
WHY IT MATTERS
Agriculture is Virginia’s largest industry with over 
7 million acres producing about 8.7% of the state’s 
economic output.1 Virginia farms produce food and 
f iber, maintain open space, help mitigate floods, 
create jobs, unite communities, and support wild-
life. They also provide the state’s greatest opportu-
nity to sequester carbon and to reduce nutrient and 
sediment pollution reaching Virginia’s local streams, 
rivers, and the Chesapeake Bay.2 Farms have the 
potential to be the solution to many of our most 
pressing environmental problems.

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 manage-
ment 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 nutri-
ent management on farms. 

CURRENT LANDSCAPE
Typical farm BMPs include fencing livestock out of 
streams and providing alternative water systems, 
nutrient management plans that help farmers effi-
ciently apply fertilizers, grass and forested buffers 
along streams to filter nutrients and sediment 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 agri-
cultural 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 Rec-
reation (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 Natural Resources Conserva-
tion Service (NRCS). The District’s trained staff pro-
vide technical assistance to farmers and landowners 
to plan and implement BMPs, and the VACS program 
helps offset the cost of the BMPs. VACS helps farm-
ers adopt and implement changes to farm manage-
ment that also result in improved water quality and 
more productive soils. NRCS programs have histori-
cally been used in conjunction with VACS to support 
conservation on farms.

The 2014 Chesapeake Bay Watershed Implementa-
tion Plan (WIP) called on states to have practices in 
place by 2025 to reduce sediment and nutrient pollu-
tion to the Bay. The most recent data show that Vir-
ginia will fall far short of that goal, with over 95% of the 
remaining pollution reductions expected to come 
from the agricultural sector.2 For most of VACS’s his-
tory, 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 agricultural 
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 progress in modeled pollution reduc-
tions from the Agricultural sector. At a time when 
NRCS has lost nearly a quarter of its Virginia  employ-
ees,3 and federal programs are seeing budget cuts, it 
is more critical than ever that Virginia provides robust 
and consistent funding 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 Virginia. Contin-
ued funding at the level identified in the Agricultural 
Needs Assessment will accelerate water quality and 
environmental improvements for the entire Com-
monwealth. The State should embrace the chance to 
ensure support for farmers at a time when Federal 
support for similar programs is in question. Environ-
mental improvements 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 increasing 
farmer participation. Some ideas to consider include:

•	Prioritize hot-spots to achieve more effective 
reductions in pollution to local waterways. Combin-
ing local monitoring and modeling data to identify 
areas where there is a nutrient imbalance will allow 
more strategic placement of BMPs to reduce pol-
lution.4 Funding for BMPs and technical assistance 
should also be targeted 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 initiative would 
provide consistent and long-term support for this 
critical BMP. 
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•	Recognize that building healthy soils is an import-
ant component of water quality improvements. Pri-
oritize the implementation of soil health BMPs on 
upland farms, especially in regions of the Common-
wealth with high connectivity between surface and 
groundwater.
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TOP TAKEAWAYS
With reduced support for federal programs and staff, maintaining full funding for the Virginia Agricul-
tural Cost-Share program (based on the annual needs assessment) and focusing on long-term conser-
vation 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 successful, 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 program can sig-
nificantly accelerate the reduction of pollution to achieve the clean water goals of the Commonwealth.


