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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 170 Network Partners across
the Commonwealth. VCN is committed to building a
powerful, diverse, and highly-coordinated conserva-
tion movement focused on protecting our Common-
wealth's natural resources.

VCN is a facilitator of strategic action, a resource for
Network Partners statewide, and a constant conser-
vation 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 envi-
ronmental 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 sus-
tainable community growth, to environmental justice
and more. Given the diverse work of our partner orga-
nizations, VCN organizes its programs into four main
categories: WATER, LAND & WILDLIFE CONSERVATION, CLIMATE &
ENERGY, and LAND USE & TRANSPORTATION.
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HOW THE BRIEFING BOOK GETS DRAFTED

Our Common Agenda is written by, vetted through, and voted on by VCN'’s 170+ Network Partners. Here's
our process for crafting this Briefing Book, a comprehensive policy resource:

ISSUE WORKGROUPS HOST ANNUAL MEETINGS

VCN's issue workgroups (Clean Water, Land & Wildlife Conservation, Climate & Energy, and Land Use &
Transportation) decide which issues should be covered in the Briefing Book. During this process, the
authors of each paper are also selected.

AUTHORS PUT PEN TO PAPER

The collaborative process is truly on display while co-authors craft their briefing book papers. Two-four
authors work on each briefing book paper while consulting with VCN staff.

ISSUE WORKGROUPS CONDUCT EXTENSIVE REVIEWS

Once the briefing book papers have been drafted by authors, VCN's issue workgroups extensively review
all of the papers, under different lens, including a review to make sure no issue opportunities may have
an unnintended impact on marginalized communities. Authors incorporate the workgroup's feedback
to make stronger arguments and/or opportunities. By the time briefing book papers have been fully
reviewed and finalized, they are read by at least 5-10 experts in the topic’s field.

BOARD OF DIRECTORS VOTE TO ACCEPT EACH BRIEFING BOOK PAPER

Finally, each briefing book paper is presented to the Board and a vote on its inclusion follows. This final
step of the process ensures that topics and opportunities are in line with VCN'’s mission and goals.

VIRGINIA CONSERVATION PHOTOGRAPHY CONTEST WINNER

Every year, we ask Virginia's amateur photographers to share their best conservation photography of Vir-
ginia to showcase within Our Common Agenda. The public votes to decide on the featured cover photo
of the Briefing Book, as well several award categories. This year's photo contest winner is TJ Byrd's photo
of a budding Dogwood in front of the Carillon in Richmond, VA. See more of TJ's journey on Instagram at
@thedailybyrd.
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OUR

COMMON
AGENDA

A MESSAGE FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Thank you for opening up a copy of Virginia Conservation Network’s
(VCN) Our 2026 Common Agenda.

Our Common Agenda is the most comprehensive overview of Virgin-
ia's environmental policy landscape. A collection of papers written by,
vetted through, and voted on by VCN's 170+ Network Partners, this brief-
ing book explains the Commonwealth’s environmental policy back-
ground and potential opportunities for clean water & flood resilience,
land & wildlife conservation, land use & transportation, climate & energy,
and good governance.

This publication is meant to be used as both an educational resource
as well as a Rolodex — the authors of Our Common Agenda are lead-
ing conservation advocates in Virginia. They ground their research and
findings in science and present practical environmental priorities that
strive to be equitable for all Virginians. The glossary is a resource to
make sure readers understand the frequently used terms, state agen-
cies, and programs that govern Virginia's environment. Each paper
gives the background for the existing policies that are in place and why
the issue matters with references to a myriad of background material in
the endnotes.

Our Common Agenda is published annually and widely circulated to
policymakers, educational institutions, civic leaders, environmental
advocates, and the public. No matter which of those categories you fit
in, I'm looking forward to working with you on the topic or topics in this
book that interest 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
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AGRICULTURAL NEEDS ASSESSMENT
A systematic review process that identifies specific needs of farmers and/or rural communities to
improve agricultural practices and livelihoods. Virginia started meeting the VACS program needs
assessment in 2022.

CHESAPEAKE BAY WATERSHED IMPLEMENTATION PLAN
Provides scientific and technical guidance on the Chesapeake Bay Program on measures to restore
and protect the Chesapeake Bay. Works to enhance scientific cormmunication and outreach through
reports, discussion groups, reviews, and workshops.

CLEAN WATER ACT
The primary federal law governing water pollution established regulations on pollutant discharges
into bodies of water and regulated water quality standards. The CWA recognizes both federal and
state roles in its implementation and enforcement.

ENHANCED NUTRIENT REMOVAL PROGRAM

This program incorporates technologies that allow sewage treatment plants to provide a highly
advanced level of nutrient pollution removal by building on previously set biological nutrient removal
(BNR) systems.

NATURAL RESOURCES CONSERVATION SERVICE (NRCS)
An agency within the USDA that conducts research and provides technical and financial assistance
to landowners to protect and conserve privately owned natural resources. NRCS programs focus on
supporting soil health, water quality, and thriving agricultural communities.

SOIL & WATER CONSERVATION DISTRICTS (SWCDS)
Political subdivisions of the state of Virginia. The 47 Soil and Water Conservation Districts manage the
Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share program, employ technical staff, and deliver conservation technical
assistance to landowners and farmers free of charge.

STORMWATER LOCAL ASSISTANCE FUND (SLAF)

A 50-50 state and local matching grant program that protects and improves the health of our water-
ways by funding local stormwater resiliency projects.

VIRGINIA AGRICULTURAL COST-SHARE PROGRAM (VACS)
A state-funded program that offers financial incentives and technical assistance to farmers to adopt
agricultural best management practices that reduce pollution reaching waterways while enhancing
farm productivity.

VIRGINIA CONSERVATION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (VCAP)
Cost-share program providing assistance as well as financial incentives to urban landowners install-
ing Best Management Practices (BMPs) on their property. Eligible practices include the removal of
impervious surfaces, rainwater harvesting, and other efforts to mitigate the effects of erosion and
stormwater runoff.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION & RECREATION (DCR)
A state agency within the Natural Resources secretariat tasked with protecting, managing, and over-
seeing natural habitat, state parks, open space, and access to the outdoors. Oversees private dam
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safety and administers the Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share and Community Flood Preparedness
Fund.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY (DEQ)

State agency responsible for administering laws and regulations related to air quality, water quality,
water supply, renewable energy, and land protection. DEQ issues permits, conducts monitoring, per-

forms inspections, and enforces environmental law.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH
State agency that oversees public health throughout the state, including the regulation of public
drinking water.

VIRGINIA POLLUTANT DISCHARGE ELIMINATION SYSTEM (VPDES)
Program administered by the Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) designed to prevent pol-
lutants from getting into state waters. DEQ issues permits for all point source discharges; stormwater
discharges from Municipal Separate Stormwater Sewer Systems (MS4s); and stormwater discharges
from industrial sites.

VIRGINIA WATER PROTECTION (VWP) PERMITS
A permit program and an associated compliance program that regulates impacts to surface waters,
surface water withdrawals, and non-agricultural impoundments. Virginia law requires a VWP permit
must be obtained before disturbing a wetland or stream.

WATER QUALITY IMPROVEMENT FUND (WQIF)

Fund that directs Virginia Department of Environmental Quality to assist local government and indi-
viduals in reducing point source nutrient loads to the Chesapeake Bay.

Little Island Pier - Sa F\dbridge, VA
Photo by Mi chi
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WHY IT MATTERS

Virginia's waterways and groundwater aquifers
have always been thought to be relatively abun-
dant. For centuries, they have supported a diverse
array of ecosystems and provided critical habitat
for fish and wildlife. In addition to its ecological
importance, Virginia's water supplies are critical
to supporting the Commonwealth’s economic
and recreational sectors. Virginia's waters also
play a vital role in supporting Virginia's #1 private
industry: agriculture. Our waterways serve as the
basis for robust tourism and recreational oppor-
tunities such as fishing, paddling, boating, and
waterfowl hunting. Perhaps most importantly,
our water supplies provide us with drinking water.

However, this relative abundance of water is being
called into question. Water-intensive industries
such as data centers are becoming more estab-
lished, extreme weather patterns are intensifying
drought conditions, and groundwater levels are
declining, especially east of Interstate 95. Ongo-
ing work at the Virginia Department of Environ-
mental Quality (DEQ) has made it clear that there
are major water planning data gaps and a need
to clarify regulations regarding legacy unpermit-
ted water intake users. We lack a comprehensive
cumulative water supply planning process to help
us ensure enough water is available for all benefi-
cial users.

Compounding the issue, localities east of Inter-
state 95 are being forced to transition from
groundwater wells to alternative water sources
(most often surface water) due to significant
declines in the Potomac Aquifer. This shift to sur-
face water places additional pressure on Virginia’'s
rivers and streams, which already face challenges
from existing surface water withdrawals.

Virginia must proactively plan to ensure water
supplies are accessible to all beneficial usersin the
future. To guarantee that Virginians have access
to clean and sustainable water, a comprehensive
approach is necessary.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

As the Potomac Aquifer declines, DEQ is actively
encouraging localities within the Eastern Virginia
Groundwater Management Area (EVGMA) to tran-
sition from dependence on groundwater wells to
alternative water sources. Often, the alternative
source they pursue is surface water from Virginia's
rivers and streams. As it stands now, DEQ mod-
eling shows that some rivers are over-allocated
during low-flow conditions, meaning there isn't
enough water to meet the expected withdrawal
demands.

New surface water withdrawals in Virginia require
a Virginia Water Protection (VWP) permit, but
not all existing intakes are permitted. Any surface
water intake in existence before the creation of
VWP regulations in 1989 is considered exempt
and is not required to have a VWP permit unless
certain conditions change. In 2023, outside of
power-generating facilities, 76% of surface water
withdrawals reported to DEQ were unpermitted.
DEQ and legacy water users, those with intakes
that predate the 1989 regulations, disagree on
how much water they're allowed to withdraw
(pre-1989 usage vs intake capacity). DEQ has also
not received complete information it requested
from these users about intake capacity and past
withdrawals. In the responses it did get, DEQ
found “reported capacity and intake values that
differ from DEQ records,” and many responses
either left fields blank or didn’t report values in
the correct format (million gallons per day, MGD).2
Further, resource management and water supply
planning become significantly more challeng-
ing when legacy water withdrawal exemptions
persist indefinitely and can be transferred to new
entities, creating uncertainty around actual water
availability and system capacity.

In 2020, the General Assembly required DEQ to
amend the water supply planning process.® As of
October 9, 2024, new regulations direct the State
Water Control Board to designate Regional Plan-
ning Areas based mainly onriver basinsand assign
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each locality to an Area; Virginia has 25 Areas. Each
must submit a single, jointly developed regional
water supply plan by 2029, identifying supply
risks and proposing regional strategies. The Gen-
eral Assembly allocated $462,000 ($18,480 per
Area) in grants over two years to support plan
development, which is expected to cost $90,000-
$300,000 per plan.

Additionally,the VWP permitting process assesses
only the impact of the individual intake, not the
cumulative impact of new and existing withdraw-
als on ariver basin. In 2025, the General Assembly
funded a three-year VIMS study of the cumulative
impacts of surface water intakes on aquatic life
and water quality of Virginia's Chesapeake Bay
and tributaries. The findings can inform VWP per-
mitting decisions affecting native aquatic species
and salinity.

OPPORTUNITIES

There is an opportunity to clarify the withdrawal
standard that unpermitted legacy water intake
users all abide by (intake capacity/limiting capac-
ity vs pre-1989 max) and enforce the requirement
that all legacy intake users fully disclose reported
capacity and intake values,and do soin the format
required (MGD) to DEQ. As we approach nearly 40
years after this action to deliberately not require
modern environmental protections or standards
forthese intakes, setting timelines or deadlines for
meeting environmental protections, like aquatic
organism structural protections, is warranted.
Further, it would be similarly appropriate to stop
the transfer of these legacy withdrawal exemp-
tions from operations that have long ceased with-
drawing water to new industries, which may seek
to circumvent the VWP process.

There is an opportunity to provide DEQ and
Regional Planning Areas with the resources they
need to create the required regional water supply
plans. These regional water supply plans can then
be used to develop comprehensive water supply
plans for each river basin that take into account
the cumulative needs of all beneficial users. This

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Tom Dunlap // James River Association // tdunlap@thejamesriver.org
ne Hammond // York River Steward // leslieanne.hammond@yorkriversteward.org
nt Hunsinger // Friends of the Rappahannock // brent.hunsinger@riverfriends.org

Ken Wright // Potomac Conservancy // wright@potomac.org

type of planning allows us to know how much
water is available in a river at any one time to
ensure our rivers are not over-allocated.

Many localities will transition from groundwa-
ter wells to rivers due to significant declines in
the Potomac Aquifer. This shift adds pressure
on Virginia's rivers and streams, which already
face challenges from existing water withdraw-
als, and has resulted in applications for new
water intake permits.

DEQ is working with legacy water intake users
to define how much water they are permitted
to withdraw (pre-1989 volume vs intake capac-
ity/limiting capacity) and obtain current data
from legacy withdrawers relating to intake
capacity and pre-1989 max withdrawals.

Adequate funding is needed to create regional
water supply plans that provide the basis for
basin-wide cumulative water management to
ensure all beneficial users have reliable access
to water.

‘“] T
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WHY IT MATTERS

Virginia is facing more frequent high-intensity
rainfall events due to climate change.' At the same
time, the Commonwealth is experiencing vast
construction projects and an increasing percent-
age of impervious surfaces, which can negatively
impact land and water without proper controls.

Developed areas are the fastest-growing source
of pollution to our waterways.? Significant devel-
opment pressures result in the expansion of
impervious surfaces — parking lots, rooftops, and
roads —in suburban and urban areas. Impervious
surfaces transport water and pollution rapidly to
storm sewers and streams; this rapidly moving
runoff erodes streams, harms aquatic ecosystems,
and contributes to the decline of streams and the
Chesapeake Bay.

Stormwater runoff from sites under construction
also contributes large amounts of pollution to Vir-
ginia's waters. Construction sites with required
erosion and sediment control (ESC) measures
contribute the highest annual sediment pollu-
tion loads per acre of any land use in the Ches-
apeake Bay watershed® and Virginia currently
permits more than 6,000 construction site dis-
charges across the state under its Virginia Pol-
lutant Discharge Elimination System (VPDES),*
with over 13,000 acres approved for construction.®
Experts have concluded that many sites, even
with required ESC measures, will be moderately

-

or extremely “functionally deficient” in sedi-
ment removal efficiency.* What is more, Virginia
Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) only
has 21 inspectors to cover this large volume of
projects and acreage.

Conversion of land from agricultural to urban,
highly-developed and low-density residential
land uses is increasing rapidly, with new develop-
ment from 2017-2022 exceeding totals from the
previous 15 years,” thus exacerbating runoff prob-
lems. Additionally, Virginia lost 19 percent of its
tree canopy between 2001 and 20248

Managing construction stormwater and post-de-
velopment runoff with low-impact development
(LID) methods and wider use of green infrastruc-
ture, as opposed to engineered installations, will
reduce pollution to our waterways, ameliorate
flooding impacts, and be more cost-efficient in
the long term. Virginia can implement these solu-
tions through municipal permits (Municipal Sep-
arate Stormwater Systems, MS4), construction
stormwater (CSW) permits, and flexible planning
and zoning rules.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Stormwater permits for Virginia's largest local-
ities, called Phase | Municipal Separate Storm
Sewer System (MS4) permits, were reissued in
2024, after a significant delay, and the related
stormwater permits for medium-sized localities,
called Phase Il Small MS4s, were covered by a

Yellow €rowned Night Herdn on the shoreline—Har)npton, VA
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General Permit that was reissued in November
2023. These permits will require an additional 60
percent reduction in nitrogen and phosphorus
pollution discharges over the next five years. How-
ever, additional funding did not make it into the
final budget thisyear to help localities meet these
significant obligations. To meet the requirements,
the Commonwealth must ensure sufficient and
consistent funding of the Stormwater Local Assis-
tance Fund (SLAF), a state and local matching
grant program that protects and improves the
health of our waterways by funding the locality's
stormwater projects.

The Virginia Conservation Assistance Program
(VCAP) helps fund residential-scale stormwater
management installations. VCAP reimburses
homeowners, community associations (e.g.
HOAS), businesses, schools, and places of worship
to reduce stormwater volume and pollutant loads
entering our rivers. Eligible practices include
rainwater harvesting, rain gardens, conservation
landscaping, permeable pavers, living shorelines,
green roofs, and more. Since 2016, the VCAP, as
administered by the Soil and Water Conservation
Districts, has protected local waterways by fund-
ing thousands of practices across Virginia. Sadly,
many HOASs restrict opportunities for residents to
manage their runoff using native plantings (“con-
servation landscaping”), which can limit these Vir-
ginians from accessing state-funded programs
like VCAP. Nearly 25% of Virginians live in HOAs?

OPPORTUNITIES

Meeting the stated SLAF needs assessment is crit-
ical as Virginia continues to face more frequent
and intense storms. The FY26 needs assessment
is approximately $46M with cumulative needs
through FY29 of $189M.°° These funds will allow
communities to address increased needs as they
face more frequent and intense storms.

VCAP was funded at $4M in the FY25-26 state
budget. Funding for VCAP would need to increase
to $7M to meet the growing demands of storm-
water management.

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Justin Doyle // James River Association // jdoyle@thejamesriver.org
Patrick Fanning // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // pfanning@cbf.org
I VA Association for Soil & Water Conservation Districts // kendall.tyree@vaswcd.org

Given that almost 25% of Virginians live in a com-
munity association, it is also important to ensure
that these homeowners have the option to install
conservation landscaping on private property
to help mitigate runoff. Limitations to the instal-
lation of conservation landscaping also limit
constituents’ ability to access state-sponsored
programs such as VCAP.

