of Energy study on gold mining. 
The study must be reported to the General 
Assembly by December 1, 2022.

Virginia should study and assess the mining 
impacts of copper, zinc and lead and pause 
the issuance of permits until an assessment 
is complete.

Ban the use of cyanide in any mining process. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Mining for gold, copper, zinc, and lead took place 
in the 19th and early 20th century in Virginia, 
evidenced by hundreds of abandoned mines 
along the Gold-Pyrite Belt extending from Fairfax 
to Halifax Counties.1 A large-scale version of this 
toxic industry is now moving forward without 
a comprehensive regulatory framework nor 
sufficient financial assurances, putting public 
health and drinking water at risk. 

We must support communities most at risk, 
protect water resources, and develop an effective 
regulatory framework at the state level for mining 
metals.

CHALLENGE
Metal mining is the nation’s #1 toxic polluter,2 and 
is a land intensive process which often involves the 
use of cyanide. The mining procedures can result 
in perpetual acid mine drainage,3 catastrophic 
waste containment failures,4 the destruction of 
cultural heritage, and the devastation of local 
economies as a result of the boom and bust cycle 
of the metal mining industry.
 
Mining companies have been prospecting near 
Virginia’s gold-pyrite belt for approximately six 
years,5 announcing “high grade” findings.6 This 
belt contains metals like iron, gold, copper and 
zinc,7 and intersects innumerable Environmental 
Justice communities often overburdened with 
existing pollution.8,9  It also crosses the James 
River,10 which provides drinking water for 2.7 
million people, brings millions of dollars into 
Virginia’s economy from commercial fishing, and 
attracts over 6 million visitors annually.11 
 
Currently, Virginia’s mineral mining regulations 
are not designed to address modern-day 
industrial base and precious metal mining. 
Rather, they are focused on the majority of active 
non-metal mining permits – sand, gravel and 
stone aggregates.12

As the Commonwealth spends millions to restore 
the Chesapeake Bay and our Southern Rivers, 
and reduce nutrient and sediment pollution 
discharges across the watershed, introduction of 
a new significant source of pollution – industrial 
metal mining –  threatens the viability of those 
efforts.

Legislation from the 2021 General Assembly 
session required the study of the effects of gold 
mining on the Commonwealth,13 but assessment 
of current regulations’ abilities to protect public 
health, safety and welfare of Virginians from the 
full suite of metals being explored, including 
copper, zinc and lead, has not yet occurred. 

Additionally, hundreds of historic metal mines 
lay abandoned across Virginia’s landscape.14 The 
cost to taxpayers of reclaiming these abandoned 
sites is a burden and the negative health and 
environmental impacts of not reclaiming these 
sites is dangerous.15 We should not add to this 
problem.

SOLUTION
In order to protect people and the Common-
wealth’s natural resources, specifically its rivers 
and streams,  Virginia must put in place an ef-
fective regulatory framework for mining metals.

To do so, the Commonwealth must seek a broad 
analysis of existing metal mining regulations–
not limited to just one commercial product. 
Additionally, any workgroup and/or study and 
review processes must include robust public en-
gagement and education. Economic and

The gold-pyrite belt crosses the James River, which 
provides drinking water for 2.7 million people, 
brings millions of dollars into Virginia’s economy 
from commercial fishing, and attracts over 6 million 
visitors annually.

Patrick Fanning // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // PFanning@cbf.org
Stephanie Rinaldi // Friends of Buckingham // rinaldis10@gmail.com 

Jessica Sims // Appalachian Voices // jessica@appvoices.org
PROTECTING OUR WATERS FROM METALS MINING
FOSSIL FUEL & MINING INFRASTRUCTURE

Train tracks along the James River
Photo by Patti Black
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Narissa Turner // narissa@vcnva.org
Policy & Campaigns Manager - Climate & Energy

UTILITY ACCOUNTABLITY
93 | | 94

EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & 
CONTACT INFORMATION
CURBING ELECTRIC UTILITIES’ POLITICAL INFLUENCE
Virginia’s weak campaign finance laws combined with the monopolies 
granted to Virginia’s electric utilities reward these corporations with 
undeniable influence in shaping energy policy.  Dominion Energy, 
Virginia’s largest utility monopoly and largest corporate donor, can 
give unlimited money directly to the lawmakers in charge of regulating 
them. This flawed system drowns out the voices of everyday Virginians 
and opens the door for Dominion Energy to essentially regulate itself. It 
is time we shift more political power to Virginians by banning political 
contributions from electric utilities to the very lawmakers responsible for 
regulating them.

Cassady Craighill // Clean Virginia // cassady@cleanvirginia.org

ENSURING ACCESS TO ESSENTIAL UTILITIES
Access to energy and water utilities is essential for the health and well-
being of all Americans. However, clean water and the ability to light, heat, 
and cool a home are not guaranteed for vulnerable and low-income 
households in Virginia. We must address inequalities baked into our current 
system as we respond to the climate crisis and its disparate impacts. By 
modeling policy approaches taken by other southeastern states, we can 
protect households from energy and water disconnections. By reducing 
water and energy burdens for the long-term, we can guarantee access to 
these vital services and ultimately promote public health. 

Laura Gonzalez // Clean Virginia // laura@cleanvirginia.org
Leah Jones // Virginia Interfaith Power & Light // ljones@vaipl.org
Joy Loving // Climate Action Alliance of the Valley // jal_1998@yahoo.com
Emily Piontek // Appalachian Voices // emily@appvoices.org 

Richmond waterfront 
Photo by Lucas Manweiler
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Virginia’s weak campaign finance laws combined 
with the monopolies granted to Virginia’s 
electric utilities reward these corporations 
with undeniable influence in shaping energy 
policy.  Dominion Energy, Virginia’s largest utility 
monopoly and largest corporate donor,1 can give 
unlimited money directly to the lawmakers in 
charge of regulating them. This flawed system 
drowns out the voices of everyday Virginians 
and opens the door for Dominion Energy to 
essentially regulate itself. It is time we shift more 
political power to Virginians by banning political 
contributions from electric utilities to the very 
lawmakers responsible for regulating them.

CHALLENGE
Virginia grants investor-owned electric utilities 
Dominion Energy and Appalachian Power 
Company a monopoly in their respective service 
territories. In exchange for a captive customer 
base, Virginians are entitled to diligent regulation 
and oversight by the General Assembly. Instead, 
due to Virginia’s abysmal lack of campaign finance 
and ethics laws, this regulatory contract permits 
Virginia’s utility monopolies to pour millions of 
dollars into Virginia politics each year, including 
giving large sums to the chairs of powerful 
legislative committees. Further, lawmakers can 
own stock in these corporations and vote on 
measures that can potentially increase their 
personal wealth. 

Virginia’s electric utility monopolies alone have 
donated $16 million2 to Virginia legislators since 
1996 to influence public policy in their favor. 
Utilities often wield the influence and political 
power these contributions bring against the 
interests of Virginians. Specifically, Dominion 

and Appalachian Power often lobby against 
more distributed and affordable renewable 
energy measures like rooftop solar and stronger 
regulatory oversight from the State Corporation 
Commission (SCC). As a result, Virginians pay 
some of the highest energy bills in the nation. 
Additionally, Virginia’s captive customers have no 
choice but to subsidize their electricity provider’s 
political spending every time they pay their 
monthly bills, which are some of the highest in 
the country and place a disproportionate burden 
on low-income and fixed-income communities. 

This severe power imbalance and system of self-
regulation makes it difficult, if not impossible, 
for Virginians to have a meaningful say in energy 
policies that directly impact them.

SOLUTION
Virginians would benefit from a more equitable 
and fair legislative process that ends unjust in-
fluence. Over half the country bans these kinds 
of political contributions in some form, and 22 
states ban corporate contributions altogether.3 
A simple law prohibiting public utility monopo-
lies from contributing to the political campaigns 
and committees of lawmakers would help re-
store balance to Virginians’ political power by 
shrinking the outsized influence of electric utili-
ties on the legislative process. Publicly-regulated 
utilities include a specific set of corporations in 
Virginia that provide public services - electricity, 
gas, water and sewer - and have been granted a 
monopoly by the state.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Prohibit public utility monopolies in Virginia 
from contributing to the political campaigns 
and committees of the government officials 
who are tasked with regulating them. 

Ban members of the General Assembly from 
owning stock in any public investor-owned 
electric utility.

Virginia’s captive customers have no choice but 
to subsidize their electricity provider’s political 
spending every time they pay their monthly bills, 
which are some of the highest in the country.

Cassady Craighill // Clean Virginia // cassady@cleanvirginia.orgCURBING ELECTRIC UTILITIES’ POLITICAL INFLUENCE
UTILITY ACCOUNTABILITY

Monument Avenue, Richmond
Photo by Andre Eanes



companies implement PIPPs (though the re-
quirement was not expanded to electric cooper-
atives and municipal utilities). And many states 
are developing new clean energy programs tar-
geted to low-income households.12

Virginia should standardize disconnection poli-
cies across all utility service areas; limit the finan-
cial consequences for late payments, non-pay-
ments, or disconnections and reconnections; 
and establish payment programs, new rate 
structures, and clean energy programs that 
bring stability and certainty to vulnerable low-in-
come households. These policies are especially 
important given the expiration of Covid-19 dis-
connection moratoria and assistance programs. 
Ultimately, by addressing the overall burden that 
many households face in accessing these essen-
tial utilities, we can help ensure that energy and 
water services are affordable for more people.13

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Establish utility disconnection policies for 
extreme weather, public health emergencies 
and when vulnerable residents (e.g., medically 
compromised, infants) are at risk; require 
disconnections data be reported to the SCC; 
and limit fees resulting from overdue bills.