Improving controls for erosion, sediment, and
stormwater under the Construction Stormwater
(CSW) general permit (or individual CSW permits)
is necessary to limit pollutant discharges. For
larger construction projects, ensuring stabiliza-
tion and limiting the areas that can be disturbed
may be necessary.

Funding opportunities are needed for smaller
localities (those with fewer than 10,000 resi-
dents) that are not subject to MS4 permitting
requirements to implement stormwater best
management practices. Localities across the
Commonwealth rely on state funding to reduce
pollution discharges and effectively manage
stormwater.

Developed areas are the fastest-growing
source of pollution to our waterways, and the
largest construction sites need to have suffi-
cient staging and controls to reduce erosion
runoff.

Managing stormwater runoff with low-im-
pact development (LID) methods and green
infrastructure is more cost-effective than
engineered installations in the long term, and
more Virginians should be allowed to imple-
ment them, even if you live in an HOA.

Consistent and sustained funding at the levels
identified by the state needs assessment
supports the implementation of practices by
localities and their residents to reduce storm-
water runoff.

|8



WHY IT MATTERS

Agriculture is Virginia's largest industry with over
7 million acres producing about 8.7% of the state’s
economic output. Virginia farms produce food
and fiber, maintain open space, help mitigate
floods, create jobs, unite communities, and sup-
port wildlife. They also provide the state's greatest
opportunity to sequester carbon and to reduce
nutrient and sediment pollution reaching Virgin-
ia's local streams, rivers, and the Chesapeake Bay.?
Farms have the potential to be the solution to
many of our most pressing environmental prob-
lems.

Fortunately, it is possible to address pollution and
protect the Commonwealth's natural resources
while also enhancing the positive economic and
societal impacts of agriculture. Agricultural best
management practices (BMPs) improve water
quality and watershed function, increase soil
carbon, and help increase farm profitability by
improving animal, soil, crop, and forest health
and aiding in efficient nutrient management on
farms.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Typical farm BMPs include fencing livestock out of

Farm on the Blue Ridge Parkway
- | Photo by Patti Black
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streams and providing alternative water systems,
nutrient management plans that help farmers
efficiently apply fertilizers, grass and forested
buffers along streams to filter nutrients and sed-
iment from runoff, and conservation tillage and
cover crops that conserve productive soils and
keep nutrients in place. These and other practices
protect Virginia's streams, lakes, rivers, and bays,
build productive agricultural soils, and ultimately
benefit farm businesses, though they can be
cost-prohibitive to adopt in the short term. State
cost-share and federal incentive programs have
long been used to help farmers adopt BMPs.

The Virginia Department of Conservation and
Recreation (DCR) administers the state-funded
Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share (VACS) program
through 47 Soil and Water Conservation Districts
(SWCDs), while the Department of Agriculture
administers Federal programs through the Nat-
ural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). The
District's trained staff provide technical assistance
to farmers and landowners to plan and imple-
ment BMPs, and the VACS program helps offset
the cost of the BMPs. VACS helps farmers adopt
and implement changes to farm management
that also result in improved water quality and

%

more productive soils. NRCS programs have his-
torically been used in conjunction with VACS to
support conservation on farms.

The 2014 Chesapeake Bay Watershed Implemen-
tation Plan (WIP) called on states to have prac-
tices in place by 2025 to reduce sediment and
nutrient pollution to the Bay. The most recent
data show that Virginia will fall far short of that
goal, with over 95% of the remaining pollution
reductions expected to come from the agricul-
tural sector.? For most of VACS's history, it has not
had the resources required to assist all farmers
in achieving pollution reductions. 2022 was the
first year that Virginia funded VACS sufficiently to
meet the state’s annual WIP goals. A fully-funded
Agricultural BMP program is essential to provide
the financial and technical support for the agri-
cultural sector to reduce nutrient and sediment
pollution to local waters and the Chesapeake Bay.
Indeed, since receiving full funding from 2022-
2024, there has been notable progressin modeled
pollution reductions from the Agricultural sector.
At a time when NRCS has lost nearly a quarter of
its Virginia employees,® and federal programs are
seeing budget cuts, it is more critical than ever
that Virginia provides robust and consistent fund-
ing for the VACS program and SWCDs; adequate
funding can ensure that Virginia complies with
the Clean Water Act and helps create healthy and
resilient farms.

OPPORTUNITIES

Fully funding the VACS program in the state
budget has been a major achievement for Vir-
ginia. Continued funding at the level identified
in the Agricultural Needs Assessment will accel-
erate water quality and environmental improve-
ments for the entire Commonwealth. The State
should embrace the chance to ensure support for
farmers at a time when Federal support for similar
programs is in question. Environmental improve-
ments could be further advanced if Virginia
conducts an analysis of the VACS program that
identifies ways to make VACS more efficient and
effective at improving water quality and increas-

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Matt Kowalski // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // mkowalski@cbf.org
?!, ate// Alliance for the Shenandoah Valley // ktate@shenandoahalliance.org
sociation of Soil and Water Conservation Districts // kendall.tyree@vaswcd.org

ing farmer participation. Some ideas to consider
include:

- Prioritize hot-spots to achieve more effective
reductionsin pollution to local waterways. Com-
bining local monitoring and modeling data to
identify areas where there is a nutrient imbal-
ance will allow more strategic placement of
BMPs to reduce pollution.* Funding for BMPs
and technical assistance should also be tar-
geted to these locations.

- Focus on ways to accelerate the implementa-
tion of practices that have fallen well short of
WIP goals. For example, a dedicated, sufficiently
funded Riparian Forested Buffer program initia-
tive would provide consistent and long-term
support for this critical BMP.

-Recognize that building healthy soils is
an important component of water quality
improvements. Prioritize the implementation
of soil health BMPs on upland farms, especially
in regions of the Commonwealth with high con-
nectivity between surface and groundwater.

With reduced support for federal programs
and staff, maintaining full funding for the Vir-
ginia Agricultural Cost-Share program (based
on the annual needs assessment) and focus-
ing on long-term conservation practices will
reduce pollution loads while also enhancing
the positive economic, environmental, and
societal impacts of agriculture.

For a fully-funded VACS program to be suc-
cessful, Virginia will need additional funding
for staff and training at DCR and the SWCDs.

Strategic placement of BMPs and other ways
to maximize the efficiency of the VACS pro-
gram can significantly accelerate the reduc-
tion of pollution to achieve the clean water
goals of the Commonwealth.



WHY IT MATTERS

Virginia's streams, lakes, estuaries, and coastal
bays are the lifeblood of the Commonwealth.
These water bodies are enormously important to
the health, happiness, and economic prosperity
of our communities now and for the future, but
pollution problems are widely hampering human
uses and damaging ecosystem values across the
state. Examples of those impairments include:

- Sediment pollution: In its 2024 statewide water
quality assessment, the Virginia Department
of Environmental Quality (DEQ) estimates that
31% of all stream miles in the state are nega-
tively affected by “streambed sedimentation,”
calling sediment pollution the “most common
stressor across Virginia,” which substantially
raises the risk of harm to biological communi-
ties in affected streams!

- Nutrient pollution and harmful algal blooms
(HABs): DEQ also cites phosphorus and nitro-
gen as prominent “stressors” which heighten
the risk of impairments to biotic commmunities
in thousands of miles of Virginia waters.? HABs,
which may produce toxins that can kill fish and
cause illness in humans, due to excessive levels
of nutrients, have prompted swimming adviso-
ries in important recreational waters in recent
years.’

Sinking Cre ity pollution
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« PFAS contamination: The Virginia Department
of Health (VDH) issued a fish consumption advi-
sory for the Chickahominy River watershed due
to serious contamination by so-called “forever
chemicals,” and these chemicals are being
identified as threats to drinking water sources
across the state.®

State and federal laws provide a framework of
regulatory authorities to restore degraded water
bodies and prevent impairment of high-quality
waters. We have an opportunity to strengthen
that regulatory system by ensuring that existing
water quality standards (WQS) are fully enforced
and, where necessary, strengthened. Permits to
control pollutant discharges can be improved by
setting limitations that enforce all WQS and by
adopting new water quality criteria. Basing water
quality assessments and cleanup plans on narra-
tive and numeric criteria will improve the effec-
tiveness of these tools.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Water quality standards, including both numeric
and narrative water quality criteria, are a crucial
part of the regulatory system needed to protect
our waters.

Numeric criteria set concentrations of specific
pollutants not to be exceeded in water bodies.
Virginia does not have numeric criteria for most

waters to protect against sediment pollution,
nutrients, and some toxic chemicals such as
per- and polyfluoroalkyl substances (PFAS).
DEQ began a process to develop numeric tur-
bidity criteria in 2021° but further action has not
been taken. DEQ stated in early 2025 its intent to
develop numeric criteria for two forms of PFAS,
but the timeline and substance of those criteria
are yet to be determined.”

In the absence of numeric criteria, narrative crite-
ria must be applied and fully enforced. However,
state discharge permits and water quality assess-
ments have not comprehensively addressed
impairments caused by pollutants such as sed-
iment, nutrients, and PFAS, which may violate
narrative criteria. These criteria prohibit pollution
that “interfere(s] directly or indirectly with desig-
nated uses of [state waters] or which are inimical
or harmful to human, animal, plant, or aquatic
life,”® including “substances that produce color,
tastes, turbidity, odors, or settle to form sludge
deposits” or “which nourish undesirable or nui-
sance aquatic plant life.” However, DEQ does not
assess violations of narrative criteria for sediment
pollution or nutrient enrichment in most Virginia
waters unless and until aguatic commmunities and
human uses have been harmed.

Currently, Virginia does not have “routine moni-
toring programs for inland waters and freshwater
harmful algal blooms,” but rather identification
and response to HABs are largely dependent on
resident reports.® This approach fails to assure
Virginians that threats from HABs will be reliably
identified and that public protections will be ade-
quate.

OPPORTUNITIES

DEQ should designate streams and reservoirs
as “impaired” waters under its Clean Water Act
authority in circumstances where the narrative
criteria are violated by the presence of exces-
sive sediments or turbidity, high levels of pol-
luting nitrogen and phosphorus, and nuisance
algal blooms and HABs. In developing permits
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for discharges to surface waters, the potential of
activities to violate the narrative criteria must be
assessed and permit limitations or other condi-
tions must be imposed to prevent violations of
WQS.

PFAS and “emerging pollutants” should be elim-
inated from discharges where they may violate
narrative criteria. Given that Virginia has yet to
begin processes to adopt numeric criteria for
forms of PFAS and that it will be impossible to
develop them for the thousands of different
chemicals in the PFAS family, narrative criteria
should be implemented now (see PFAS Pollution,
page 25).

The regulatory process to develop numeric crite-
ria for turbidity and/or solids should be re-initiated
and the State Water Control Board should adopt
appropriate criteria in 2026. Numeric criteria for
forms of PFAS should be adopted in the current
triennial review of WQS.

Enhancements to programs to identify and
respond to HABs should be made, including
increased and routine sampling by DEQ and VDH
and acceptance of citizen monitoring data to sup-
plement the agencies' results.

Many of Virginia's waters are degraded by
pollutants such as sediments, nutrients,
resulting HABs, and toxic chemicals, not yet
addressed by numeric water quality criteria.

Currently, DEQ does not designate waters as
impaired by these types of pollutants until
harm to aquatic ecosystems is shown or
human health threats emerge, and does not
limit pollutant discharges for these constitu-
ents based on narrative criteria.

Virginia has an important chance to improve
protections and clean up many water bodies
by fully enforcing narrative criteria and adopt-
ing new criteria to protect against sediment
pollution, excessive nutrients, and PFAS.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Over the last 15 years, Virginia has made signif-
icant progress in reducing nutrient pollution
through major wastewater treatment plant
upgrades. These improvements, backed by state
and local investments, have driven cleaner rivers,
clearer water, and stronger recovery in the Ches-
apeake Bay. However, on the whole, there are still
important opportunities to address pollutants
from the wastewater sector.

The Commonwealth’s Phase Ill Watershed Imple-
mentation Plan laid out a clear path forward,
but some localities remain below their pollution
reduction targets. Inflation, delayed projects, and
competing needs make state follow-through
more urgentthan ever,and underscore theimpor-
tance of existing initiatives like the Enhanced
Nutrient Removal Certainty Program (ENRCP) in
keeping progress moving forward.

At the same time, the state capital, Richmond, is
still facing ongoing pollution from its outdated
combined sewer systems, which sends untreated
wastewater into rivers during rainfall events; these
discharges are called combined sewer overflow
(CSO) events. State deadlines are in place, but
without meaningful financial assistance, Rich-
mond, with a poverty rate near 20% and the high-
est wastewater bills in the state, is struggling to
stay on track. Fortunately, Virginia's two other
combined sewer system localities, Alexandria and
Lynchburg, have recently completed projects,
with state support, to address combined sewer
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overflows in their communities.

Beyond urban areas, failing and poorly main-
tained septic systems continue to leak nutrient
pollutants and fecal bacteria into groundwater
and local waterways, compounding the problem.

To meet its clean water commitments, Virginia
must double down on wastewater pollution con-
trol: fund the already identified projects in the
ENRCP, provide clear incentives for facilities to
optimize performance, and support communi-
ties struggling with outdated systems. The sci-
ence isclear, the solutions are known, and success
depends on the state’s continued leadership.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Since its inception in 2021, the ENRCP has been
Virginia's strongest tool to secure nutrient pollu-
tion reductions at wastewater treatment facili-
ties. Through mandates, financial support, and
planning certainty, it moves major wastewater
treatment plants (WWTPs) closer to full compli-
ance with necessary nitrogen and phosphorus
pollutant standards and strengthens the Com-
monwealth's overall strategy for restoring the
Chesapeake Bay.

The facilities in the ENRCP have known upgrade
timelines, but the funding to carry them out
is not secured. The Commonwealth has pro-
vided funding for upgrades through the Water
Quality Improvement Fund (WQIF) and, more
recently, with federal American Rescue Plan Act
funds. However, future funding commitments

%

are uncertain, and the WQIF is currently under
review by direction of the General Assembly, with
a report due by November 1,2026.

For Richmond's combined sewer system, the City
received a Virginia Department of Environmen-
tal Quality (DEQ)-approved final plan detailing
the projects necessary to virtually eliminate com-
bined sewer overflows and bring the system into
compliance.? This final plan outlines 14 projects,
with 12 having already allocated funding, many of
which are in development currently, as well as two
outstanding projects, which will further reduce
CSO releases by over 90% of their current levels;
these two final plan projects require an additional
$550 million to ensure completion.

Additionally, DEQ operated a point-source
pay-for-performance grant program to further
optimize nutrient removal at existing wastewa-
ter treatment plants. Piloted in 2023, the pro-
gram funded 14 facilities that achieved reductions
beyond permit limits, removing over 118,000
pounds of nitrogen at an average cost of $8.44
per pound.®* Though minimally funded, this effort
delivered measurable results by incentivizing
reductions that wouldn't have occurred under
standard compliance, demonstrating the value of
performance-based investment in water quality.

OPPORTUNITIES

Virginia’s ENRCP is a proven strategy for achieving
lasting reductions in wastewater pollution and
restoring the Chesapeake Bay. With enforceable
nutrient limits, clear deadlines, and strong bipar-
tisan support, the program delivers measurable
water quality improvements at scale. Yet, without
continued funding, essential projects risk delay,
putting compliance, equity, and environmental
progress in jeopardy. To protect the state’s clean
water investments and meet long-standing res-
toration goals, Virginia must fully fund the ENRCP
through completion.

Richmond’s Combined Sewer Overflow (CSO)
Final Plan lays out an achievable path to drasti-
cally reduce untreated discharges into the James
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River. Two critical projects, the Shockoe High Rate
Disinfection Facility and the Southside Canoe
Run Storage Tank, both with outsized impacts
on water quality in the river, remain unfunded
and are essential to meeting state-mandated
deadlines. Delayed investment in these projects
risks prolonging public health concerns, burden-
ing overstretched ratepayers, and undermining
decades of progress in water quality. The Com-
monwealth must partner with Richmond to
deliver the funding needed to stay on track and
complete the plan.

Virginia has more opportunities to improve water
quality as well, by scaling up programs with
proven results and targeting communities most
in need. DEQ's 2023 pay-for-performance pilot
demonstrated that modest investments can yield
substantial nutrient reductions beyond regula-
tory requirements. Further, supporting house-
holds and communities with limited financial
resources facing failing septic systems through
sewer line hook-ups is a common-sense invest-
ment that, alongside proven performance pro-
grams, can drive cost-effective and equitable
progress toward Virginia's clean water goals.

Continuing investment in Virginia's waste-
water treatment infrastructure, through the
Enhanced Nutrient Removal Certainty Pro-
gram, is fundamental to maintaining our
water quality progress.

Richmond has a DEQ-approved final plan
to address combined sewer overflows in the
James River, but needs $500m over the next
4 years to reach the finish line.

A diversity of investment in wastewater
issues, including addressing septic system
pollution and utilizing existing infrastructure
through the point-source pay-for-perfor-
mance program, will yield meaningful water
quality benefits for Virginians.



COASTAL RESILIENCE MASTER PLAN

A plan that seeks to acknowledge the consequences of climate change, identify and address socio-
economic inequities, work to enhance coastal adaptation and protection efforts, protect and enhance
natural infrastructure, utilize community and regional scale planning, and focus on the most cost-ef-
fective solutions. The overall goal is to protect Virginia's highly vulnerable coastline communities from
sea level rise and natural disasters.

COMMUNITY FLOOD PREPAREDNESS FUND (CFPF)

State-sponsored grant fund that provides financial assistance to localities to reduce the impacts of
flooding within Virginia. High emphasis on projects that align with local, state, and federal floodplain
management standards and plans. The only statewide source of funding for flood resilience capacity
building and studies, as well as project implementation. Revenue derived from Virginia's participation
in the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative.

FEDERAL EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT AGENCY (FEMA)
A federal agency with the goal of coordinating disaster response and recovery efforts at the federal
level. They provide assistance and resources to individuals, communities, and governments in time of
crisis like hurricanes, floods, wildfires, and earthquakes.

REGIONAL GREENHOUSE GAS INITIATIVE (RGGI)

A cooperative effort among Northeast and Mid-Atlantic states to reduce power sector carbon pollution
by requiring power plants to purchase allowances for their greenhouse gas emissions. The proceeds
from allowances are then distributed to the participating states, which can use the funds to help their
citizens, including by creating energy-efficient, affordable housing and enhancing community flood
prevention and protection.

RESILIENT VIRGINIA REVOLVING FUND (RVRF)

Provides financial assistance to localities for projects that mitigate flood impacts to private properties
through low- to no-interest loans. Projects can include hazard mitigation of buildings, locality-operat-
ed loan programs, and relocation. Primarily a loan program with limited grant funds; revenue comes
from the Federal Emergency Management Agency, Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, and General
Fund.

SHORELINE EROSION ADVISORY SERVICE (SEAS)

Department of Conservation and Recreation program that assists private landowners and localities
in Virginia to complete site investigations, written reports, design and permit reviews, construction
inspection, and more.

SOIL AND WATER CONSERVATION DISTRICTS

Political subdivisions of the state of Virginia. The 47 Soil and Water Conservation Districts manage the
Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share program, employ technical staff, and deliver conservation technical
assistance to landowners and farmers free of charge.

TECHNICAL WETLANDS WORK GROUP

A team of state and federal experts who work together to improve how wetlands are studied, moni-
tored, and managed to help protect them better.
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RELEVANT PROGRAMS & AGENCIES

See full glossary starting on page 155

7
TIDAL MARSH INVENTORY

A detailed map made by the Virginia Institute of Marine Science that shows where tidal marshes are,
how big they are, and what they're like.

VIRGINIA'S COASTAL ZONE MANAGEMENT PROGRAM

A state program that works to protect the coast and help coastal communities by coordinating proj-
ects, funding, and policies for sustainable use of coastal areas.

VIRGINIA CONSERVATION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (VCAP)
Cost-share program providing assistance as well as financial incentives to urban landowners install-
ing Best Management Practices (BMPs) on their property. Eligible practices include the removal of
impervious surfaces, rainwater harvesting, and other efforts to mitigate the effects of erosion and
stormwater runoff.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION & RECREATION (DCR)

A state agency within the Natural Resources secretariat tasked with protecting, managing, and over-
seeing natural habitat, state parks, open space, and access to the outdoors. Oversees private dam
safety and administers the Virginia Agricultural Cost Share and Community Flood Preparedness Fund.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY (DEQ)

State agency responsible for administering laws and regulations related to air quality, water quality,
water supply, renewable energy and land protection. DEQ issues permits, conducts monitoring, per-
forms inspections, and enforces environmental law.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF HOUSING AND COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT (DHCD)

A state agency that oversees policies, programs, and funding to support affordable housing, commmu-
nity development, and energy efficiency projects, contributing to the state’s overall development and
sustainability goals.

VIRGINIA INSTITUTE OF MARINE SCIENGE (VIMS)
A marine research and education center that operates as a branch of the College of William and Mary.
VIMS has a legal mandate to provide research, education, and advisory services to government, citi-
zens, and industry.

VIRGINIA MARINE RESOURCES COMMISSION (VMRC)
State agency in charge of overseeing Virginia's marine and aquatic resources, and its tidal waters and
homelands. One of the primary functions of VMRC is to zone water areas for recreation, oyster and
clamming grounds, and commercial/recreational fishing.

VIRGINIA WETLAND PROGRAM PLAN

A road map that lays out how the state plans to protect, restore, and manage its wetlands to keep
them healthy and meet environmental regulations.

WETLANDS POLICY TASK FORCE

A state-established group formed to assess and enhance policies for protecting, restoring, and creat-
ing tidal and non-tidal wetlands, aiming to integrate these strategies into broader state plans like the
Virginia Flood Protection and Coastal Resilience Master Plans.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Virginia's exposure to climate-related disasters
is growing at an alarming rate. Between 2020
and 2024, the Commonwealth experienced 40
weather and climate disasters where overall costs
and damages exceeded $1 billion. Averaged annu-
ally, that equals eight such disasters per year-a
dramatic increase from the average of 1.4 per year
between 1980 and 1999." These events include
severe storms, hurricanes, and flooding, and the
impacts have been felt in communities statewide.
Notable events include the 2022 Appalachian
floods, Tropical Storm Ophelia in 2023, and Hurri-
cane Helene in 2024, which caused major flood-
ing in western Virginia, resulting in three fatalities
and extensive damage.?

The best way to reduce the damage, expenses,
and suffering from weather disasters is to invest
in resilience before storms hit. A 2024 study from
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, Allstate, and the
U.S. Chamber of Commerce Foundation found
that every $1 invested in resilience and disas-
ter preparedness saves $13 in economic impact,
damage, and cleanup costs after the event.® Sev-
eral years ago, the General Assembly wisely estab-
lished Virginia’s Community Flood Preparedness
Fund (CFPF) to support proactive pre-disaster
flood mitigation planning and projects, and this
has been a key component of Virginia's resilience
efforts. 4

However, with estimates from the Army Corps
of Engineers projects in Virginia Beach and Nor-
folk together exceeding $6 billion, this funding
pales in comparison to the resilience needs state-
wide, yet other critical state and federal funds
that reduce climate risk and support resilience
have been reduced or eliminated this year. And
despite the newly created and narrowly directed
Disaster Assistance Fund at Virginia's Depart-
ment of Housing and Community Development
(DHCD),®> Virginia also lacks a comprehensive
resilience-based approach to post-disaster recov-
ery, now more critical than ever in light of federal
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efforts to reduce the role of, and funding from,
the Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA).

As the federal landscape changes, Virginia must
prepare now to invest in community and ecosys-
tem resilience both ahead of and after the storm
and ensure the state's resilience efforts prioritize
natural infrastructure and an equitable distribu-
tion of resources.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Virginia's climate resilience approach faces sig-
nificant challenges due to recent shifts in federal
and state funding. The Trump administration has
cut programs across multiple agencies, including
FEMA's Building Resilience Infrastructure and
Communities (BRIC) and the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency's Community Change Grants that
supported resilience, reduced climate risk, and
prioritized nature-based solutions.® Hampton
Roads alone is poised to lose $50 million in much-
needed grant investments to protect communi-
ties from climate impacts.” These cuts will directly
increase Virginia's vulnerability, and, unfortu-
nately, Virginia is not positioned to fill this gap.

With federal funding for resilience and recovery
slashed, Virginia's oversubscribed CFPF dollars
become even more precious. Established in 2020
and initially funded through the Regional Green-
house Gas Initiative (RGGI), the CFPF has allo-
cated over $200 million to support local resilience
planning and flood mitigation projects, with a
strong focus on low-income communities. Funds
from RGGI allocated to resilience have also sup-
ported critical resilience staffing and state plan-
ning efforts. However, Virginia's withdrawal from
RGGI has jeopardized the CFPF's sustainability,
leaving it reliant on unpredictable general fund
appropriations while a legal challenge plays out.

Additionally, Virginia’s resilience toolbox includes
the critical, yet underutilized Resilient Virginia
Revolving Fund (RVRF), which provides a mecha-
nism for supporting the resilience of private prop-
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erty owners and serving as a match for the federal
Safeguarding Tomorrow Revolving Loan Fund.
Both the CFPF and RVRF are important foun-
dations for funding the state’s long list of pre-di-
saster preparedness needs and both programs
should be strengthened with programmatic
changes that enable and empower localities to
fully utilize these resources for resilience.

As for post-disaster recovery, the establishment of
a permanent fund at DHCD in 2025 reflects rec-
ognition of the increased role Virginia will need
to play in disaster recovery moving forward, but
the eligible awardees of these funds are limited.
The lack of a comprehensive approach to disaster
recovery risks undermines resilience investments.
Establishing a comprehensive approach would
help ensure immediate recovery needs are met
without diminishing the Commonwealth'’s crucial
investment in disaster resilience.

OPPORTUNITIES

As Virginia navigates more frequent and intense
climate-related disasters, there is a vital opportu-
nity to reduce Virginia’'s climate risk with a more
comprehensive approach to pre- and post-disas-
ter funding that continuously aligns resilience
priorities and effectively utilizes limited funds. Vir-
ginia should develop guidelines on when and how
post-disaster funds can be used during recovery,
ensuring that such decisions are made transpar-
ently and consistently. Improving coordination
between state agencies involved in resilience,
emergency management, and infrastructure
planning would enhance the effectiveness of pre-
paredness and response efforts. These improve-
ments could be strengthened through inclusive
stakeholder engagement and public reporting to
promote transparency and ensure that best prac-
tices and community needs guide funding deci-
sions.

Currently, the CFPF serves as the state's primary
vehicle for proactive flood resilience, and while it
reflects the state's resilience priorities, projects are
not aligned with the state’s resilience plans. Con-
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tinued capitalization of the CFPF, coupled with
improvements to the RVRF and the new Virginia
Disaster Assistance Fund, and identification of a
singular post-disaster assistance fund, create new
opportunities for aligning priorities that ensure
that investments are prioritized to meet critical
needs in a manner that advances resilience. For
example, in addition to ensuring resilience pri-
orities are met, Virginia's Flood Freeboard Stan-
dard could be expanded to apply more broadly
to efforts funded by state disaster recovery dol-
lars.® Additionally, as Virginia's Coastal Resilience
Master Plan Phase 2, statewide Flood Protection
Master Plan, and Interagency Resilience Manage-
ment Team are all launched this year, Virginia can
act now to implement these plans and coordinate
state action and resourcesto ensure nature-based
and equitable solutions are prioritized in line with
the Commmonwealth's resilience goals.

Thankfully, Virginia's leanly staffed Office of Com-
monwealth Resilience is well-positioned to lead
this effort and ensure that all programs work
seamlessly together to advance the state’s resil-
ience priorities, including supporting nature-
based solutions and equity.

Virginia experienced 40 climate disasters
between 2020 to 2024 that each cost at least
$1 billion in overall costs and damages, under-
scoring the need for stronger, forward-looking
climate resilience strategies.

Virginia lacks sufficient funds or a comprehen-
sive approach to effectively reduce our climate
risk or respond to disasters, and these vulner-
abilities will only be exacerbated by the loss of
federal funds and support.

This is a critical time to ensure that pre- and
post-disaster programs and funds are aligned
to support Virginia's resilience priorities and
reduce climate risk across the Commonwealth.



WHY IT MATTERS

Virginia's coastal wetlands are among the most
critical natural resources in the Commonwealth
for habitat and community safety.! But these eco-
systems are increasingly threatened by acceler-
ating development, rising sea levels, and climate
change. According to the Coastal Resilience
Master Plan (CRMP) Part |, released in 2021, up
to 89% of Virginia's existing tidal wetlands could
be permanently inundated by 2080 if no action
is taken.? This loss would have profound environ-
mental, economic, and public safety implications.

Wetlands act as natural buffers, absorbing storm
surges and stabilizing shorelines from coastal
erosion. Their ability to sequester carbon and
filter pollutants makes them indispensable for
climate mitigation and water quality protec-
tion-two statewide priorities under the Chesa-
peake Bay Program and Virginia's Coastal Zone
Management Program. Without active inter-
vention, their degradation will increase exposure
for coastal commmunities, especially those with
fewer resources to adapt to rising sea levels and
increased flood risk.

Protecting and restoring the health of existing
wetlands, along with conserving adjacent lands
where wetlands can migrate as sea levels rise, are
key strategies for building natural resource resil-
ience. These efforts must be supported by proac-
tive land use planning and targeted conservation
funding. By investing in nature-based solutions,
Virginia can safeguard biodiversity, strengthen
shoreline stabilization, and protect the health and
well-being of its residents. This is not only an envi-
ronmental imperative but a matter of long-term
community resilience.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Despite having a policy of “no net loss” for wet-
lands, the reality is that Virginia has seen signif-
icant reductions in tidal and non-tidal wetland
acreage. Virginia is now taking meaningful, coor-
dinated steps to strengthen wetlands policy and
turn this downtrend around. Creating the Wet-
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lands Policy Task Force (the Task Force) and Tech-
nical Wetlands Work Group (the Work Group)
marks the first time the Commonwealth has for-
mally focused on implementing a cohesive wet-
lands strategy. These efforts represent a shift from
planning to action, informed in part by the Vir-
ginia Wetland Program Plan, which has helped
shape our understanding of statewide challenges
and offered early direction for solutions. Together,
the Task Force and Work Group aim to evaluate
and improve how Virginia protects, restores, and
manages both tidal and non-tidal wetlands, just
as federal protections are being scaled back. With
the EPA planning to limit jurisdictional permit
reviews in line with the Sackett v. EPA Supreme
Court decision,* state leadership has never been
more critical.

While recent actions to accelerate planning are
only half the equation, the next urgent step is to
ensure that these convened bodies act and spe-
cifically answer the question: how will Virginia
guide wetland migration and secure space for
these essential ecosystems to adapt and persist?
As sea level rise accelerates and regulatory gaps
widen, the Commonwealth must act swiftly to
ensure its wetlands persist into the future.

OPPORTUNITIES

With the Task Force and Work Group now in
place, Virginia is finally in a position to shift from
planning to action on long-overdue wetland pri-
orities. One of the most pressing needs is a cross-
agency framework that aligns the Virginia Marine
Resources Commission (VMRC), Virginia Depart-
ment of Environmental Quality (DEQ), and local
wetlands boards so that wetlands, Chesapeake
Bay resource protection areas, and living shore-
line standards are applied consistently across the
Commonwealth.

Just as important is ensuring reliable, long-term
support for essential decision-making tools
like DEQ's Wetland Condition Assessment Tool
(WetCAT) and Virginia Institute of Marine Science
(VIMS)'s Tidal Marsh Inventory. Progress on Ches-
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apeake Bay cleanup goals also depends on build-
ing out a clear, integrated database that tracks
wetland gains, losses, and unpermitted impacts,
so that agencies and stakeholders alike have a
shared, transparent view of where things stand.
Without sustained funding, we risk falling behind
on the science that guides everything from per-
mitting to restoration.

And if we're serious about our wetlands keeping
pace with sea level rise, Virginia needs to create
a permitting path for thin-layer placement of
dredged sediments to help wetlands persist in
place and explore financial incentives to encour-
age the conservation of wetlands migration
zones. Currently, there is resistance to using
dredged sediment to raise sinking marshes, even
though it's a recognized tool in other coastal
states for maintaining critical habitat and the
persistence of tidal wetlands. Additionally, we
lack adequate financial incentives to encourage
property owners to protect land where wetlands
will migrate under sea level rise conditions. These
are only two examples of the types of strategies
the two wetlands workgroups will need to explore
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and offer tangible pathways to implementation.
In order to make today’'s momentum count, we
should remove these barriers and provide Virgin-
ia's wetlands the space, resources, and flexibility
needed to survive what is to come.

Up to 89% of Virginia's existing tidal wetlands
could be lost to permanent inundation by
2080 without intervention to help wetlands
migrate landward and persist in place, magni-
fying flood and water-quality risks.

The Wetlands Policy Task Force and Techni-
cal Work Group put Virginia on par with other
states, but rapid action is needed to translate
plansinto implementable strategies.

Stable funding for decision tools, integrated
shoreline guidance, financial incentives, and
a comprehensive gains-and-losses database
are state-level levers that can turn today’s
planning into durable action for wetland resil-
ience.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Living shorelines are nature-based approaches
for shoreline protection and are the default stabi-
lization method for tidal shorelines in Virginia. In
addition to stabilizing shorelines, they conserve
and restore natural wetland habitats and provide
valuable ecosystem services. Living shorelines
use plants, sand, and sometimes rock or oyster
structures to protect coastlines by mimicking nat-
ural shorelines. Unlike hardened structures like
riprap or bulkheads, living shorelines create hab-
itats that enhance coastal resiliency, such as tidal
marshes and oyster reefs. These features reduce
erosion, filter pollutants, support biodiversity, and
absorb wave energy, buffering commmunities from
storm surges and flooding.!

There is a definitive, mutually beneficial relation-
ship between ribbed mussels and living shore-

lines. Young ribbed mussels land on low marsh
wetland grasses and nestle themselves into
the root systems, filter nitrogen pollution from
the water column, replenish the sediment, and
stimulate wetland growth. This reduces the like-
lihood of excessive nitrogen in the water body,
reducing opportunities for harmful algal blooms
to thrive and creating healthier ecosystems. The
byssal threads that mussels use to anchor them-
selves into wetland grasses and oyster structures
installed at living shorelines create a strong web-
bing that reduces erosion. Erosion along fringe
marshes is a key threat to wetlands throughout
the coastal rivers of Virginia.?

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

There are technical and financial assistance pro-
grams available to residents to assist with the
installation of living shorelines, but these pro-

Living Shoreline on the Elizabeth River after installation, after 1 growing season, and after 2 growing seasons

Photo by ERP
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grams are currently insufficient to meet the state-
wide need for implementing resilient practices to
protect tidal shorelines. The Virginia Conservation
Assistance Program (VCAP) is helpful, butitis not
available to all Virginia residents. Landowners are
only potentially eligible for funding if they live in a
city or county with a participating Soil and Water
Conservation District. The funding is also unavail-
able for sites with significant fetch, where wind
cantravel across open water to create large waves,
limiting the types of projects that can be funded.