Require unregulated utilities to offer low-
income payment plans that do not involve 
deposits, penalties (e.g., late fees, interest) or 
eligibility criteria (e.g., credit ratings).

Reform electric rate structures (see  
ADVANCING AN AFFORDABLE & EQUITABLE 
CLEAN ENERGY TRANSITION, page 83) and 
support energy efficiency measures (including 
subsidized retrofits) for homeowners and 
renters (see CREATING JOBS & SAVINGS WITH 
ENERGY EFFICIENCY, page 81).
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Access to energy and water utilities is essential 
for the health and well-being of all Americans. 
However, clean water and the ability to light, 
heat, and cool a home are not guaranteed 
for vulnerable and low-income households in 
Virginia. We must address inequalities baked into 
our current system as we respond to the climate 
crisis and its disparate impacts. By modeling 
policy approaches taken by other southeastern 
states,1 we can protect households from energy 
and water disconnections. By reducing water 
and energy burdens for the long-term, we can 
guarantee access to these vital services and 
ultimately promote public health.2

CHALLENGE
Virginia has 33 electric utilities, 8 gas utilities, and 
more than 50 water and wastewater utilities, each 
with its own consumer protections and disparate 
regulatory oversight. Some utilities are regulated 
by the State Corporation Commission and others 
by municipal governments. While this regulatory 
structure provides utilities the flexibility to serve 
unique needs of customers within a given service 
area, it also means that vulnerable low-income 
households are unfairly subject to differing 
consumer protection policies. 

Enduring legacies of structural racism mean that 
energy burdens are also disproportionately felt 
by households of color. For example, Black and 
Brown households were more likely to lose power 
during the pandemic than white households.3 
Finally, the 2021 Virginia General Assembly passed 
a resolution to recognize water as a human right. 
Though this resolution recognizes that water 
disconnections are “contrary to promoting public 
health and welfare,” there are no binding policies 
that specifically ensure water access.4

Virginia residents:
• Face high energy burdens - 75% of Virginia 

households spend more than 6% of their 
monthly income on energy bills.5 

• Have some of the least consumer-friendly 
disconnection policies of any state in the 
Southeast.6 

• Pay some of the highest electric bills in the 
nation.7 

Fueled by inflation and the war in Ukraine, energy 
prices have skyrocketed to levels not seen since 
the oil crisis of the 1980s. Exacerbation of existing 
burdens increases a households’ vulnerability to 
interruptions in access to these essential services, 
and can mean choosing between paying the 
power bill or other necessities (food, rent, medical 
care).

SOLUTION
Affordability and access can be addressed 
through short and long term approaches, many 
of which have been successfully implemented in 
other states, including: 
• Weather-based disconnection policies,9  
• Low-income energy efficiency and solar pro-

grams,
• Low-income rates, and
• Debt management plans.

After the Illinois Citizen Utility Board found that 
low-income customers use less on-peak energy 
than the average customer, and thus pay more 
to the utility than the cost of the power they 
use,10 Illinois directed the Public Utility Commis-
sion to explore discounted rates for low-income 
gas and electric customers.11 Ohio, Pennsylvania, 
and Illinois enroll income-qualifying customers 
in a Percentage of Income Payment Plan (PIPP). 
PIPP is a long-term payment plan that sets caps 
on customer bills, and can include debt forgive-
ness and energy conservation incentives. Virgin-
ia’s 2020 Clean Economy Act mandated that the 
state’s two largest investor-owned electric

Virginians face high energy burdens: more than 
3 in 4 households spend more than 6% of their 
monthly income on energy bills.

Laura Gonzalez // Clean Virginia // laura@cleanvirginia.org
Leah Jones // Virginia Interfaith Power & Light // ljones@vaipl.org

Joy Loving // Climate Action Alliance of the Valley // jal_1998@yahoo.com
Emily Piontek // Appalachian Voices // emily@appvoices.org

ENSURING ACCESS TO ESSENTIAL UTILITIES
UTILITY ACCOUNTABILITY

Hydrating, Richmond
Photo by Angela Hollowell
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GOOD 
GOVERNANCE
None of the conservation efforts detailed in Our 
Common Agenda can be realized without an equitable 
and inclusive government. Policies and programs 
must represent and benefit all Virginians and should 
not cause disproportionate harm to low-income 
communities and communities of color, core programs 
and agencies should be fully staffed and funded, 
people - not utilities - should have a voice in the halls 
of Richmond, and students should be afforded the 
opportunity to experience the outdoors.
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Warren County sunrise 
Photo by Richard Koth



VCN POINT OF CONTACT
Narissa Turner // narissa@vcnva.org
Policy & Campaigns Manager - Climate & Energy
Pat Calvert // pat@vcnva.org
Senior Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Conservation & Clean Water

ENVIRONMENTAL EQUITY
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARIES & CONTACT INFORMATION
PROMOTING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
Historically, the burdens of pollution have disproportionately affected communities 
of color and low-income communities. These communities have borne the brunt 
of environmental harms from energy, industrial, and agricultural development 
while others have enjoyed the economic gains. The impacts of climate change only 
exacerbate this disparity.

While Virginia in recent years has taken initial steps to promote environmental 
justice, there is more work to be done—developing agency policy and engaging 
communities in environmental permitting—to ensure that the benefits and burdens 
of economic development and environmental protection are equitably distributed 
across all communities in the Commonwealth.

Peter Anderson // Appalachian Voices // peter@appvoices.org
Jay Ford // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jford@cbf.org
Faith Harris // Virginia Interfaith Power & Light // fharris@vaipl.org
Mark Sabath // Southern Environmental Law Center // msabath@selcva.org 

EDUCATING FOR ENVIRONMENTAL LITERACY
A challenge we face today is creating a shared understanding of the natural resources 
that exist in Virginia and how to best protect and conserve them. In order to create 
an environmentally literate Commonwealth, we need to prepare our teachers to 
effectively teach environmental concepts. 

Daria Christian // Friends of the Rappahannock // education@riverfriends.org
Christy Everett // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // ceverett@cbf.org
Helen Kuhns // Lynnhaven River Now // helen@LRNow.org 

Baby Chickadee
Photo by Harry Liu



Each state agency whose actions impact 
public health or the environment should be 
required to develop and implement an official 
environmental justice policy. The policy should 
include methods for identifying environmental 
justice communities, a robust public participation 
plan to engage communities in agency decision-
making, and a process for considering the 
potential effects the agency’s activities have on 
environmental justice communities.

The environmental permitting process deserves 
special focus. All too often, affected community 
members have learned about a proposed project 
too late to provide input that can influence the 
final decision. Effective public outreach from 
the outset makes the permitting process more 
inclusive—and more efficient, by incorporating 
the perspectives of affected communities 
before the final permitting decision is made. By 
considering whether the issuance of a permit 
will specifically burden a community of color or 
low-income community, regulators can start to 
address the historic pattern of siting multiple 
pollution sources in the same communities. And 
in light of the recent removal of the citizen boards’ 
permitting authority, it is critical that Virginia 
uphold and strengthen its existing protections 
for community participation in environmental 
decision-making.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Require appropriate agencies within the 
Secretariats of Natural and Historic Resources, 
Transportation, Commerce and Trade, and 
Health and Human Resources to develop and 
implement an official environmental justice 
policy.

Require agencies to consult with members of 
affected communities early in environmental 
permitting and to provide them with 
meaningful involvement throughout the 
permitting process, through pre-application 
notice, public meetings, and communication 
using methods tailored to the affected 
communities.

Ensure that agencies consider whether their 
issuance of an environmental permit would 
cause disproportionate adverse impacts 
on a community of color or low-income 
community, and empower them to require 
alternative sites or deny permits where 
appropriate.

Maintain the integrity and independence of 
the Virginia Environmental Justice Council.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Historically, the burdens of pollution have 
disproportionately affected communities 
of color and low-income communities. 
These communities have borne the brunt of 
environmental harms from energy, industrial, 
and agricultural development while others have 
enjoyed the economic gains. The impacts of 
climate change only exacerbate this disparity.

While Virginia in recent years has taken initial 
steps to promote environmental justice, 
there is more work to be done—developing 
agency policy and engaging communities in 
environmental permitting—to ensure that the 
benefits and burdens of economic development 
and environmental protection are equitably 
distributed across all communities in the 
Commonwealth.

CHALLENGE
In Virginia and throughout the nation, people 
of color and low-income individuals are more 
likely to live near polluting facilities and other 
environmental hazards,1 posing disproportionate 
risks to their health and well-being. Addressing 
these inequities, and ensuring that people have 
equal access to and influence over environmental 
decisions that affect them, are at the heart of 
environmental justice, which Virginia defines as 
“the 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 law, regulation, or policy.”2

Recent years have witnessed some progress for 
environmental justice. The passage of the Virginia 
Environmental Justice Act in 2020 enshrined 
environmental justice as the official policy of the 
Commonwealth.3 In 2021, the State Air Pollution 
Control Board denied an air permit for a gas-fired 
compressor station in Pittsylvania County, finding 

that the facility’s emissions would unfairly burden 
an African American community.4 And in 2022, 
the James River Water Authority abandoned 
its effort to build a raw water intake on a sacred 
Monacan heritage site.5

Regrettably, however, these victories have been 
the exception, not the norm. In 2022, the General 
Assembly significantly eroded meaningful 
involvement by removing permitting authority 
from Virginia’s citizen boards, whose volunteer 
members had for years brought their real-world 
perspectives to make important permitting 
decisions in full public view. And Virginia’s 
environmental and health burdens continue to 
be borne disproportionately by those with the 
least political and economic power. A mega-
landfill proposed for Cumberland County would 
sit adjacent to the Pine Grove Elementary 
School, a historic African American schoolhouse.6 
An existing landfill in Bristol is plaguing local 
residents with noxious gases.7 A planned gas 
pipeline project would expose neighbors of 
a Prince George County compressor station 
to increased air pollution,8 while a proposed 
gold mine could threaten water quality across 
central Virginia.9 The hard work of striving for 
environmental justice in Virginia has only just 
begun.