The Shoreline Erosion Advisory Service (SEAS)
offers free technical assistance to private land-
ownersand localities in Virginia with erosion prob-
lems. The work of SEAS staff had previously been
focused on tidal areas of Virginia; however, SEAS
services are now available in non-tidal areas of
the state as well. The staffing levels at SEAS have
remained the same in recent years, even as their
scope of work (including technical assistance, site
investigations, written reports, plan review, and
construction inspections) has increased. SEAS
staff are critical to helping landowners make
informed decisions on managing their shore-
lines and disseminating information on what is
required under state law.

OPPORTUNITIES

A statewide Living Shoreline grant program for
landowners seeking to install living shorelines to
restore their marshes and protect their properties
from erosion would help incentivize the rate of

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Jamie Brunkow // James River Association // jbrunkow@thejamesriver.org
Jay Ford // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // jford@cbforg
Phoebe Murrell // Elizabeth River Project // pmurrell@elizabethriver.org

installation of living shorelines, fill the gap not cov-
ered by VCAP, and supportimplementationinvul-
nerable coastal communities that lack resources
to finance shoreline stabilization solutions. Such
a program would rely on state funding to fill exist-
ing funding gaps and focus on the implementa-
tion of large-scale flood resilience projects. Two
additional Virginia Department of Conservation
and Recreation (DCR)-SEAS Full Time Employees
(FTEs) would give dedicated capacity to the pro-
gram to support property owners and further the
use of living shorelines.

Ribbed muéée@gr ing on a livi
shidkelifeat theisEfolk ¥
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Living shorelines are nature-based approaches for protection and are the default stabilization
method for tidal shorelines in Virginia. They are enhanced by ribbed mussels that settle on low
marsh wetland grasses, filter water pollution, and support shoreline resilience.

Virginia Conservation Assistance Program (VCAP) and the Shoreline Erosion Advisory Service
(SEAS) provide funding and technical support for living shorelines.

A statewide Living Shoreline grant program would incentivize landowners to install living shore-

lines and fill the gap not covered by VCAP.
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TOXIC POLLUTION

CLEAN WATER ACT

The primary federal law governing water pollution estab-
lished regulations on pollutant discharges into bodies of
water and regulated water quality standards. The CWA rec-
ognizes both federal and state roles in its implementation
and enforcement.

ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY (EPA)

Afederal agency that safeguards public health and the envi-
ronment through laws, programs, and research.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY (DEQ)

State agency responsible for administering laws and reg-
ulations related to air quality, water quality, water supply,
renewable energy, and land protection. DEQ issues permits,
conducts monitoring, performs inspections, and enforces
environmental law.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH (VDH)

State agency that oversees public health throughout the
state, including the regulation of public drinking water.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF WILDLIFE RESOURCES (DWR)
Agency responsible for the management of inland fisheries,
wildlife, and recreational boating for the Commonwealth of
Virginia.

VIRGINIA HOUSEHOLD WATER QUALITY PROGRAM (VAHWQP)

A voluntary testing program for households served by pri-
vate water supplies; led by the Virginia Cooperative Exten-
sion and Virginia Tech.

VIRGINIA POLLUTION ABATEMENT

Permit regulation to protect water quality and human
health through the treatment, storage and land application
of biosolids (treated sewage sludge), municipal wastewater,
industrial wastes, and animal wastes.

VIRGINIA POLLUTION DISCHARGE ELIMINATION SYSTEM
(VPDES)

Program administered by the Department of Environ-
mental Quality (DEQ) designed to prevent pollutants from
getting into state waters. DEQ issues permits for all point
source discharges; stormwater discharges from Municipal
Separate Stormwater Sewer Systems (MS4s); and stormwa-
ter discharges from industrial sites.
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WHY IT MATTERS

PFAS are a group of over 15,000 chemicals that
are dangerous to human health and the envi-
ronment.! They are commonly known as “forever
chemicals” because, unlike most other chemi-
cals, they do not break down but instead build up
and persist in our bodies, soil, water, and wildlife.?
PFAS, even at very low levels, can cause significant
human health harms, including cancers, impacts
to the heart and the liver, developmental harm to
infants and children, and reduced immune func-
tion.3%

PFAS are used in many industrial processes and
consumer products. This means people come into
contact with PFAS when using everyday items like
waterproof and stain-resistant fabrics and mate-
rials, food packaging, and non-stick cookware.®
Concentrated streams of PFAS pollution enter the
environment from sources like industrial waste-
water and stormwater discharges (see Erosion &
Stormwater, page 7), landfill leachate, land-ap-
plied sewage sludge (hereinafter “sludge”), and
firefighting foams, and can contaminate drink-
ing water (see Well Health Protections, page 27),
ground and surface waters, soil, livestock, crops,
food, and wildlife.? Studies show that members
of low-income communities and communities of
color are more likely to live within five miles of a
PFAS-contaminated site and that these commu-
nities may be disproportionately exposed to PFAS
in drinking water.”® Where sludge is disposed of
on land as a fertilizer (“biosolids”), federal agency
research shows corresponding contamination
of farmlands and ground- and surface waters,
presenting a risk of cancer and other diseases to
farming families and their communities.® Impor-
tantly, the most commonly used public and pri-
vate water treatment systems do not remove
PFAS from our drinking water or wastewater.”°
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CURRENT LANDSCAPE

PFAS water pollution is a statewide problem in
Virginia. PFAS have already been detected in 16
drinking water utilities, impacting the drinking
water of 2.5 million Virginians." The Department
of Environmental Quality (DEQ) maintains a
public dashboard of current PFAS data, and over
half of all surface water samples contain PFAS.”?
PFAS contamination is also frequently found in
sewage sludge, a wastewater treatment byprod-
uct, but currently there are no federal or Virginia
requirements to test sludge or biosolids for PFAS.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
has finalized enforceable drinking water stan-
dards for six types of PFAS,® though the new
administration has announced plans to delay and
potentially weaken them.” Importantly, these
standards include non-enforceable maximum
contaminant level goals of zero for two types
of PFAS (PFOA and PFOS) since there is no safe
level of exposure for human health.> DEQ is cur-
rently working to identify PFAS sources impact-
ing public drinking water supplies with reported
exceedances of the PFAS drinking water stan-
dards,'® however, the standards do not apply to
private wells, which means more than one million
Virginians are excluded from this study.”

In May 2025, the Virginia Department of Health
(VDH) issued a fish consumption advisory for the
Chickahominy watershed due to elevated levels
of PFOS (a type of PFAS) in several fish species.”®
Despite this, DEQ has failed to list the Chickahom-
iny as impaired in its Water Quality Assessment
Integrated Report, nor has it issued fish adviso-
ries or impaired status for other impacted water-
sheds.” Contamination of game and other wildlife
remains unaddressed.

PFAS contamination in drinking water, fish
tissue, and sludge is a downstream impact of
the upstream industrial manufacture and use of
PFAS. EPA has released guidance about how to
use existing laws to require disclosure, monitor-
ing, and control of industrial PFAS water pollu-

tion.?*? However, DEQ does not require disclosure
or monitoring of PFAS or setting PFAS limits in
water pollution discharge permits or biosolids
land disposal permits, despite having the author-
ity to do so.

OPPORTUNITIES

The most cost-effective and efficient way to tackle
PFAS pollution is at the source — where PFAS is
manufactured or used in industrial processes —
before it reaches our drinking water sources and
environment. Recent estimates show that Vir-
ginia’'s public water systems will need to spend
hundreds of millions of dollars to comply with the
PFAS drinking water standards? and individual
households that rely on private wells could also
face high costs associated with filtration improve-
ments.z Until we stop PFAS pollution at its source,
downstream waterworks, communities, and pri-
vate well owners will continue to pay for the costs
of PFAS pollution.

A substantial source of PFAS in our waters is
concentrated pollution released in industrial
wastewater and land-applied biosolids. DEQ
has existing authority under the Clean Water
Act (CWA) to control PFAS pollution discharges
through the Virginia Pollutant Discharge Elimi-

POINTS OF CONTACT:

/ Southern Environmental Law Center // ccourtenay@selc.org

eline Goodrum // Wild Virginia // jacqueline@wildvirginia.org
River Steward // leslieanne.hammond@yorkriversteward.org

nation System (VPDES) permit program. Waste-
water treatment plants also have authority under
the CWA to use their pretreatment program to
control PFAS pollution.

Legal authorities should compel DEQ to require
disclosure, monitoring, and control of PFAS in bio-
solids through the Virginia Pollution Abatement
(VPA) permitting program to protect human
health and the environment. Sludge is treated
for certain toxic metals and pathogens before it
island-applied as biosolids, but not for PFAS, even
though conventional wastewater treatment con-
centrates PFAS in sludge.

More information is needed about the occurrence
of PFAS in our wildlife, including in fish, shellfish,
deer, and other game species. DEQ has already
identified levels of PFAS contamination in some
state waterways that exceed EPA recommended
levels for sustaining aquatic life and protecting
human health, meaning consuming fish and
shellfish from these waters could pose a risk to
human health.?* This information is vital for help-
ing VDH determine whether PFAS consumption
advisories are required to protect human health.?

PFAS, even at very low levels, can cause significant human health harms, including cancers,
impacts to the heart and the liver, developmental harm to infants and children, and reduced

immune function.

Virginia has the authority under state and federal law to require disclosure, monitoring, and con-
trol of PFAS pollution in industrial wastewater, stormwater, and land-applied sludge or biosolids.
Implementing this authority would place pollution control costs on industries using and discharg-
ing PFAS, protecting downstream communities and the environment.

Additional funding is needed to help VDH and DEQ monitor for and control PFAS pollution. Fund-
ing is especially needed to help private well owners, who are not protected by the PFAS drink-
ing water standards, test for PFAS contamination. Sufficient funding for statewide fish and game
tissue studies would also help VDH and DEQ protect public health.

| 26



WHY IT MATTERS

Roughly 1/5th of Virginians source their drinking
water from private wells, with the frequency of
residents relying on private systems approach-
ing 80% in more rural Virginia counties.! Although
federal and state laws require testing and treat-
ment of water contaminants in public water sys-
tems, no such legal protection exists for private
wells. In Virginia, the burden of testing and treat-
ing private well water is placed upon the property
owner.?

Placing the burden on Virginia households cre-
ates several barriers to effectively protecting and
promoting the health of rural Virginians, includ-
ing the financial and technical considerations of
conducting testing - and, if necessary, remediat-
ing contaminated water - to even become aware
of the possibility of contamination. In the United
States, there is an expectation that drinking water
is safe for consumption, so Virginians who source
their drinking water from private wells are often
unaware of the possibility of contamination.?

Consumption of contaminated water can lead to
a multitude of health impacts to residents, partic-
ularly vulnerable populations, including pregnant
women, children, and the elderly. In agricultural

 0%-20%

C 21%-40%
U 41%-60%
P 61% - 80%
B 519 - 100%

areas of the state, where reliance on private sys-
temsis concentrated, this has historically included
contamination from nitrates and pesticides,
which leach into groundwater and then into wells
after application in agricultural uses.* However,
in addition to historic sources of contamination,
an emergent threat to the health of Virginians
is the practice of applying sewage sludge (mar-
keted as “biosolids” fertilizer) to Virginia farm
fields (see PFAS Pollution, pg 25). These biosolids
are contaminated with PFAS, so-called “forever
chemicals,” which are linked to significant harms
including numerous cancers, developmental and
reproductive disorders, and neurodegenerative
disease. The disposal practice of applying biosol-
ids as fertilizer spreads PFAS contamination into
agricultural areas and watersheds in the Com-
monwealth, and represents a significant vector
for human exposure.®

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
has set a maximum contaminant level (MCL) for
a variety of contaminants in drinking water. How-
ever, while the EPA recommends drinking water
sources be maintained below the MCL, the MCL is
only legally enforced for public systems.®

Percent of Population on Private Wells by County

Map sourced from VDH's
private well program website
Created by Jessica Slagle

of Virginia Tech's Virginia
Cooperative Extension

In Virginia, there are limited protections for res-
idents who source their drinking water from
private wells. Currently, Virginia requires that
the owner conduct a one-time test for coliform
bacteria for a new well.” However, there is no
requirement to test for other contaminants or
for ongoing testing or treatment, and the state
requires no disclosure statement about the safety
of the water or the state of the private well upon
sale or rental of the property.

Although the Virginia Department of Environ-
mental Quality (DEQ) does require certain per-
mitting and monitoring to be conducted at some
agricultural facilities, public disclosure of these
data and of violations is not well shared, result-
ing in a lack of public awareness of potential con-
tamination. Additionally, while DEQ has begun
planning for PFAS contamination response in
public systems and in some surface waters,® there
is currently no groundwater testing or support
for private well owners in assessing the degree
of contamination from these highly toxic sub-
stances, despite DEQ approvals of permits for
land disposal of contaminated biosolids that risk
contamination of groundwater sources. Further,
DEQ does not require disclosure or monitoring by
Virginia Pollutant Discharge Elimination System
(VPDES) permit-holders, which have significant
potential to impact local groundwater sources.

Virginia encourages residents to contact their
local health district for information related to pri-
vate wells, but the quality of data collected and
maintained by a given health district related
to private wells varies in quality. Data related to
groundwater quality are not collected and main-
tained by the agencies as a central reference
for the region, even when private testing is con-
ducted in the region.

OPPORTUNITIES

The Commonwealth needs to improve public
data collection on well contamination and guid-
ance to affected residents to improve awareness
of potential contamination to their well systems.

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Progressive Reform // bdunning@progressivereform.org
Potomac Riverkeeper Network // david@prknetwork.org

Absent awareness of risk, there will be signifi-
cant gapsin residents taking action and resultant
exposure to contamination. Virginia agencies
should share existing data, collect private test
information, disaggregate it, and make it publicly
available through local health districts to improve
contamination awareness.

The Commonwealth, through DEQ, should
expand PFAS monitoring to include groundwater
sources, especially in and around areas where bio-
solids land applications are conducted to create
a baseline dataset for evaluating the spread of
these contaminants. The DEQ should require
permit-holders to test and disclose levels of PFAS
contamination in biosolids applied to farmland.

Finally, the Commonwealth should join other
states like Maryland that have placed basic safe-
guards for renters and purchasers of properties
that rely on private well systems by requiring
a test for contamination at the time of rental or
property sale. Further protections should include
a requirement for corrective remediation in the
instance of rentals.

The data collection already undertaken by
agencies in the Commonwealth needs to be
publicly accessible and shared across agencies
to increase awareness of risk and harm to res-
idents.

Companies permitted to apply biosolids on
farms should be required to test and disclose
the levels of PFAS in the biosolids applied to
Virginia's farmlands, the soils the biosolids are
applied to, and the private drinking water wells
that may be contaminated.

Testing of private wells should be conducted
for contaminants upon either the lease or sale
of the property to protect new residents with
incomplete knowledge of potential toxic con-
tamination in their drinking water source.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Small-scale mining for gold, copper, zinc, and lead
occurredinthe19th and early 20th centuriesin Vir-
ginia and is now evidenced by hundreds of aban-
doned or unreclaimed mines.! The mine sites run
along a geological gold-pyrite belt which extends
from Fairfax to Halifax Counties. More recently, a
large-scale version of this toxic industry has tried
to move forward in the Commonwealth before a
comprehensive regulatory framework and suffi-
cient financial assurances are in place. This could
put the public health and drinking water of mil-
lions of downstream residents at risk.

Metals mining is a land-intensive process and is
the nation’'s #1 toxic pollution source.? Mineral or
metal mining can be a very toxic process both
during processing and in storage and waste oper-
ations. Mining procedures can result in perpetual
acid mine drainage, catastrophic waste contain-
ment failures, destruction of cultural heritage,
and the devastation of local economies as a result
of the boom-and-bust cycle of the industry.®#
With recent federal efforts to expand drilling for
metals on federal land, there must be proactive
measures taken to ensure Virginia's safety.®

Virginia must be protected from the potential
harms of the large-scale metals mining industry.
This must include notifying the public when the
industry may impact their communities, support-
ing communities along the gold-pyrite belt, espe-
cially rural and historically Black communities
most at risk from potential mining contamina-
tion, and preserving our precious water resources
and agricultural lands.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Community members in Buckingham County
alerted the public after learning a junior mining
company, or prospecting company, had been
exploratory drilling near Virginia's gold-pyrite belt
in Buckingham County since 2020.* The com-
pany announced “high grade” findings.” This led
to legislation requiring the 2022 study, “Potential
Impacts of Gold Mining in Virginia” conducted by
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the National Academy of Sciences. It highlighted
many threats from gold mining: cyanide con-
tamination, perpetual acid mine drainage, and
catastrophic waste containment failures.® Leg-
islation to prohibit the use of cyanide in mineral
mining and processing passed unanimously in
2024, eliminating one potential threat to Virgin-
ia's water and environment and was reiterated in
2025 legislation.®”°

But, as there is no permitting or notification
requirement for exploratory drilling for mineral
mining, nor an in-depth study on the poten-
tial impacts of other likely pursued metals like
copper, zinc, and lead, Virginia communities may
be unaware of nearby prospecting and its poten-
tial impacts. Expanded exploration efforts for
copper in Southside have also been announced.”
Of additional consideration are federal efforts to
expand the mining of critical minerals, or metals,
on federal lands. This intensifies our need to pro-
actively address any toxic processes associated
with the industry.

But, Virginia's current mineral mining regulations
are not designed to address modern-day indus-
trial base and precious metals mining. Rather,
they focus on the majority of active non-metals
mining permits — sand, gravel, and stone aggre-
gates, which involve distinctly different process-
ing methods, and do not have the same toxicity
impacts.

The gold-pyrite belt intersects innumerable envi-
ronmental justice communities, often overbur-
dened with existing pollution, and the surface
drinking water systems for 3.2 million people are
downstream of the belt.?’*“ The belt crosses the
James River, which brings millions of dollars into
Virginia's economy from commercial fishing and
attracts over 7 million visitors annually.”