SOLUTION
Actions taken by state agencies have an outsize 
effect on Virginia’s environmental justice 
communities. For the benefit of the public 
and the agencies themselves, agencies should 
clearly identify how they plan to ensure that 
environmental justice is carried out in the course 
of their permitting actions and other activities.

Virginia’s environmental and health burdens 
continue to be borne disproportionately by those 
with the least political and economic power.

Peter Anderson // Appalachian Voices // peter@appvoices.org
Jay Ford // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jford@cbf.org

Faith Harris // Virginia Interfaith Power & Light // fharris@vaipl.org
Mark Sabath // Southern Environmental Law Center // msabath@selcva.org

PROMOTING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE
ENVIRONMENTAL EQUITY

Richmond Capitol Building
Photo provided by VCN
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
A challenge we face today is creating a shared 
understanding of the natural resources that exist 
in Virginia and how to best protect and conserve 
them. In order to create an environmentally 
literate Commonwealth, we need to prepare 
our teachers to effectively teach environmental 
concepts.

CHALLENGE
As a Commonwealth, we are facing pressing 
environmental challenges. To respond to these 
challenges, Virginia needs an engaged citizenry 
equipped with the knowledge and motivation 

to conserve our natural resources and protect 
our public health. Virginia’s next generation of 
environmental engineers and stewards begins 
with meaningful environmental education. Of 
the 21st Century Skills students will need to find 
success in their future careers, environmental and 
conservation literacy are called out specifically. 1

Many schools, especially those that are 
traditionally under-represented and underserved, 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Create a study through the Department of 
Conservation and Recreation, Department 
of Education, and the State Council of 
Higher Education for Virginia to look 
at all the possibilities for incentivizing 
teacher engagement in Virginia-centric 
environmental education certifications, 
including the VAEE certificate program. 
The study will emphasize looking at ways to 
engage underserved school districts.

Daria Christian // Friends of the Rappahannock // education@riverfriends.org
Christy Everett // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // ceverett@cbf.org

Helen Kuhns // Lynnhaven River Now // helen@LRNow.org
EDUCATING FOR ENVIRONMENTAL LITERACY
ENVIRONMENTAL EQUITY

struggle to incorporate environmental education 
as a regular and meaningful part of their 
curriculum. Many teachers are ill-prepared to lead 
lessons about the environment. This is partially 
because they were not necessarily taught about 
the environment when they were in school, and 
there is not a significant focus on this topic in 
teacher preparatory programs.2  

SOLUTION
In order to prepare our classroom teachers and 
teachers-in-training to effectively teach the envi-
ronmental literacy concepts already woven into 
the Virginia Standards of Learning, we need to 
offer a quality program to ensure competency in 
this environmental education. Virginia Associa-
tion for Environmental Education (VAEE) offers 
a certificate program that is aligned with the 
North American Association for Environmental 
Education’s standards. Although this program 
was developed with input from the Virginia De-
partment of Education, there is no formal in-
centive for teachers to complete this or other 
pre-service environmental education learning 
opportunities. We propose investigating incen-
tives for teachers to complete the certification, 
including adding an endorsement to their licen-
sure, providing scholarship funds to pay for the 
costs of the certificate, and providing a pay scale 
increase upon successful completion.

Virginia’s next generation of environmental 
engineers and stewards begins with meaningful 
environmental education.

Education program on the Rappahannock River 
Photo by Lis Hera

Rosemont students gardening 
Photo by Lynnhaven River NOW



VCN POINTS OF CONTACT
Pat Calvert // pat@vcnva.org
Senior Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Conservation & Clean Water
Narissa Turner // narissa@vcnva.org
Policy & Campaigns Manager - Climate & Energy
Wyatt Gordon // wyatt@vcnva.org
Policy & Campaigns Manager - Land Use & Transportation

CONSERVATION FUNDING
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INVESTING IN CLEAN AIR, CLEAN WATER, & HEALTHY LANDS
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
From the treasured Chesapeake to the majestic 
Appalachian Ridge, with the fertile Coastal 
Plain and Piedmont between, Virginia’s natural 
resources sustain thriving communities. But 
these resources -- still recovering from decades 
of pollution -- face the extraordinary task of 
withstanding climate change while meeting 
the needs of Virginians. Fortunately, many of the 
actions we take to restore our waterways and 
revive our natural landscapes will reduce carbon 
pollution and help mitigate some of the worst 
impacts of climate change: rising temperatures 
and rising water. Strong, reliable investments 
to restore our natural resources will ensure that 
Virginians emerge healthy and whole from the 
challenges ahead.

CHALLENGE
After decades of unchecked pollution and 
chronic underfunding, Virginia’s natural 
resources are on the road to recovery thanks to 

our shared commitments to restoring clean air, 
clean water, and healthy landscapes throughout 
the Commonwealth. But the urgency of these 
commitments is only growing. With only four 
years remaining to meet our 2025 Bay cleanup 
goals, we must significantly pick up the pace 
of our progress to reach our required pollution 
reductions on time. Climate change continues 
to threaten our work and our well-being, 
with heavier and more frequent downpours 
overwhelming stormwater systems, flooding 
neighborhoods, and sending more pollution 
downstream. And despite our constitutional duty 
“to protect [our] atmosphere, lands, and waters 
from pollution, impairment, or destruction, for 
the benefit, enjoyment, and general welfare of 
the people of the Commonwealth,”1 we know 
that environmental justice communities have not 
benefited from our environmental protections. 
There is much work to be done to ensure that all 
Virginians ”receive fair treatment and meaningful 
involvement regarding the development,

implementation, or enforcement of any 
environmental law, regulation, or policy.”2 

SOLUTION
To meet our natural resource commitments, Vir-
ginia lawmakers have developed many effective 
programs and initiatives to ensure state invest-
ments wisely support our natural resources and 
our communities and people. Notable examples 
include the Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share Pro-
gram, the Stormwater Local Assistance Fund, 
the Water Quality Improvement Fund, the Vir-
ginia Land Conservation Foundation, and the 
Land Preservation Tax Credit program. Thankful-
ly, we know that the natural resources programs 
we have spent decades developing and imple-
menting will also help us remain resilient in the 
face of climate change. 

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 alone support 10 million annu-
al visits, generating $267 million in positive eco-
nomic impact and supporting over 3,800 jobs.  
And infrastructure projects that protect water 
quality, like upgrading wastewater treatment 
plants or installing stormwater management 
structures, create local jobs.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
By fully funding Virginia’s natural resources pro-
grams and the agencies that manage them, 
we can make significant progress toward our 
pressing commitments to restored waterways, 
healthier landscapes, and resilient communi-
ties. To that end, Virginia’s lawmakers should 
ensure that all state conservation agencies have 
the staff and resources necessary to execute 
their mission and consider the following specific 
funding needs identified throughout Our Com-
mon Agenda and outlined on the following pag-
es, pg 109–112.

Anna Killius // James River Association // akillius@thejamesriver.org
Zachary Sheldon // The Nature Conservancy // zachary.sheldon@tnc.org

Skyline Drive, Shenandoah National Park
Photo by Paul-Michael Ferguson
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CLEAN WATER
• $80M per year for the Stormwater Local Assis-
tance Fund (pg 6).

• $2M per year for the Virginia Conservation As-
sistance Program (pg 6).

• Maintain full funding, no less than $256M over 
the biennium, for the Virginia Agricultural 
Cost-Share Program (pg 8).

• Provide sufficient and stable funding for tech-
nical assistance by Soil and Water Conserva-
tion Districts (pg 8).

• Support additional financial incentives for 
long-term agricultural conservation practices 
like stream exclusion fencing and riparian buf-
fers (pg 8).

• Fully fund state grants for wastewater treat-
ment upgrades to fulfill the requirements of 
the Enhanced Nutrient Reduction Certainty 
Program, as identified by the Needs Assess-
ment, and cost-effectively reduce pollution to 
Virginia’s waterways. (pg 10).

• Maintain state funding to localities remediat-
ing aging combined sewer systems (pg 10).

• Fund a comprehensive Albemarle-Pamlico 
watershed study by DEQ (pg 12).

• $3M for the Virginia Abandoned and Derelict 
Vessel Prevention and Removal Program (pg 
12 & 16).

PLASTIC & TOXIC WASTE
• Ban the use of single-use expanded polysty-
rene by food vendors by 2024 rather than hav-
ing a 7-year phase-out period (pg 16).

• Fund DEQ and the Virginia Department of 
Health to identify and eliminate potential 
pathways for PFAS contamination (pg 20).

FLOOD & CLIMATE RESILIENCY
• Identify additional consistent, long-term, and 
dedicated funding to address flood risk and 
advance flood resilience (pg 24).

• Increase staff capacity at multiple agencies (in-
cluding at least 2 outreach and engagement 
staff at DCR, 2 Chesapeake Bay Preservation 
Act technical assistance staff at DEQ, and 1 
Tidal Wetlands Act technical assistance staff 
at VMRC) to educate localities and relevant 
boards on changing regulations and provide 
direct technical assistance to local and region-
al governments for flood resilience planning 
and adaptation (pg 24).