As the Commmonwealth works to safeguard our
watersheds and agricultural lands, the introduc-
tion of a new significant source of pollution -

industrial metals mining — threatens the viability
of those efforts. Additionally, hundreds of historic
metal mines lie abandoned across Virginia's land-
scape.”® The cost to taxpayers of reclaiming these
abandoned sites is an economic burden, and the
negative health and environmental impacts of
not reclaiming these sites are dangerous.”

OPPORTUNITIES

To protect people and the Commonwealth's nat-
ural resources, specifically its rivers, streams, and
agricultural lands, Virginia must put in place an
effective regulatory framework for mining metals
and be fully informed on the potential impacts
from the metals mining industries.

While the Commonwealth exercises due dili-
gence in reviewing outdated and insufficient
regulations, it should implement a ‘pause’ on per-
mitting any new metals mining projects to the
extent of its authority. 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 envi-
ronmental, human health, and economic harms.

To create an effective regulatory framework, the
Commonwealth must seek a broad analysis of
existing metals mining regulations, not limited to
just one commercial product. The review should
engage environmental, health, and energy state
agencies. As the threat of large-scale mining is

Gold-pyrite belt
Map by Virginia Energy

® Gold mines and prospects

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Fanning // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // PFanning@cbforg
Jessica Sims // Appalachian Voices // jessica@appvoices.org

statewide, and would have both short- and long-
term impacts, existing bonding, reclamation, clo-
sure, and monitoring regulations must also be
comprehensively evaluated and updated.

Any review processes must include robust public
engagement and education. Economic, human
health, and environmental implications of metals
mining and reclamation should be part of all
evaluations. To increase public awareness, pros-
pecting companies that are performing drilling
operations should be required to notify county
officials and nearby residents.

Prospecting companies are performing drill-
ing operations without the knowledge of
county officials and nearby residents.

Virginia lacks regulations for large-scale min-
eral or metals mining. There is no existing
comprehensive regulatory framework that
includes bonding, reclamation, closure, or
monitoring requirements for new metals
mining projects.

Large-scale mineral or metals mining can
use toxic materials in processing, and the
impacts of toxic substances on Virginia's water
resources could be catastrophic.
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PLASTIC WASTE

BEVERAGE CONTAINER DEPOSIT PROGRAM

Adds a small refundable deposit to the purchase of bev-
erages in containers. The goal of these programs is to
encourage consumers to return their containers for recy-
cling or refilling instead of throwing them away or litter-
ing. Also known as a “bottle bill” or “recycling fund.”

ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY (EPA)

A federal agency that safeguards public health and the
environment through laws, programs, and research.

EXTENDED PRODUCER RESPONSIBILITY (EPR) PROGRAM
A policy that holds manufacturers and importers respon-
sible for a product’s entire life cycle, including its packag-
ing, composition of recycled content, disposal, and waste
management after it is no longer useful to consumers.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY (DEQ)

State agency responsible for administering laws and reg-
ulations related to air quality, water quality, water supply,
renewable energy, and land protection. DEQ issues per-
mits, conducts monitoring, performs inspections, and en-
forces environmental law.

VIRGINIA LITTER TAX

Virginia manufacturers, wholesalers, distributors, and re-
tailers of frequently-littered products are subject to the
litter tax. The fee is intended to fund litter reduction edu-
cation and cleanups.

VIRGINIA POLLUTANT DISCHARGE ELIMINATION SYSTEM (VPDES)

Program administered by the Department of
Environmental Quality (DEQ) designed to prevent
pollutants from getting into state waters. DEQ issues
permits for all point source discharges; stormwater
discharges from Municipal Separate Stormwater Sewer
Systems (MS4s); and stormwater discharges from
industrial sites.

RELEVANT PROGRAMS & AGENCIES

See full glossary starting on page 155




WHY IT MATTERS

Plastic derives from fossil fuels and almost 40%
of all plastic produced is single-use,' creating
pollution and further extraction of fossil fuels.?
Unmanaged plastics end up in Virginia's envi-
ronment. 94% of plastic entering the Chesapeake
Bay remains there.®* Single-use plastics result in
devastating impacts on wildlife through entan-
glement and ingestion.® Plastic pollution harms
economic activity, lowers property values, reduces
tourism, and decreases spending at local busi-
nesses.®’8

Plastics fragment into microplastics, which
spread through the air, water supply, and food
chain. People routinely ingest and inhale micro-
plastics, and microplastics have been found in all
human organs tested, including the heart, lungs,
brain,and reproductive organs like testes and ova-
ries.20n1213 Concerningly, microplastics are present
in the placenta and newborn babies as evidenced
by their first stool after birth. Babies are further
exposed to plastics in breast milk or baby bot-
tles. 1516 Emerging research raises concerns about
microplastics’ impacts on fertility, cardiovascular
disease, gastrointestinal disease, and dementia.

Plastics contain chemicals, including bisphenols
(like BPA), plasticizers (phthalates like DEHP),
flame retardants (like PBDE), and forever chem-
icals (like PFAS/PFOS).” Many are endocrine-dis-
rupting chemicals,’®® and decades of studies
have implicated them in obesity, type 2 diabe-
tes, preterm birth, decreased sperm count, early
puberty in females, and neurodevelopmental
conditions like ADHD, autism, and IQ loss.?° The
economic burden of these health impacts is stag-
gering. Three plastics-related chemicals (BPA,
PBDE, and DEHP) cost the United States $920 bil-
lion in healthcare and lost economic productivity
due to disability, disease, or premature death.”

Fossil fuel extraction and plastic production are
concentrated in low-wealth or BIPOC areas, dis-
proportionately harming these communities’
health and economy.?
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CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Multiple Virginia government agencies and task
forces have acknowledged difficulties with recy-
cling plastics and disposing of hard-to-manage
waste,?*?42> put the issue remains: individual Vir-
ginians can do very little to reduce plastic pollu-
tion. Our waste systems are linear, meaning that
products are created to be thrown away and do
not reenter the marketplace. The issues creating
and managing plastic pollution are not created by
consumers.?627

PRE-PRODUCTION PELLETS

Waste pollution happens long before consumers
touch their products. Plastic manufacturers use
pre-production plastic pellets, which are spilled at
every stage of the supply chain through permitted
discharges and transportation incidents, result-
ing in over 10 trillion pellets entering the ocean
annually.?® Virginia ishome to at least seven plastic
pellet production facilities, and the Virginia Pollu-
tion Discharge elimination System (VPDES)? is
insufficient to protect Virginia's waters from the
discharge of pre-production plastic pellets. Best
management practices can be required to elim-
inate this harmful pollution.

SINGLE-USE PLASTICS

Low-quality, single-use plastics such as foam,
bags, and packaging create a staggering amount
of mismanaged waste due to overabundance
and non-recyclability. Replacing these types of
plastics through bans and reduction mandates is
proven to be the best way to reduce pollution.*®

POST-CONSUMER WASTE

Since 2018, thirteen localities® in Virginia have
ended curbside recycling programs, with more
expected to end in the future. What isn't recycled
is landfilled, littered, or incinerated.

The Virginia Litter Tax (paid by producers and dis-
tributors of frequently littered products) supports
a cleanup program that relies predominantly on
volunteers, with almost 40,000 Virginians®? vol-
unteering annually. Fifty years of community

%

cleanups have demonstrated this is not enough.
A task force is being formed as a result of House
Joint Resolution 448 to identify opportunities to
improve the litter tax. Source reduction policies,
such as extended producer responsibility and the
recently implemented ban on expanded polysty-
rene food and beverage containers, are necessary.

OPPORTUNITIES
MOVING FROM A LINEARTO A CIRCULAR ECONOMY

LINEAR .

MATERIALS /

CIRCULAR
ECONOMY

PRODUCER RESPONSIBILITY
Virginia can reduce plastic pollution at every stage
of the supply chain through eliminating harm-

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Clean Virginia Waterways // zach@cleanvirginiawaterways.org
Dylan Mason // Lynnhaven River NOW // dylan@Irnow.org
icians for Climate Action // elizabeth.ryznar.md@gmail.com

// Environment Virginia // ewilson@environmentvirginia.org
L

ful mismanaged waste, incentivizing sustainable
disposal, increasing producer responsibility, and
shifting to reusable products. Until producers are
required to plan for their products’ life cycles, we
will continue to see more plastic litter. A producer
responsibility program incentivizes a more effi-
cient, productive waste system; decreases waste;
increases recycled content; creates reusable or
biodegradable products; and reduces the burden
on local governments. According to the 50 States
of Recycling report, thisapproachin Virginia could
place $210 million of recycled material back in the
market to support a circular economy and reduce
the need for virgin material and avoid emis-
sions of 2.5 million metric tons of carbon dioxide
equivalent annually. Additionally, this approach
increases employment opportunity by increasing
recycling-related jobs from 3,600 to 11,000.33

BEVERAGE DEPOSIT PROGRAMS

Producer responsibility effectiveness is demon-
strated by recycling refund programs, a policy
supported by 65% of Virginia voters.** Oregon’s
program had an 88.5% bottle recycling rate in
2022. States with these programs have less bever-
age container litter found during cleanups. These
programs are most impactful when they have
strong collection mandates, benchmarks, and
reporting requirements.

Plastic and other harmful litter occur at every
stage of the supply chain and break up into
microplastics, which harm human, ecological,
and economic health.

Current strategies to remove plastic pollution
rely on individuals and do not address the
amount of plastic pollution in Virginia.

Producers should be responsible for taking
into account the lifelong impacts of their prod-
ucts at every stage, from manufacturing to the
post-consumer stage.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Plastic production is increasing globally and in
Virginia. As a result, the state’s waterways are
inundated by single-use plastic pollution, but
“advanced” or “chemical” recycling, also known
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as pyrolysis, gasification, chemical conversion,
and chemical depolymerization are not solutions
to the plastic pollution crisis. These processes use
chemicals and heat to incinerate plastic waste
to create fossil fuels.! They do not reduce the use
of single-use plastics but instead incentivize the
continued use of plastics for plastics-to-fuel man-
ufacturing. The resulting air pollution and haz-
ardous waste put Virginia's communities and
environmental health at risk.

“Chemical recycling” has been introduced as the
answer to plastic pollution by the plastics indus-
try for more than 35 years.? In that time, plastic
production and plastic pollution have drastically
increased, while the plastic industry continues
to look to these failed systems as justification to
increase plastic production. Simply put, “chemi-
cal recycling” burns plastic to create fossil fuel (see
graphic to left). Despite plastic industry lobbying,
these processes are classified as “incineration” by
the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).2
In addition, “chemical recycling” produces more
greenhouse gases and hazardous waste than the
production of virgin plastic,* while also incentiviz-
ing the production of more plastic.

Many of these facilities do not test, record, or
report the environmental impacts of their incin-
eration. Of the three operating facilities in the
US, a 2018 report found that an Oregon facil-
ity released over 49,000 tons of waste styrene, a
highly toxic chemical, into our air.> Pollution dis-
proportionately burdens commmunities of color®”
and, as a result of this environmental injustice,
Black people are three times more likely to die
from exposure to air pollutants than white people.
Seven of the eight “chemical recycling” facilities
in the United States are located in environmen-
tal justice communities;® this, combined with the
fact that these facilities are often out of compli-
ance with EPA hazardous waste regulations? fur-
ther demonstrates that “chemical recycling” is a
false, inequitable solution.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

In 24 states,”© including Virginia, “chemical recy-
cling” facilities are effectively exempt from
important waste regulations required of other
waste industries. This carveout has been given
with false promises from the American Chemis-
try Council, highlighting the “success” of a Tigard,
Oregon polystyrene “chemical recycling” facility.
However, between 2021 and 2023, this facility lost
$4.5 million and the facility closed in early 2024
because it failed to produce a marketable prod-
uct while also generating more than 200 tons of
styrene waste from 2018 to 2022, all of which was
burned off-site."

Likewise, the short history of “chemical recycling”
facilities in Virginia confirms “chemical recycling”
as a false solution in need of a handout to the plas-
tic industry and a burden to taxpayers. Braven
Environmental 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™ after being awarded over $200,000 in
state grantsin 2020."

In March 2025, the National Recycling Coalition
announced that any process using heat or chem-
icals to transform plastic waste into fossil fuels,
fossil fuel additives, substitutes, or waxes does not
meet their “definition of recycling.”™

OPPORTUNITIES

The “chemical recycling” industry has repeat-
edly failed for decades due to issues surrounding
technology scalability, high volumes of hazard-
ous waste production, energy consumption, and

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Jen Cole // Clean Fairfax // Jen@cleanfairfax.org

overall inability to turn a profit. If Virginia is look-
ing to truly tackle the plastic pollution crisis, the
Commonwealth should look towards producer
responsibility and proven solutions that reduce
our reliance on single-use plastic (see Plastic
Pollution, page 33) to protect human health, our
waterways, the ocean, aquatic animals, and the
economy.

State solid waste management policy follows
the hierarchy: source reduction, reuse, recycling,
resource recovery (waste-to-energy), incineration,
and landfilling.”®* This hierarchy should be followed
when discussing “chemical recycling” because it
is considered incineration according to EPA reg-
ulations. Solid waste management should con-
tinue to focus on reducing single-use plastics in
the waste stream and as litter, reusing products
where possible, and if recycling is required, ele-
vating solutions that reduce the amount of virgin
plastics manufactured. Technologies that turn
plastic into fuel are not recycling and should be
excluded from extended producer responsibility
and recycling development programs.

Failed technologies, such as “chemical recy-
cling”, should be robustly evaluated for safety,
proof of scalability, and economic viability before
being allowed in Virginia. Technologies should
be profitable (i.e., not reliant on taxpayer dollars)
and proven to achieve goals that advance Virgin-
ia's quality of life, such as litter reduction, plastic
waste management, and environmental equity.
Taxpayer money (loans, grants, subsidies, etc.)
should not be used to recruit, retain, or support
any private “chemical recycling” businesses.

Chemical recycling and burning plastics is environmentally unsustainable and enables the petro-
chemical industry to increase the production of plastics.

Environmental justice communities are disproportionately impacted by “chemical recycling” facili-
ties, with seven of the eight US facilities that are often out of compliance with EPA hazardous waste
regulations sited in low-income and communities of color.
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HISTORIC PRESERVATION FUND

A National Park Service program that provides financial assistance to State Historic Preservation Of-
fices and underwrites grant programs to support the preservation of historic buildings, sites, districts,
and objects.

HISTORIC REHABILITATION TAX CREDIT (HRTC)

A state tax credit program administered by Department of Historic Resources that incentivizes prop-
erty owners to rehabilitate historic structures.

LAND AND WATER CONSERVATION FUND (LWCF)

A federal program that provides competitive grants to increase public access to and protection for fed-
eral public lands and waters — including national parks, forests, wildlife refuges, and recreation areas.
It also provides matching grants to states and local commmunities for the acquisition and development

of public parks and other outdoor recreation sites.

LAND PRESERVATION TAX CREDIT (LPTC)

A program that encourages voluntary private land conservation by providing tax credits equal to 40%
of the value of donated land or conservation easements. Virginia Department of Conservation and
Recreation is responsible for verifying the conservation value of LPTC donations.

VIRGINIA BATTLEFIELD PRESERVATION FUND (VBPF)
A state-funded competitive grant program run by the Department of Historic Resources to purchase
land or conservation easements on Virginia battlefields from the Revolutionary War, War of 1812, and
Civil War.

VIRGINIA BLACK, INDIGENOUS, AND PEOPLE OF COLOR (BIPOC) HISTORIC PRESERVATION FUND

A state-funded competitive grant program run by the Department of Historic Resources to support
the acquisition, protection, and rehabilitation of historic and archaeological sites of significance for
Virginia's BIPOC communities.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION & RECREATION (DCR)

A state agency within the Natural Resources secretariat tasked with protecting, managing, and
overseeing natural habitat, state parks, open space, and access to the outdoors. Oversees private
dam safety and administers the Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share and Community Flood Prepared-

ness Fund.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF FORESTRY (DOF)

Astate agency within the Natural Resources secretariat tasked with developing and protecting healthy,
sustainable forest resources. It provides technical and financial assistance to landowners and localities

to manage their forests for timber, water quality, or wildlife habitat, and protects forested lands.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF HISTORIC RESOURCES

A state agency within the Natural Resources secretariat tasked with fostering, encouraging, and sup-
porting the stewardship and use of Virginia's significant architectural, archaeological, and historic re-
sources.
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T PROGRAMS & AGENCIES

See full glossary starting on page 155

VIRGINIA GET OUTDOORS FUND

A competitive grant program administered by Virginia Outdoor Foundation that provides funding to
localities and community organizations for projects that increase access to the outdoors in Virginia's
communities, especially those that are underserved. This program is currently suspended due to lack
of funding.

VIRGINIA LAND CONSERVATION FOUNDATION (VLCF)

A state-funded competitive grant program run by DCR to protect farmland, forestland, natural areas,
open space and parks, and areas of historic and cultural importance in Virginia. State agencies, locali-
ties, non-profits, and tribes are eligible to apply for funding.

VIRGINIA OUTDOORS FOUNDATION (VOF)

An entity created and funded by the General Assembly to work with landowners, conservation
organizations, and localities to protect farms, forests, parks, and historic landscapes. VOF is the legal
holder of many conservation easements in Virginia, meaning they are responsible for ensuring the
terms of the easement are adhered to.

VIRGINIA PRESERVATION TRUST FUND (PTF)

A grant program run by Virginia Outdoors Foundation that provides income-based cost-share
assistance grants to landowners placing their land under a conservation easement and provides
competitive matching grants to permanently protect, through acquisition or easement, open space
for farming, forestry, recreation, wildlife, or water quality. These grants prioritize projects that enhance
public access to the outdoors.

VIRGINIA SOLAR MITIGATION PROGRAM

Establishes standards for mitigation when a solar project under 150 MW causes significant impacts to
agricultural and forest lands.