WATER

LAND CONSERVATION & OUTDOOR RECREATION
• Maintain the Land Preservation Tax Credit (pg 
32).

• $20M per year for the Virginia Land Conserva-
tion Foundation with $2 million set aside for 
farmland preservation (pg 32, 36, & 38).

• $5M per year for the Virginia Farmland Preser-
vation Fund (pg 32, 36, & 38).

• $5M per year for the Virginia Battlefield Pres-
ervation Fund (pg 32).

• $5M per year for the Virginia Black Indigenous 
and People of Color Historic Preservation Fund 
(pg 32 & 38).

• $20M per year to extend the Virginia’s Out-
doors Foundation’s Get Outdoors Program 
statewide (pg 32).

• $41M per year to support the Office of Trails for 
the planning, construction and maintenance 
of trails (pg 33 & 68).

• $1M in grant match funds through the Virgin-
ia Department of Transportation (VDOT) for 
low-income communities, communities of 
color, and localities with a population less than 
25,000 to enhance connectivity to transporta-
tion and recreation opportunities (pg 33).

• $57M per year to DCR to support essential 
staffing, programs, and maintenance backlog 
at state parks (pg 33).

• $1M in matching funds for federal agricultural 
and conservation easement programs (pg 36).

• $500,000 per year through the Office of Farm-
land Preservation to provide assistance for 
Purchase of Development Rights ordinances 
and farmland preservation zoning practices 
for localities (pg 36).

• $10M in federal recovery funding to establish a 
small meat processing fund (pg 36).

• $250,000 per year for the Agriculture and For-
estry Industries Development Fund infrastruc-
ture program and $250,000 per year for a new 
Virginia Department of Agriculture and Con-
sumer Science program providing technical 
and grant assistance to small and underserved 
farms transitioning to higher value production 
(pg 36).

VIRGINIA’S FLORA & FAUNA
• $4M per year to the Virginia Department of 
Forestry for the Trees for Clean Water program 
and $3 million per year for Urban and Commu-
nity Forestry grants, with 25% of funds prior-
itized for low-income communities (pg 44 & 
62).

• One additional full time equivalent position 
to support the development and advance-
ment of Virginia’s Wildlife Corridor Action Plan 
and $5M in fiscal year 2024 to support wildlife 
crossings and habitat connectivity projects 
(pg 46).

• Hire at least one FTE to develop and advance 
the Wildlife Corridor Action Plan (pg 46).

• $5M to begin renovation and expansion of the 
Aquatic Wildlife Conservation Center at Buller 
Fish Hatchery (pg 50).

• $2M to increase mussel restoration projects at 
hatcheries across the Commonwealth (pg 50).

• Fund a 3-year pilot program through VMRC for 
crab pot tagging (pg 52).

• Provide funding for a comprehensive blue 
crab stock assessment (pg 52).

LAND & WILDLIFE CONSERVATION

Layers of Blue
Photo by Victoria Kennedy Watchful Duck

Photo by Linda Jackson
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LAND USE & TRANSPORTATION REFORM
• Increase share of state and regional funding 
for transit, rail, bicycle and pedestrian infra-
structure to 50% by 2030 (pg 58).

• Prioritize funding for the repair of existing in-
frastructure, and fully fund the replacement of 
all roads, bridges, water and sewer infrastruc-
ture, schools, and other public buildings in 
poor condition over 10 years (pg 58 & 60).

• $200M per year for the state Affordable Hous-
ing Trust Fund (pg 60).

• $100M per year for financial incentives to ex-
pand access to electrified mobility– including 
electric vehicles, bikes, school and transit bus-
es–until price parity is achieved (pg 62 & 64).

WALKING, BIKING, RAIL, & PUBLIC TRANSIT
• $10M per year for the Transit Ridership Incen-
tive Program (pg 70 & 72).

• Increase transit funding to meet the needs 
identified in DRPT’s 2022 Transit Moderniza-
tion and Equity Study (pg 70 & 72).

LAND USE & TRANSPORTATION

RENEWABLE ENERGY & ENERGY EFFICIENCY
• Create and fund a new grant program to assist 
school divisions with achieving net-zero car-
bon pollution standards on new and substan-
tially renovated school buildings (pg 80). 

• Fund a study by the State Corporation Com-
mission and Virginia Energy considering alter-

natives to the existing electric utility regulatory 
system, such as those that compensate utility 
investments based on environmental and so-
cial outcomes rather than a project’s price tag 
(pg 84).

• $35M per year for the Virginia Brownfield and 
Coal Mine Renewable Energy Grant Program 
(pg 86).

• Fund a study through the Department of Con-
servation and Recreation (DCR) of ways to in-
centivize teacher engagement in Virginia-cen-
tric environmental education certifications 
(pg 106).