VIRGINIA WORKING LANDS FUND

A state-funded competitive grant program run by the Office of Working Lands Preservation within
the Department of Forestry (DOF) to help landowners place working farm and forest lands under
easement. This program is also known as the Virginia Farmland and Forestland Preservation Fund.

Overlooks of Shenandoah National Park
Photo by Andrew Thomas




WHY IT MATTERS

To conserve land means to permanently protect
it, and any unique features or characteristics it
may have, from being changed by developing
that land for a different use. Land conservation is
the tool used to help ensure working farms and
forests, unique historical sites, and rare habitats
remain part of the landscape rather than being
transformed into housing subdivisions, industrial
warehouses, or highways.

Land conservation is important for protecting
everything that land contributes to our wellbeing
and ways of life: healthy ecosystems that provide
clean water and air, the critical natural resources
thatanchor Virginia's agriculture, tourism, and for-
estry industries, and the natural landscapes that
shape our history, define where we live, play, and
work, and draw countless visitors to experience
Virginia's beauty.

HOW LAND CONSERVATION WORKS

Imagine a sandwich where each layer of the
sandwich represents a different right associated
with owning a particular parcel of land. Examples
include the right to control access, withdraw water,
mine for minerals,and develop the land by adding
roads and buildings.

Land conservation permanently protects the land
by removing the right to development from this
sandwich. This ensures the important character-
istics of that land, such as high-quality farmland,
habitat for rare plants or animals, or an important
piece of history, are permanently protected for
future generations.

Conservation easements are the most common
tool to protect land. Easements are legally binding
and enforceable agreements that amend the title
of a piece of land to remove the right to develop-
ment, even if the land is later sold to a different
owner. Landowners interested in conserving their
land work with a private conservation nonprofit
or public agency to sell or donate a conservation
easement. Landowners receive financial bene-
fits from sale proceeds or through decreased tax
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bills. The organization they work with then “holds”
the easement and is responsible for enforcing the
terms of this legal agreement in perpetuity. Land
in conservation easements typically remains pri-
vately owned.

Fee acquisitions are when the landowner donates
orsellstheirland and all associated rights to a con-
servation organization or public agency (i.e., the
whole sandwich!). Sometimes state agencies part-
ner with nonprofits, which can move more nimbly,
to acquire land.

Both conservation easements and fee acquisitions
are only completed voluntarily and with willing
landowners. Both of these tools help compensate
landowners for their development rights and the
future income they forgo by keeping land unde-
veloped.

HOW LAND CONSERVATION IS FUNDED

Few conservation projects are accomplished with-
out multiple funding sources. Examples include:

- Federal and state grants, which are often paired
to meet requirements for matching funds

- Appropriated state and local public funding for
specific projects or a conservation fund

- Grants and donations from foundations and pri-
vate individuals

- Tax incentives such as Virginia’'s highly success-
ful Land Preservation Tax Credit

Having multiple sources of funding, all with their
own requirements and deadlines, makes consis-
tent public funding essential to effectively leverage
funding and complete projects efficiently. Fund-
ing unpredictability creates uncertainty and delays
for landowners and often leads to projects being
lost to development or other non-conservation
purposes.

KEY FUNDING SOURCES IN VIRGINIA

The Virginia Land Conservation Foundation
(VLCF) is a state-funded competitive grant pro-
gram run by the Department of Conservation and
Recreation (DCR) to purchase land and conserva-
tion easements for the benefit of the public. Non-

profit land trusts and localities are eligible for 50%
matching grants, while state agencies do not have
a matching requirement.

DCR provides staffand administrative support. An
interagency task force reviews and recommends
grant applications to the Virginia Land Conser-
vation Foundation Board of Trustees, who are
appointed by the Governor. The criteria for award-
ing grants are reviewed and updated annually to
ensure alignment with the best available data and
any updates to relevant statewide plans.

VLCF routinely receives grant applications for twice
the available funding. To date, it has awarded funds
for over 380 projects preserving over 167,900 acres
with state funds totaling about $137 million. Those
funds have leveraged more than $400 million in
funding from other sources!

A quarter of VLCF's annual appropriation goes to
the Preservation Trust Fund (PTF), a grant pro-
gram operated by the Virginia Outdoors Founda-
tion (VOF). PTF provides funding to

- Help private landowners afford the transaction
costs to place their land in easements

- Protect new or expanded public access to open
space, such as parks, trails, and outdoor class-
rooms

VIRGINIA'S LAND CONSERVATION PROGRAMS

Virginia Land Conservation Foundation

Battle-

fields Cultural
N N
Preservation Trust Fund Working Lands Fund
Battlefield Preservation Fund BIPOC Historic Preservation Fund

Historic &

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Chesapeake Conservancy // areese@chesapeakeconservancy.org
ards // The Conservation Fund // hrichards@conservationfund.org
Ruiz-Ramon // The Nature Conservancy // m.ruiz-ramon@tnc.org

Ken Wright // Potomac Conservancy // wright@potomac.org

- Protect land through acquisitions or easements
of high importance for farming, forestry, recre-
ation, public access, wildlife, or water quality

Several small state-funded grant programs pro-
vide additional funds to help protect specific types
of land. These include the Virginia Battlefields
Preservation Fund, the BIPOC Historic Preserva-
tion Fund, and the Working Lands Fund.

OPPORTUNITIES

These land conservation programs have a proven
track record of success, but their impact has been
hampered by inconsistent and insufficient fund-
ing in the state budget. Right now, Virginia is
missing out on key land conservation opportuni-
ties because there isn't enough funding to make
grants to fund every worthy application, nor fully
fund every request, leading to scaled-down proj-
ects and prolonged timelines.

While many Virginia landowners are strongly con-
servation-minded, few can afford to wait 3 or more
years for all the funding pieces to come together.
Addressing these funding issues would help meet
the demonstrated demand from landowners and
ensure the lands that support our physical, mental,
and economic well-being are safeguarded for
future generations.

Land conservation is necessary to protect
critical natural and historic resources that
benefit all Virginians.

Conservation easements and fee acqui-
sition are the two most common tools to
permanently protect land from develop-
ment, and both tools need public funding
to incentivize landowners to participate.

Funding unpredictability creates uncer-
tainty and delays for landowners and often
leads to projects being lost to develop-
ment or other non-conservation purposes.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Working farms and forests provide food, fiber,
and wood products, scenic viewsheds, and out-
door recreation opportunities that support the
Commonwealth’s three largest industries - agri-
culture, tourism, and forestry.! Agriculture and
forestry together have a total economic impact of
over $105 billion and provide more than 490,000
jobs in the Commonwealth.? They support a con-
stellation of businesses like suppliers, proces-
sors, manufacturers, retailers, and transportation
and storage. Every job in agriculture and forestry
supports 1.6 jobs elsewhere in Virginia's econ-
omy. When the employment and value-added
impact of agriculture and forestry are considered
together, they make up 9.3 percent of the state's
total gross domestic product.®

Farms and forests can also provide critical bene-
fits to people and nature, like clean water, carbon
sequestration, mitigating flood risks by absorbing
and slowing water, sustaining wildlife and pollina-
tors, and maintaining treasured open space, his-
tory, and heritage for many rural commmunities.

Working with willing private landowners to pro-
tect farms and forests from development keeps
productive agricultural soils and high-quality
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forest land in production and helps keep rural
communities strong. In the near term, compen-
sating landowners for conserving their farms and
forests allows them to reinvest funds into their
businesses and implement long-term land and
water stewardship practices and improvements.
Retaining working lands in production is also a
key step toward enabling land transition to the
next generation of producers and addressing
historic racial, generational, and economic dis-
parities in land access by ensuring the continued
availability and affordability of high-quality land.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Between 2012 and 2022, more than 7,000 Virginia
farms comprising over 992,000 acres of farmland
were converted to other, non-agricultural uses in
Virginia.* Similarly, between 2001 and 2024, Vir-
ginia’s forest canopy declined by approximately
19%.° The accelerating loss of farms and forests is
negatively impacting Virginia’s agricultural and
forest product industries, which hurts rural com-
munities and jobs, and hinders our ability to adapt
to climate change.®

State agencies, nonprofit conservation organiza-
tions, and conservation-minded landowners are
working hard together to combat this staggering
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loss by permanently protecting farms and forests.

State-funded programs like Virginia Land Con-
servation Foundation (VLCF) grants (see Land
Conservation Funding, pg 41) and local initiatives
like Purchase of Development Rights (PDR),
which help landowners place their land under a
conservation easement, are successfully protect-
ing highly productive and locally important farms
and forests. The Virginia Department of For-
estry (DOF) has protected 90,704 acres of work-
ing forest lands and 455 miles of watercourses
throughout the state.” Virginia Outdoors Foun-
dation data shows that state, local, and nonprofit
land conservation efforts have conserved a total
of 651,287 acres of land with prime and significant
soils.

Demand from landowners for help protecting
their land has outstripped available technical
assistance and funding through programs like
local PDR programs, VLCF, the Land Preservation
Tax Credit, and the Working Lands Fund. Progress
protecting Virginia's working lands has slowed
because funding limitations introduce uncer-
tainty about whether, when, and how much of
a property can be protected. Landowners need
certainty when making decisions that impact the
future of their homes and livelihoods.

OPPORTUNITIES

Protecting Virginia's working lands requires full
and consistent funding for key state-funded con-
servation programs. This provides consistency
that makes conservation more financially feasi-
ble for landowners and enables nonprofit land
trusts to better leverage additional funding by
using state dollars as a match. For example, many
nonprofit land trusts use VLCF to leverage federal
funding available through the Natural Resources
Conservation Service (NRCS) programs such as
the Agricultural Land Easement (ACEP-ALE) pro-
gram and the Regional Conservation Partnership
Program (RCPP).

DOF's Office of Working Lands, which operates
the Working Lands Fund, also needs investment

POINTS OF CONTACT:

/
ik // Shenandoah Valley Conservancy // peter@shenandoah.org
catell // Chesapeake Conservancy // andylacatell@gmail.com
-Ramon // The Nature Conservancy // m.ruiz-ramon@tnc.org

ate // Shenandoah Alliance // ktate@shenandoahalliance.org
/
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in additional staff capacity to meet its full poten-
tial. It currently does not have enough staff to
successfully administer Virginia's new Solar Miti-
gation Program, meet existing demand for tech-
nical assistance and expertise, and engage in
outreach and education to accelerate conserva-
tion of threatened working lands.

Nonprofit land trusts are already key partners in
protecting farms and forests, but changes to state
conservation programs could help them acceler-
ate the pace of conservation. State law currently
limits experienced accredited nonprofit land
trusts to the role of co-holders of conservation
easements that are purchased with state funding.
This creates an unnecessary burden that hinders
land conservation. Removing the VLCF require-
ment that accredited land trusts must have a
co-holder can reduce administrative barriers and
accelerate the pace of farmland and forest con-
servation to counter the current scale and pace of
loss.

VLCF and the Virginia Working Lands Fund
need annual dedicated funding, at $30 million
and $5 million, respectively, to provide consis-
tency for landowners and enable land trusts to
leverage additional funding sources.

The Office of Working Lands Preservation
needs additional staff capacity and sufficient
funding at $500,000 per year to administer
the new solar mitigation program and meet
landowner demand for help protecting their
working lands.

Removing state co-holding requirements for
easements funded by VLCF will increase the
rate of working farm and forest conservation
in Virginia.
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PROTECTING HISTORIC & CULTURAL RESOURCES

LAND CONSERVATION

WHY IT MATTERS

Virginia is home to a remarkable array of historic
and cultural landmarks that span American his-
tory, from Indigenous capitals like Werowoco-
moco, to Revolutionary and Civil War battlefields,
to Rosenwald schools and Civil Rights landmarks.
While preservation efforts have made progress,
many sites remain at risk from unchecked devel-
opment, rising seas and flooding, and deferred
maintenance. As population growth continues
and development, such as data centers, accel-
erates, historic resources face mounting threats,
including destruction due to rising land values.
Sites of significance to Virginia's Black, Indige-
nous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities
are particularly vulnerable, having long been
underrepresented in preservation priorities.

The upcoming 250th anniversary of American
independence represents a moment of national
reflection and an unparalleled opportunity for
Virginia to lead in honoring the complex and lay-
ered stories that define our shared past. Heritage
tourism generates more than $7 billion each year
in Virginia, with a goal of increasing this impact
during the commemoration. By investing in pres-

ervation now, we can ensure that future gen-
erations inherit a more inclusive and complete
understanding of the people and events that
shaped both Virginia and the nation.

PROGRAMS & OPPORTUNITIES

Impending cuts to funding programs at the
federal level will inevitably impact the Com-
monwealth's budget in the coming years. The
Department of Historic Resources (DHR) receives
17% of its budget from the National Park Service
Historic Preservation Fund, which is in jeopardy
of being severely reduced in the federal govern-
ment's FY26 budget. Virginia will need to take
action to protect existing programs and backfill
for the decrease in federal funding.

HISTORIC REHABILITATION TAX CREDIT (HRTC)

The HRTC has revitalized thousands of properties
statewide by incentivizing the rehabilitation of
older buildings by individuals and organizations.
It generated $6.8 billion in private investment
between 1997 and 2020, benefiting communi-
ties large and small. Currently, property owners
can claim 20% of eligible rehabilitation costs, and
credits can be carried forward up to 10 years.

US Army Old Guard march in the Yorktown Fourth of July Parade.

Ninner of “historic &
ennagBehel™

tural Resources” photo contest category
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Will Glasco // Preservation Virginia // wglasco@preservationvirginia.org

This tax credit delivers economic, environmental,
and community benefits. Any move to restrict the
program with an overall cap would undermine its
effectiveness and limit access for smaller-scale
users.

VIRGINIA LAND CONSERVATION FUND (VLCF)

Currently funded at $16 million annually, VLCF
has a strong track record but struggles to keep
pace with escalating prices. Increasing its allo-
cation to $30 million annually would enhance its
ability to safeguard priority properties across the
Commonwealth.

LAND PRESERVATION TAX CREDIT

This program enables eligible landowners to
receive an income tax credit up to 40% of the
value of their donated land or conservation ease-
ment, up to $20,000 a year, and carry the credit
over for up to 10 years (see Land Conservation
Funding, page 41).

VIRGINIA BATTLEFIELD PRESERVATION FUND (VBPF)

VBPF preserves battlefield land from the Amer-
ican Revolution and Civil War, including sites
associated with the Medal of Honor. Funded at
$5 million annually, it successfully attracts signifi-
cant federal and private matching funds, yielding
a 6:1return on state dollars. More than 11,000 acres
have been protected through the program.

BLACK, INDIGENOUS, AND PEOPLE OF COLOR (BIPOC) FUND

The Virginia BIPOC Historic Preservation Fund
is a newer program designed to address gaps in
preservation by supporting underrepresented

historic sites and stories. It plays a critical role in
broadening public understanding of Virginia's
diverse heritage. In its Spring 2025 grant round,
DHR received 58 applications totaling $28 million
in requests, demonstrating the tremendous need
for the preservation of historic sites of color.

Sustained and increased funding is essential
for this program to fulfill its mission of expand-
ing access and elevating historically overlooked
places. Early grant rounds have shown strong
interest, confirming the need for at least $1 mil-
lion in additional funding annually. DHR pro-
vides technical assistance to local organizations,
enabling groups to apply who previously had not
benefited from such a process.

SEMIQUINCENTENNIAL FUNDING

In anticipation of the quickly approaching 250th
anniversary (semiquincentennial) of the Decla-
ration of Independence, Governor Youngkin and
the General Assembly established the Virginia
250 Preservation Fund during the 2024-2026
biennial budget process. The first grants were
awarded early in 2025, totalling $20 million to 35
projects. DHR received 166 full applications total-
ing $95 million, demonstrating the clear enthusi-
asm for this funding source.

The $20 million set aside for 250th anniversary
preparations is a strong start, but continued sup-
port will be needed. These funds will support
preservation, interpretation, and infrastructure
improvements that deepen public engagement
with our shared heritage.

TOP TAKEAWAYS

Federal funding cuts will likely create budget shortfalls and staffing concerns for the Department of

Historic Resources.

As the semiquincentennial quickly approaches, funding to support the preservation and restoration
of Virginia's historic sites is needed more than ever before. Strong and continued funding for the land
preservation grant programs ensures funding can keep up with rising property values.

Historic Rehabilitation Tax Credits have a significant track record of success and should not be

capped.
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INVESTING IN ACCESSIBLE PUBLIC LANDS

LAND CONSERVATION

WHY IT MATTERS

A majority of Virginians agree that access to out-
door recreation is very important, and they turn
to the outdoors as a place for exercise, experienc-
ing nature, stress reduction, and socializing with
family and friends.'Virginians and visitors alike are
fortunate to have access to a wide range of public
lands across the state, from small local parks to
large national forests.

Public lands play many vital roles in Virginia:

- Safeguarding clean water and air by protecting
the headwaters for many of our major rivers
and key carbon sinks like forests, wetlands, and
marshes
Protecting habitat for game species, rare
plants, and animals
Providing access to the outdoors for people to
relax, recreate, and connect with each other
and nature
Forming the backbone of a growing $13.4 bil-
lion outdoor recreation economic sector?

The purpose of public lands is to maximize public
benefit and protect and steward best-in-class
landscapes for future generations. Over 75% of
land in Virginia is privately owned, which makes
public lands key to ensuring that everyone can
access and enjoy the outdoors.®4°> Lack of equita-
ble access to quality parks and green spaces poses
a threat to mental and physical health outcomes
in low-wealth urban communities and rural coun-

ties.>¢ Enhancing access may include establishing
public lands where there are few or none, expand-
ing public lands in high-demand areas, and
establishing infrastructure and programming to
address physical or language access barriers.

Public lands also enable conservation of critical
landscapes, ecosystems, and animal migration.
They support economies of scale for environmen-
tal monitoring, research, and restoration activi-
ties. Natural resources agencies, which manage
our public lands, are a trusted repository of best
practices for land management and conservation
based on decades of science and experience.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

State parks are among the most recognized and
popular types of public land in Virginia. State park
operations are funded through agency operat-
ing budgets and partially offset by revenues from
visitor spending. In 2024, Virginia State Parks
generated an estimated $382.3 million in total
economic impact and $12.29, on average, for every
$1 of general tax revenue spent.’Maintenance and
management investments are essential for deter-
mining whether parks and other public lands live
up to their full environmental, experiential, and
economic potential.

Compared to other states, Virginia historically
ranks near the bottom of state park system spend-
ing per capita.tOur state park system faces a $388
million maintenance backlog stemming from

——— % o T v ——— -— - ——

Father with sons at sunset-Shenandoah National Park

e PN OOARY-Patti Black

—— . n—

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Kyle Hart // National Parks Conservation Association // khart@npca.org
Mikaela Ruiz-Ramon // The Nature Conservancy // m.ruizcamon@tnc.org
Michelle Schopp // Virginia Association for Parks // michelle.m.schopp@gmail.com

inconsistent and insufficient funding over the
past two decades, understaffing within the Parks
Resources Division, and a lengthy state-man-
dated process to complete capital projects that
leads to higher costs and public frustration.®

Foregoing routine maintenance to deal with crit-
ical repair issues has compounded a “budgeting
by emergency” situation. Leaving repairs unat-
tended until an emergency is highly cost-ineffec-
tive due to increases in the scale of needed repairs
and increases in material and construction costs
over time due to inflation. The large maintenance
backlog also constrains the Department of Con-
servation & Recreation (DCR)’s ability to invest in
improving and expanding existing parks to meet
visitor demand and fully developing new parks in
the system, like Clinch River and Culpeper Bat-
tlefields. Other public lands in Virginia face sim-
ilar challenges in securing funding to maintain
and update parking lots, signage, and other basic
amenities that make public lands more accessi-
ble and visitor-friendly.

Much uncertainty exists in 2025 around the own-
ership and management of many federal public
lands. Current efforts to slash federal budgets and
staff and divest federal lands threaten Virginia's
outdoor recreation economy and our long-stand-
ing collaborative relationship with federal agen-
cies.Virginia does not have the capacity toassume
ownership or management of these lands.

OPPORTUNITIES

Virginia's natural resources agencies and pro-
grams need increased and dedicated funding to
address public lands’ maintenance backlogs and
unlocktheir full potential to support local commu-
nities through outdoor recreation opportunities
and related tourism. Funding is needed for both
repairs and staff to successfully address this prob-
lem and prevent it from recurring in the future.
DCR has taken steps to update its infrastructure
management system to support better project
prioritization and is prepared to move quickly to
address its maintenance backlog.

Dedicated funding will also enable agencies
to respond to unique opportunities when they
arise to acquire unique and strategic lands that
enhance the existing public lands system. This
could include increasing access to public lands in
underserved or high-demand parts of the state,
enhancing connectivity between protected lands,
or creating larger buffers from development
around important natural resources. The recent
opportunity for Virginia to acquire Oak Hill, the
home of former president James Monroe, for the
state park system and provide increased public
lands access for residents in Northern and Central
Virginia is a prime example of how conservation
is currently hampered by the lack of consistent
funding.

Dedicated funding will help agencies make
public lands more accessible and appealing to vis-
itors by ensuring they meet user needs. All Virgin-
ians should feel welcome in parks, regardless of
language, ethnicity, socioeconomic background,
or physical and mental abilities. DCR has piloted
initiatives like all-terrain wheelchairs, telescopes
for colorblind users, and multilingual signage and
programming that can be used at other parks.

TOP TAKEAWAYS

Public lands help keep Virginians healthy, pro-
vide environmental benefits like clean water,
support the growing outdoor recreation
industry and jobs, and protect critical natural
resources for future generations.

The growing state parks maintenance back-
log has led to an inefficient and costly “bud-
geting by emergency” system that limits the
system'’s potential to meet visitor demand
and generate revenue.

Dedicated funding will enable Virginia's
public lands and natural resource agencies to
invest in staff, maintenance, operations, and
land acquisitions to make them accessible,
inclusive, and desirable destinations.
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ACCESS TO THE OUTDOORS
LAND CONSERVATION

WHY IT MATTERS

In 1948, African American lawyer Maceo Conrad
Martin attempted to enter Staunton River State
Park. Mr. Martin was refused entry, as he suspected
he would be. He then filed suit against the Virginia
Conservation Commission. Following the infa-
mous “Separate but Equal” doctrine 50 years prior,
the Board of Conservation and Development ruled
that the Commission provide “comparable facili-
ties for the Negroes,” leading the Commonwealth
to open Prince Edward State Park for Negroes.
Prince Edward was the only parkin Virginia acces-
sible to Black folks until the passage of the Civil
Rights Act. Resistance to integration mounted to
the point where the Board of Conservation consid-
ered closing the park system altogether!

Access to the outdoors is strongly linked to
improved mental and physical health outcomes,
especially for children and the elderly. Spending
time outside improves cognitive and emotional
well-being, reduces anxiety and depression, and
fosters a deeper appreciation for nature. Many
communities also use outdoor spaces to build and
sustain community through gatherings like family
picnics, outdoor exercise classes, live music, volun-
teer groups, and hobby groups like bird watchers
or cycling clubs.?*

All Virginians should have access to the outdoors
and its benefits regardless of race, physical abili-
ties, or income. Yet, historic patterns of inequita-
ble public access to green space persist in both
urban and rural areas, particularly in areas that are
traditionally communities of color. Many of these
same communities are also the onesthat bear the
brunt of environmental impacts from pollution
and the effects of climate change.* James Bald-
win said, “History is not the past. It is the present.
We carry our history with us.” The Commonwealth,
localities, and the conservation community have
taken steps to address the legacy of exclusion from
nature; however, many of the programs tasked
with addressing this legacy remain underfunded.
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CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Public access to the outdoors is an issue across
geographic areas, although it may manifest in dif-
ferent ways. Rural areas are defined by vast open
spaces; however, many substantial tracts of land
are privately held or inaccessible to the public,
leading to a landscape marked by no-trespassing
signs.°This makes it hard for non-landowning resi-
dents and visitors to access the outdoors, whether
fishing in a river or stream or hiking or hunting in
the woods. State and federal-owned public lands
like parks, wildlife management areas, and public
boat launches help address this need, but there
are still significant geographic gaps. In addition,
many need additional investment in infrastruc-
ture and programming to make them feel like
safe and welcoming spaces for all Virginians.

Urban areas, particularly those resulting from
rapid development and sprawl, also present
access issues due to a lack of greenspace within
safe walking distance of neighborhoods. In Rich-
mond, 81% of residents are estimated to live within
a 10-minute walk of a park, but in Portsmouth,
only 50% do, and in Abingdon, only 28%.% In many
instances, this lack of access is due to historic dis-
criminatory practices like redlining, dividing of
communities with major roadways, lack of invest-
ment in public or active transportation infrastruc-
ture, and even forced migration of communities
to areas further from natural areas.®

Local governments are the main entity respon-
sible for acquiring, developing, and maintaining
green space for residents. They often lack the
capacity and resources to meet access needs, and
are limited in how much money they can gener-
ate through funding mechanisms like proffers
and impact fees. Localities in the Greater Rich-
mond Region are notably excluded in Virginia
Code from funding the creation of parks, outdoor
space, and related facilities through the use of
impact fees.”

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Parker Agelasto // Capital Region Land Conservancy // parker@capitalregionland.org
Nathan Burrell / Groundwork RVA // nathan@groundworkrva.org

Justin Doyle // James River Association // jdoyle@thejamesriver.org

Ken Wright // Potomac Conservancy // wright@potomac.org

OPPORTUNITIES

Addressing current and historic inequities in
access to the outdoors requires a multifaceted
and multi-level approach shared by state and
local government and community partners. The
Virginia Land Conservation Foundation (VLCF)
grant program is a key vehicle for establishing
and expanding new open space (see Land Con-
servation Funding, page 41). Increased and ded-
icated funding for VLCF would increase funding
for localities to increase the quantity and quality
of open space available to residents.

Until last year, the Virginia Outdoors Founda-
tion also ran the Get Outdoors Fund (GOF). GOF
provided flexible, competitive grant funding for
projects that address barriers to accessing the
outdoors, including diverse approaches such as
building ADA accessible trails, developing multi-
lingual materials to address information barriers,
creating outdoor camps and programming for
children, and providing transportation to outdoor
spaces. Despite high demand and impact, this
program was indefinitely suspended due to a lack
of funding.

Increasing youth access to the outdoors is espe-
cially beneficial for developing curiosity, confi-
dence, problem-solving, and appreciation for
nature. The Virginia State Parks Youth Conser-

Percival's Island Walk at Bridge Crossing
Photo by Matt Maiste
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vation Corps program is a two-week, residen-
tial program consisting of work projects during
weekdays and environmental education and
adventure opportunities on weeknights and
weekends.® Many community-based organiza-
tions have also stepped into the gap to provide
outdoor experiences for Virginians with physical
and learning needs, from low-wealth communi-
ties, and non-English speakers. The outdoors can
and should be for everybody, but not all Virgin-
ians have access to the outdoor spaces, facilities,
and information that make it possible for them to
safely and comfortably get outside

TOP TAKEAWAYS

Access to the outdoors is strongly linked to
improved mental and physical health out-
comes. The outdoors can build and sustain
communities.

Systemic efforts to exclude groups from the
outdoors based on racial, economic, and phys-
ical barriers still impact how Virginians interact
with the outdoors.

The Get Outdoors Fund was a successful pro-
gram, but is indefinitely paused due to lack of
funding.




ATLANTIC STATES MARINE FISHERIES COMMISSION (ASMFC)

Commission that coordinates and manages fishery resources including marine (saltwater) fish,
shellfish, and anadromous fish along the Atlantic coast of the United States.

AQUATIC WILDLIFE CONSERVATION CENTER (AWCC)

Actively recovers Virginia's freshwater mussels under the Virginia Department of Wildlife Resources.

U.S. FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE (USFWS)

Federal agency with the primary responsibility of conservation and management of fish, wildlife,
plants, and their habitats for the US population.

URBAN FORESTRY PROGRAM

A federal program dedicated to supporting the planting, protection, maintenance, and utilization of
trees and forests in urban and community settings.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF CONSERVATION & RECREATION (DCR)
A state agency within the Natural Resources secretariat tasked with protecting, managing, and
overseeing natural habitat, state parks, open space, and access to the outdoors. Oversees private
dam safety and administers the Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share and Community Flood Preparedness
Fund.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL QUALITY (DEQ)

State agency responsible for administering laws and regulations related to air quality, water quality,
water supply, renewable energy, and land protection. DEQ issues permits, conducts monitoring, per-
forms inspections, and enforces environmental law.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF FORESTRY

A state agency within the Natural Resources secretariat tasked with developing and protecting
healthy, sustainable forest resources. It provides technical and financial assistance to landowners
and localities to manage their forests for timber, water quality, or wildlife habitat, and protects
forested lands.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORTATION (VDOT)

State agency responsible for building, maintaining, and operating the state's roads, bridges, and
tunnels.

VIRGINIA DEPARTMENT OF WILDLIFE RESOURCES (DWR)

Agency responsible for the management of inland fisheries, wildlife, and recreational boating for the
Commonwealth of Virginia.

VIRGINIA INSTITUTE OF MARINE SCIENCE (VIMS)

A marine research and education center that operates as a branch of the College of William and
Mary. VIMS has a legal mandate to provide research, education, and advisory services to government,
citizens, and industry.

VIRGINIA INVASIVE SPECIES MANAGEMENT PLAN (VISMP)

Provides an overview of invasive species that threaten Virginia's natural and agricultural resources,
state agency responsibilities, and goals shared by the many stakeholders who are part of the Virginia
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OGRAMS & AGENCIES

~ See full glossary starting on page 155

Invasive Species Working Group.

VIRGINIA MARINE RESOURCES COMMISSION (VMRC)

State agency in charge of overseeing Virginia’'s marine and aquatic resources, and its tidal waters
and homelands. One of the primary functions of VMRC is to zone water areas for recreation, oyster
and clamming grounds, and commercial/recreational fishing.

VIRGINIA TREES FOR CLEAN WATER GRANT PROGRAM

Funds tree-planting and tree giveaways to reestablish lost canopy, improve water quality, and educate
communities.

WILDLIFE CORRIDOR ACTION PLAN (WCAP)

Plan to identify and protect wildlife corridors in Virginia, helping both people and wildlife move more
safely.

Eastern Screech Owl on Percival's Island-Madison Heights, VA
Photo by Matt Maiste
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WHY IT MATTERS

From the Appalachians and Blue Ridge to the
Piedmont and Coastal Plain, Virginia sits at the
crossroads of East Coast ecosystems, climate
migration corridors, and human development.
Black bears, bobcats, wood turtles, and brook
trout are among the many species that rely on
safe road and stream passage across the state
to feed, breed, and adapt to changing habitats.
With the third-largest state-maintained high-
way system in the U.S., Virginia's 70,000+ miles
of roads fragment Virginia's landscapes, restrict
wildlife movement, isolate populations, and cause
frequent wildlife-vehicle collisions!

Wwildlife crossings, or under/overpasses that facil-
itate safe animal passage, can improve public
safety by significantly reducing collisions. After
installing crossings, wildlife-vehicle collisions
dropped by over 80% in Banff, Canada, and over
90% in Washington, Colorado, and Nevada.?® A
Central Virginia study found a 96% reduction after
adding fencing to funnel wildlife through two
existing underpass crossings.* These solutions
save lives, lower public and state costs associated
with collisions and wildlife population declines,
and reconnect vital habitats.

Virginia has ample opportunities to retrofit
existing underpasses with directional fencing, a
cost-effective strategy that studies have shown
can pay for itself in less than two years.® Fenc-

Resilience Priority

“ 1: Main

“ 2. Alternate

O, 3 Immediate Buffer
4. Additional Buffer

ing paired with underpasses designed to more
closely resemble a natural streambed offers even
greater returns for ecological function and boosts
our infrastructure's resilience to floods. These
nature-based solutions, such as upsized culverts
and underpasses, reduce maintenance needs
and are less likely to fail during extreme precipi-
tation events than outdated structures that are
easily blocked by debris.®

In a time when federal funding and policy are in
flux, habitat connectivity must become a prior-
ity across local, regional, and state planning, with
nature-based infrastructure treated as the norm,
rather than the exception.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Virginia is making progress toward integrating
habitat connectivity into planning frameworks.
In 2023, the Wildlife Corridor Action Plan (WCAP)
identified Wildlife Biodiversity Resilience Cor-
ridors across the state. These are priority land-
scapes where restoring habitat connectivity will
effectively support species movement and long-
term ecosystem resilience in a changing climate.
The Virginia Land Conservation Foundation now
awards higher scores to conservation projects
located in these Wildlife Biodiversity Resilience
Corridors,and in 2025, the legislature also recently
allocated $450,000 in the state budget for pri-
ority wildlife crossing projects identified in the
WCAP. While climate adaptation and resilience

Wildlife Biodiversity Resilience
Corridors for 2023 Wildlife
Corridor Action Plan

Map by Virginia Department of
Wildlife Resources
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are increasingly encouraged in transportation
planning, wildlife-friendly infrastructure is still
not required. As a result, most projects continue
to use conventional designs that do not support
wildlife movement.

These steps are promising, but without sustained
funding, agencies, Tribes, and localities face
inconsistent and inequitable access to connec-
tivity resources. When funds are limited, smaller,
underinvested communities are left without sup-
port for crossing planning, implementation, or
maintenance. Even in areas with high wildlife-ve-
hicle collision or flood risks, limited capacity and
low awareness of the long-term cost savings of
wildlife crossings can stall progress.

Another major barrier to connectivity project
implementation is Virginia's lack of consistent,
statewide data on wildlife-vehicle collisions.
While some Virginia Department of Transpor-
tation (VDOT) districts track where animals are
struck and what species are involved, there is no
required system in place across the state. This
data gap makes it difficult to identify where wild-
life crossings are most needed, build support for
projects, and compete for federal, state, and pri-
vate funding.

Virginia has the initial tools, public support, and
agency collaboration in place to move from plan-
ning to implementing wildlife crossings. However,
safe wildlife passage and permanent funding
must be prioritized for long-term change, espe-
cially for communities mostimpacted by flooding,
wildlife-vehicle collisions, habitat fragmentation,
and historic underinvestment.

OPPORTUNITIES

Virginia has a promising opportunity to estab-
lish a Wildlife Corridor Grant Fund, supported by
voluntary donations, grants, and potentially sup-
plemented by state appropriations. This would
empower agencies, Tribes, and localities with the
funds needed to build wildlife crossings without
relying on limited state infrastructure budgets.
Importantly, the fund would be guided by clear

POINTS OF CONTACT:

isty Boos // Wildlands Network // misty@wildlandsnetwork.org
/ Shenandoah Valley Conservancy // rosemary@shenandoah.org
alandra Waters Lake // Wild Virginia // calandra@wildvirginia.org
Ison // Environment Virginia // ewilson@environmentvirginia.org

criteria to ensure resources are directed where
they are needed most, including prioritizing
projects within identified Wildlife Biodiversity
Resilience Corridors, high flood-risk areas, and
underserved communities.

At the same time, strategic investment in data
collection is essential to identify priority areas for
wildlife-vehicle conflict mitigation. A pilot carcass
removal app is currently used in select areas, but
VDOT contractors could utilize it statewide to
ensure agencies have the information they need
to place crossings in the best possible locations.
A modest investment of $50,000 would enable a
statewide rollout of the app, costs that could be
supported through the Wildlife Corridor Grant
Fund.