CLIMATE & ENERGY

GOOD GOVERNANCE

White Cliffs, Bull Run Mountain
Photo by Hugh Kenny
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OUR PARTNERS
BALD EAGLE

CARDINAL
Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley • Appalachian Citizens’ Law Center • Blue Ridge Land Conservancy • CASA • Chesapeake Legal Alliance     
• Clean Virginia • Climate Cabinet Education • Community Climate Collaborative • Electrification Coalition • Environment Virginia • 
Foundation Earth • Friends of the Rappahannock • Generation 180 • James River Garden Club • Lynnhaven River NOW • Natural Resources 
Defense Council • Potomac Conservancy • Powered by Facts • Shenandoah Valley Battlefields Foundation • The Nature Conservancy in 
Virginia • Valley Conservation Council • Virginia Aquarium and Marine Science Center Foundation • Waterkeepers Chesapeake • Wetlands 
Watch • Wildlands Network

TIGER SWALLOWTAIL BUTTERFLY
Allegheney-Blue Ridge Alliance • Appalachian Trail Conservancy • Appalachian Voices • Audubon Naturalist Society • Audobon Society 
of Northern Virginia • Bike Norfolk • Blue Ridge PRISM • Capital Region Land Conservancy • Center for Progressive Reform • Chesapeake 
Climate Action Network • Clean Fairfax Council • Clean Virginia Waterways • Coalition for Smarter Growth • East Coast Greenway Alliance 
• Edith J Carrier Arboretum at JMU • Faith Alliance for Climate Solutions • Friends of the Lower Appomattox River • Friends of the North 
Fork of the Shenandoah • Keep Virginia Beautiful • Loudon Wildlife Conservancy • Mothers Out Front • New River Land Trust • New 
Virginia Majority • Northern Virginia Conservation Trust • Oceana • Pew Charitable Trust • Potomac Riverkeeper Network • Preservation 
Virginia • Prince William Conservation Alliance • Richmond Audubon Society • Scenic Virginia • Shenandoah National Park Trust • 
Shenandoah Valley Bicycle Coalition • Sierra Club - Fall of the James Group • SouthWings • Trust for Public Land • Tuckahoe Garden 
Club of Westhampton • Unitarian Universalist Church of Roanoke • UVA Law School, Environmental and Regulatory Law Clinic • Virginia 
Association for Environmental Education • Virginia Association of Soil & Water Conservation Districts • Virginia Capital Trail Foundation 
• Virginia Clinicians for Climate Action • Virginia Environmental Justice Collaborative • Virginia Interfaith Power & Light • Virginia Living 
Museum • Virginia Native Plant Society • Virginia's United Land Trusts • Virginia Urban Forest Council • Virginians for High Speed Rail • 
Wild Virginia

DOGWOOD
Albemarle Garden Club • Alexandria Families for Safer Streets • Alliance for the Chesapeake Bay• Ashland Garden Club • Back Bay 
Restoration Foundation • Bike Walk RVA • Black Family Land Trust • Blue Ridge Garden Club • Boxwood Garden Club • Climate Action 
Alliance of the Valley • Clinch Coalition • Conservation Park of Virginia, Inc. • Cville100 • Drive Electric RVA • EcoAction Arlington • Friends of 
Accotink Creek • Friends of Buckingham • Friends of Dyke Marsh • Friends of James River Park • Friends of the Rivers of Virginia • Garden 
Club of the Middle Peninsula • Garden Club of Norfolk • Garden Club of the Northern Neck • Goose Creek Association • Groundwork RVA • 
Hands Across the Lake • Hunting Creek Garden Club • Keep Virginia Cozy • Leesburg Garden Club • Loudoun Climate Project • Mattaponi 
& Pamunkey Rivers Association • Mill Mountain Garden Club • Nelson County Garden Club • New River Valley Bicycle Association • Old 
Dominion Smallmouth Club • Partnership for Smarter Growth • Rail Solution • Rappahannock League for Environmental Protection • 
Rappahannock Valley Garden Club • Rivanna Conservation Alliance • Rivanna Garden Club • Rockbridge Conservation • Rockfish Valley 
Foundation • RVA Rapid Transit • Shenandoah Green • Sierra Club – Chesapeake Bay Group • Sierra Club – Great Falls Group • Sierra Club – 
Mount Vernon Group • Sierra Club – New River Valley Group • Sierra Club – Piedmont Group • Sierra Club – Potomac Region Outings Group 
• Sierra Club – Rappahannock Group • Sierra Club – Roanoke Group • Sierra Club – Shenandoah Group • Sierra Club – York River Group • 
Southside ReLeaf • Surfrider Foundation – Virginia Chapter • Tree Fredericksburg • Virginia Association for 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 Transit Association • Virginia Wilderness Committee • Washington Area 
Bicycle Association • Williamsburg Garden Club • Winchester-Clarke Garden Club • York River Stewards
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