Finally, training for VDOT staff on the importance
of habitat connectivity would strengthen support
and implementation of wildlife-safe passage and
broaden awareness of the long-term cost benefits
of wildlife crossings. Together, sustainable fund-
ing, training, and comprehensive data collection
can lay the groundwork for agencies, especially
VDOT, to adopt policies that include connectivity
in all state infrastructure planning efforts.

Wildlife crossings are a proven, cost-effective
solution that reconnects fragmented habi-
tats, reduces collisions, and strengthens both
ecological and community resilience across
Virginia’'s increasingly developed landscapes.

Incorporating terrestrial and aquatic connec-
tivity training into state agency professional
development programs and requiring better
data collection will help identify priority areas
for wildlife crossings and target investments
where they will have the greatest impact.

A Wildlife Corridor Grant Fund with clear dis-
tribution criteria will provide resources and
incentives to advance connectivity statewide.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Healthy, productive fisheries are of critical eco-
nomic, ecological, and recreational importance
to communities throughout the Commmonwealth.
Fisheries support a wide range of livelihoods-
from commercial harvesters and seafood proces-
sors to charter boat operators and local tourism
and outdoor recreation businesses. Beyond their
economic value, these fisheries are woven into
Virginia’'s cultural fabric, offering generations of
residents the opportunity to fish, connect with
nature, and preserve long-standing traditions.

However, many of Virginia's most iconic migra-
tory fish species are in a state of alarming decline!
Populations of American shad, river herring, and
Atlantic sturgeon have all dropped to historically
low levels, and striped bass remain overfished and
will struggle to rebound due to years of historically
low spawning success. There isn't a more illustra-
tive example than that of the James River, where,
for the last 5 years, American shad have been at
0% of their management goal through popu-
lation assessments completed by the Virginia
Institute of Marine Science (VIMS).? Once-abun-
dant in Virginia's rivers and estuaries, today these
species face habitat degradation, water quality
issues, bycatch, overfishing, and climate change.
Atlantic menhaden, a keystone forage species
that is critical to the marine food web, has been
at the center of management debates, reflecting
broader concerns about the sustainability of our
marine ecosystems and the concentrated indus-
trial menhaden reduction fishery in Virginia.

Blue crabs, another culturally and economically
significant species of Virginia's fisheries, are also
experiencing declines. According to the Virginia
Marine Resources Commission (VMRC), the com-
mercial harvest was 18.6 million pounds valued at
$41.5 million3

Protecting and restoring these populations is not
only a biological imperative but also a matter of
preserving the Commonwealth’s heritage and
economic resilience. Investing in peer-reviewed
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and science-based management, habitat resto-
ration, and conservation partnerships is essential
to ensuring that Virginia's fisheries remain a vital
resource for future generations.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Fisheries management regulations aim to bal-
ance ecological sustainability with economic and
recreational interests. For migratory fish species,
the VMRC and the Atlantic States Marine Fisher-
ies Commission (ASMFC) oversee these declining
populations with support from the Department
of Wildlife Resources (DWR). American shad and
river herring have been under statewide fishing
moratoriums for decades, while the striped bass
fishery has been under emergency management
measures for over two years.*

Despite these restrictions, American shad, and
to a similar extent, river herring, have shown little
response to stocking or the moratoriums. In 2023,
VIMS published a recovery plan for American shad
in the James River, highlighting regulatory blind
spots and calling for further study to support this
species. Only one of the 20 action items identified
in the plan has received funding.

A single industrial reduction facility dominates
coastwide menhaden harvests and is allowed
to operate within Virginia waters. This fishery
removes immense volumes of menhaden fromin
and around the Chesapeake Bay, raising concerns
about long-term ecological impacts. Despite
growing evidence of ecosystem stress, including
declining osprey reproduction and reduced catch
rates for small-scale menhaden bait fishers, Vir-
ginia lacks the localized science needed to make
informed menhaden management decisions
within its waters. Although a comprehensive
menhaden study plan has been developed and
broadly supported, it remains unfunded.

The Chesapeake Bay's blue crab population has
plummeted to 238 million, the second-lowest
level since monitoring began in the 1990s, closely
following 2022's record low of 226 million. Experts
report declines across adult males, females, and
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juveniles, with particular concern over juveniles.
The causes remain uncertain but likely involve
habitat loss, predation by invasive species, pollu-
tion, and extreme weather from climate change,
which disrupts larval return to the Bay.

Blue Catfish, a highly invasive introduced species,
can be found in all of Virginia's major tributaries
to the Chesapeake Bay. These voracious predators
consume a range of species including migratory
fish, blue crabs, and oysters. While commer-
cial and recreational blue catfish landings have
steadily increased, market demand has not.
Efforts to address market demand for blue catfish
are ongoing. Recommendations from the Blue
Catfish Work Group are due by September 1st on
how to reduce the negative ecological effects of
blue catfish and increase the market demand
forblue catfish. Continued support through the
Blue Catfish Processing, Flash Freezing, and Infra-
structure Grant Program?® encourages political
subdivisions to strengthen related infrastructure
and operations.

OPPORTUNITIES

VIMS released arecovery planfor Americanshadin
the James River that outlines 20 targeted actions,
projects, and initiatives aimed at restoring this
declining population. Many of these actions are
expected to benefit a wide range of aquatic spe-
cies in addition to American shad. Funding proj-

POINTS OF CONTACT:

Dunlap // James River Association // tdunlap@thejamesriver.org

ork River Steward // leslieanne.hammond@yorkriversteward.org
/’ iends of the Rappahannock / brent. hunsinger@riverfriends.org
/Vill Poston // Chesapeake Bay Foundation // wposton@cbf.org

ects prioritized by VIMS and other agency staff will
begin this process and help these native species.

Opportunities to improve menhaden manage-
ment include fully funding and implementing
the VIMS' Menhaden Study Plan to provide the
Bay-specific science needed for responsible man-
agement. Additionally, adopting precautionary
measures such as seasonal or area-based closures
and reducing industrial fishing can offer immedi-
ate ecological relief while science catches up.

To protect the long-term sustainability of the
blue crab population and its economic bene-
fits, Virginia will need to respond to the annual
winter dredge survey and the upcoming Ches-
apeake Bay Blue Crab Stock Assessment with a
focus on changes that will help restore the pop-
ulation. Virginia should consider reducing direct
harvest pressure on the population, particularly
male crabs, to facilitate the stock’s rebound while
expanding efforts to restore and improve critical
crab habitats, control invasive blue catfish, and
improve Chesapeake Bay blue crab science.

Funding the Blue Catfish Work Group’s recom-
mendations, alongside sustained or increased
funding for the Blue Catfish Processing, Flash
Freezing, and Infrastructure Grant Program could
boost the market for wild blue catfish harvested
from the Chesapeake Bay and its tributaries.

Virginia’s native migratory fish species, such as American shad, river herring, and endangered Atlan-
tic sturgeon, are severely depleted, with some at historic lows. Striped bass face six years of his-
torically low spawning success and are currently subject to restrictive management measures to

promote population rebuilding.

Funding for projects, studies, and work group recommendations, like those identified in the James
River American Shad Recovery Plan, is essential to boost populations of imperiled native species.

Coastwide menhaden removals are concentrated in Virginia, where signs of ecosystem stress are
mounting, yet there is limited menhaden science specific to the Bay. Supporting menhaden sci-
ence and precautionary management strategies is critical to ensuring the long-term sustainability

of the Chesapeake Bay ecosystem.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Freshwater mussels are to the health of rivers and
streams what oysters are to the Chesapeake Bay.
They are a powerful natural filtration system that
can filter up to 15 gallons of water per day and play
a critical role in protecting and improving water
quality.! They also stabilize streambeds, prevent
erosion, and provide food and habitat for many
other species of birds and mammals.

Virginia is home to 80 freshwater mussel spe-
cies spanning the state's rivers from Southwest
Virginia to the coast. This is roughly a quarter of
North America’s nearly 300 species, and some
spots in Virginia, like the Clinch River, are consid-
ered global biodiversity hotspots for freshwater
aquatic species. Unfortunately, the Clinch River
has also seen the largest single loss of endan-
gered mussel species due to a toxic chemical
spill in 1998 that the river system is still working to
come back from.?

Nationwide, freshwater mussels represent the
most endangered class of organisms with 65%
of species vulnerable to extinction.®* Freshwater
mussel populations have been heavily impacted
by pollution, disease, the spread of invasive spe-
cies, the loss of protective habitat buffering rivers

Hatchery-raised Utterbackiana implicata that were
eleaseglinto«the_James River in 202
o provided by J [

and streams, and the construction of dams that
disrupted the flow of rivers. Climate change has
been exacerbating population losses by raising
water temperatures, making it harder for these
species to reproduce successfully.

These small, nearly invisible creatures buried in
the mud are easy to overlook but they are foun-
dational to the continued health and survival
of Virginia's river ecosystems. They also play an
invaluable role in removing pollutants like nitro-
gen from our waterways, which benefits the
downstream communities and ecosystems that
rely on clean water to survive and thrive.* Virginia
must take action to protect and restore these
populations before they are completely gone.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Mussel restoration is primarily achieved by breed-
ing mussels at fish hatcheries and, when they are
old enough to have a good chance of survival,
releasing them into rivers to populate mussel
beds. Mussel restoration is supported by mea-
sures to protect and restore river and stream buf-
fers, particularly forest ecosystems, and reduce
pollution entering waterways by implement-
ing conservation practices on private land and
addressing sources of industrial pollution.®
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Mussel restoration efforts have been slowed by
limited and inconsistent funding for research, staff
capacity, and critical facilities maintenance at the
hatcheries where mussel breeding takes place.®
Freshwater mussels have complex reproductive
cycles that rely on unique symbiotic relationships
between specific species of mussels and fish. Vir-
ginia Department of Wildlife Resources (DWR)
has had many successes identifying and repli-
cating these relationships, but research funding
is needed to continue this work, as well as survey
rivers for more sites with the highest chance of
success to rebuild populations. Restoration work
is also limited by the physical state of the Harrison
Lake and Aquatic Wildlife Conservation Center
(AWCC), both of which are in significant need of
basic repairs to water and electrical infrastructure
and facility upgrades to increase the number of
mussels that can be bred.

Mussel restoration is also hampered by the reli-
ance on mitigation dollars, which are only aimed
at returning what was lost and don’t support
proactive work to restore species and rivers that
require intervention to prevent local extinction
or decline. Recent and likely cuts to federal pro-
grams and staff at the US Fish and Wildlife Ser-
vice (USFWS) also threaten mussel restoration
work. DWR is a non-general fund agency that
relies significantly on federal funding through
block and competitive grants. If that funding goes
away, mussel restoration work will significantly
slow right when Virginia needs to be accelerating
efforts to protect these vital river cleaners.

OPPORTUNITIES

DWR is one of the foremost experts on freshwater
mussel breeding in the East Coast-scientists at
the AWCC have successfully produced and reared
approximately 27 species, including 15 federally
endangered species. No other facility in the coun-
try can boast such a track record. There is also a
strong statewide network of research and imple-
mentation partners working within universities
and conservation organizations to advance this
work. DWR is currently developing a statewide
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plan to accelerate freshwater mussel restoration,
modeled after existing regional plans to restore
and monitor mussel populationsin the Tennessee
River and James River watersheds.

Successful plan implementation will hinge on
having adequate facilities to carry out the work.
There have been no significant upgrades to the
AWCC since 2003, when the buildings were first
adapted for mussel propagation. Updating the
facility would enable scientists to accelerate prop-
agation of freshwater mussels from 15,000 to over
60,000 mussels per year. This would be a major
step towards restoring the water quality and bio-
diversity in the Clinch and Powell Rivers and suc-
cessfully implementing Virginia's 10-Year Mussel
Augmentation Plan drafted by DWR, USFWS, and
state non-profit conservation partners.

Virginia may also need to provide funding to back-
fill the gap left by federal funds to support fresh-
water mussel research and restoration activities.
DWR does not have any way of filling this gap.
Restoration actions, including those identified in
the James River Basin Mussel Restoration Plan’
and Clinch River Mussel Restoration Plan® also
rely on sufficient state funding, which supports
direct implementation costs, staffing, and the
propagation of threatened mussels.

~ TOPTAKEAWAYS

Mussels have significant ecological, water
quality, and cultural significance and repre-
sent the most endangered class of organisms
with 70% of species vulnerable to extinction.

Virginia’s ability to successfully propagate and
restore populations of mussels has advanced
in the past decade but is threatened by federal
cuts to programs and staffing.

Restoration programs and DWR need suffi-
cient state funding for infrastructure, staffing,
and restoration to be successful in implement-
ing their mussel restoration programs.
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WHY IT MATTERS

Despite replanting efforts, Virginia continues to
lose tree canopy' and the benefits trees provide
to our environment, economy, and communities.
From absorbing carbon emissions to producing
the oxygen we breathe, trees sustain us. Trees
filter pollutants from air and water, provide hab-
itat, reduce energy use, and cool our landscapes.
Trees also intercept rain and absorb water, which
in turn reduces stormwater management costs
and localized flooding.? Tree roots also hold soil
in place, reducing erosion and sediment flowing
into our creeks, streams, and the Chesapeake Bay.
Trees also reduce healthcare costs by clearing the
air of pollutants while cooling urban areas, which
reduces emergency room visits due to heat-re-
lated and respiratory ilinesses.

Unfortunately, trees are neither prioritized nor
considered early enough in the design process
during road construction, new developments,and
redevelopments. With more thoughtful design,
mature trees could be protected during construc-
tion and provide environmental and community
benefits for years to come.

Ensuring that tree canopy preservation is con-
sidered early in the development process, partic-
ularly for dense housing, would ensure a holistic
approach to livable communities and prevent the
approval of lot line to lot line projects that remove
mature trees. While developers are required
to replant, the trees being planted today won't
mature and provide the same benefits as lost
trees for at least 15 years. Meanwhile, local eco-
systems are disrupted by the removal of mature
trees, and the negative health effects of heat
islands are felt by those living in these areas, too
often affecting marginalized communities.

CURRENT LANDSCAPE

Virginia's tree replacement statutes regulate
the percentage of canopy that developers must
replace when trees are removed during construc-
tion. The percentages vary by zoning and the
code establishes a maximum (note, not a mini-
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mum) percentage canopy that must be achieved
in 20 years. For example, for a one-quarter-acre
lot of single-family homes, the replacement per-
centage is 25%, so you'll see a single 2" caliper
red maple planted in the front yard. In 20 years it
should cover 25% of the lot. These percentages are
inadequate to enable localities to achieve their
stated goals. For example, the Metro Council of
Governments signed a resolution that established
a goal of having 50% tree canopy by 2050 in each
of its localities.

But “replacement” is too late. Trees are free infra-
structure and preserving them should be the
priority instead of replacing them. If they are con-
sidered early in the design process, mature trees
can be protected throughout the construction
process. Currently, only localities within Planning
District 8 of northern Virginia have the authority
to conserve mature tree canopy during construc-
tion.?

Starting July Ist, 2025, local governments can now
establish a tree canopy fund where developers
can pay fees if they cannot fully meet on-site tree
canopy requirements. The fund can be used to
plant trees on public or private property or to pro-
vide grants to community-based organizations
focused on tree planting, community beautifica-
tion, and environmental education.

Tree planting in Virginia Department of Transpor-
tation (VDOT) rights-of-way offers opportunities
to offset heat island effects and mitigate storm-
water impacts along roads. However, the cost of
doing so can quickly add up to hundreds of dollars
per tree over and above the permitting fees, due
to the application requirements, as experienced
by Fairfax County in 2021, creating a cost-prohib-
itive situation despite the immense opportunity.

OPPORTUNITIES

The Virginia Department of Forestry's Virginia
Trees for Clean Water grant program* provides
vital resources for local community tree plant-
ing efforts. Ensuring the program is sufficiently
funded and expanding it to include maintenance

of both young and mature trees would reduce
homeowner burdens and preserve healthy trees
on private property.

Virginia receives Federal funding for its Urban and
Community Forestry program. Cuts at the federal
level could mean that Virginia is at risk of losing
staff within the Department of Forestry who
review and administer grant applications, oversee
plantings, and provide technical guidance to local
governments.

As Virginia localities approve higher-density res-
idential developments to make housing more
attainable, the need to maintain urban trees
cannot be underestimated, especially as heat
waves and intense rainfall become increasingly
frequent.® Higher-density development projects
should include setbacks for green space, incentiv-
ize preservation of mature trees, and reduce road
widths to accommodate tree lawns, tree wells,
and bioswales.

Localities can update municipal codes to reduce
or eliminate parking minimums that too often
require large-capacity parking lots in retail
shopping developments. Creating incentives to
depave and reforest parking lots would reduce
stormwater runoff and urban heat island effects.

Designs for linear transportation projects, like
roads and highways, should prioritize tree pres-
ervation and, when tree removal is unavoidable,
incorporate robust tree replacement and native
landscaping into design and budgeting pro-
cesses. If replacement minimums are not feasible,
the responsible agency should mitigate the loss
by paying into the Trees for Clean Water Fund.
Planting native tree species and disease-resistant
cultivars will reduce maintenance and maximize
canopy potential. Prioritizing the removal of inva-
sive plant species in our right-of-ways will protect
the publicand remove the seed source that's driv-
ing their spread.

Expanding local government authority to con-
serve trees and establish higher tree canopy
replacement minimums are immediate oppor-
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tunities for reducing tree canopy loss in Virginia.
Localities can allocate funds to prioritize histor-
ically disinvested areas and known heat islands.
Ensuring greenspace equity addresses several
social determinants of health and supports a
more resilient, healthy community.

Prioritizing the preservation of mature trees
during the design process of all construction
projects (roads, subdivisions, commmercial and
industrial centers) and adequately protecting
their roots during the construction process will
reduce stormwater management costs.

Preserving adequate space for trees in high-
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