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CHAPTER FOUR
THE RURAL AREAS

INTRODUCTION

The Rural Landscape

Albemarle County occupies 726 square miles in the Virginia Piedmont and Blue Ridge
Mountains. The designated Rural Areas, about 690 square miles, make up approximately 95
percent of the County, and surround the designated Development Areas and the City of
Charlottesville. They border Greene and Orange counties to the north, Louisa and Fluvanna
counties to the east, Buckingham County to the south, and Nelson, Augusta, and Rockingham
counties to the west.

Agricultural and forestal resources have been identified as the most critical County resources and
the desired primary land use in the Rural Area. Such uses play an important and long-standing
role in the environment, heritage, and economy of the County. Loss of these resources to
development is irreversible and irreplaceable. Stewardship of these resources also provides an
opportunity to conserve and efficiently use other resources such as: (1) water resources (with use
of property conservation techniques); (2) natural, scenic, and historic resources with the
maintenance of pasture land, farmland, and forested areas; and, (3) fiscal resources by limiting
development and lessening the need to provide public services to wide areas of the County. In
the interest of this growth management strategy, residential development is considered a
secondary use in the Rural Areas.

The County’s topography varies from Piedmont hills in the east and south to the Blue Ridge and
its foothills in the west. Altitudes range from 235 feet, where the Rivanna River crosses the
County’s eastern border, to 3,389 feet on Big Flat Mountain in Shenandoah National Park. There
are large areas of steep slopes primarily in the central and western part of the County. The
majority of the Rural Areas is in the watershed of the James River, mostly draining through the
Rivanna and Hardware rivers. The two largest Rivanna River tributaries in the County are the
North Fork and South Fork Rivanna rivers. The South Fork is dammed to form the area’s largest
drinking water reservoir.

The land cover of the Rural Areas is a complex mosaic. It has been estimated that, as of the early
1990s, nearly 47 percent of the Rural Areas was in deciduous forest, 18 percent was in mixed
forest, and 8 percent was in conifer forest. Open areas, including pasture, row crops, barren
areas, mowed areas and yards, occupied about 24 percent of the Rural Areas. However, these
numbers may not be exact because the data is collected at coarse resolution by satellite, making
it difficult to distinguish between pasture and residential yards, or between unfragmented forest
and wooded subdivisions.

In 2002, the Rural Areas population was estimated to be 42,731 compared to 44,017 in the
designated Development Areas. There were 16,994 residences in the Rural Areas. Density is not
distributed evenly throughout the four Rural Areas: some areas remain quite rural, with large
parcels of farm and forestland, while others, including the former Villages of Earlysville and Ivy,
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are largely characterized by suburban residential development. Commercial zoning districts
within the Rural Areas included 274 acres in existing commercial or industrial uses and another
729 undeveloped acres.

The 1997 Federal Census of Agriculture identified 747 farms (counting only those with at least
$1,000 in gross income) with a total of 172,251 acres, or 37 percent of the County. The average
farm size was 231 acres, although the 493 were less than 176 acres. The most common farm
products were hay, beef cattle, and horses. The majority of crops were hay, horticultural
products, and fruits and the majority of livestock raised were cattle.

The number and area of farms has been declining since the 1920 Census of Agriculture, which
counted 3,765 farms over 388,941 acres, or 83.6 percent of the County. In the period since
World War 11, smaller farms have experienced the most extensive declines, but farms of every
size have declined in number:

Farm Size Farms Farms Farms Change Change
1954 1992 1997 1992-1997 | 1954-1997

1to 9 acres 346 33 41 +8 -305
10 to 49 acres 547 186 186 0 -361
50 to 179 acres 568 269 266 -3 -302
180 to 499 acres 328 177 176 -1 -152
500 to 999 acres 102 62 50 -12 -52
1,000 acres or more 35 34 28 -6 -7
Total Acreage 320,619 188,567 172,251 -16,316 -148,368

The total acreage in farms has also declined:

Acreage in Farms, 1950-1997
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In addition to the County's most well-known historic property, Monticello, many of the County’s
known historic resources are located in the Rural Areas. The villages of Advance Mills,
Batesville, and Proffit are listed as historic districts on the National Register of Historic Places.
White Hall and Yancey’s Mill are also potentially eligible for listing as historic districts.
Approximately 31,000 acres of the County are included in the Southwest Mountains Rural



Historic District, the environs of Greenwood, and portions of the southeastern section of the
County have potential to be listed as another historic district. The County also has a rich
archaeological heritage, having been occupied by Native Americans for approximately 12,000
years before the arrival of European settlers, who themselves left significant artifacts and sites.
For more information on historic resources and related policies, see Chapter Two of the
Comprehensive Plan: Natural Resources and Cultural Assets Plan and the Historic Preservation
Plan.

The majority of the County’s parks and natural areas, which provide recreational opportunities to
the entire community, are located in the Rural Areas. Over 14,000 acres of the northwestern edge
of the County (approximately 3 percent of the Rural Areas) are included in the Shenandoah
National Park.

Rural Policy History

The County’s approach to rural area planning has changed over the years. The first Zoning
Ordinance, adopted without a Comprehensive Plan in 1969, was largely intended to address
concerns over land development and potential annexations by the City of Charlottesville; rural
planning was not a major focus. The first Comprehensive Plan, adopted in 1971, laid out large
areas of development to accommodate a projected 185,000 people by 1995. The 1977 Plan
reflected more concern with growth management, and designated less of the Rural Areas for
conversion to urban or suburban development. It also projected a lower rate of growth, with the
County population expected to reach 100,000 by the year 2000. In reality, the County population
reached approximately 84,000 by the year 2000.

The 1969 Zoning Ordinance permitted unlimited residential development on lots as small as 2
acres in the Agricultural zoning district, as well as planned developments of at least 100 acres.
The 1977 Ordinance maintained the 2-acre minimum, and introduced a “Conservation” district,
which was short-lived and included very little land outside Shenandoah National Park.

By 1980, water quality degradation in the South Fork Rivanna Reservoir (the main drinking
water supply for the County’s urban areas and the City of Charlottesville) created concern about
the level and location of development. As a result, Development Areas within the watershed
were restored to rural designation in the Comprehensive Plan. The exception was the Crozet
development area, which was only reduced in size. Its boundaries were contained within a single
watershed, where water quality management measures were to be put in place to address
drinking water protection.

In December 1980, the County was comprehensively rezoned. In the Rural Areas, a single
zoning district was created that focused on agriculture and forestry as the preferred uses, but it
also accommodated development by assigning each rural parcel up to five development right lots
(lots with a minimum of 2 acres). Outside those development right lots, a minimum parcel size of
21 acres was established in hopes of preserving larger parcels for agriculture, open space, and
rural character. Several more intensive land uses and land development options that had been
permitted under the 1977 Zoning Ordinance were removed from the list of permitted uses.

Plan revisions in 1982, 1989, and 1996 focused on an evolving commitment to growth
management. (In the 1980s, more than 50 percent of the County’s residential growth was in the
Rural Areas - peaking at 65 percent in 1987.) The 1989 Comprehensive Plan focused rural area



policy on resource protection, with an emphasis on promoting and protecting agricultural and
forestal uses and limiting the scale and character of rural residential development. The policies of
this plan also led to the inclusion of cluster development provisions (the “Rural Preservation
Development” option) in the Zoning Ordinance.

In 1992, the County adopted the Open Space and Critical Resources Plan chapter of the
Comprehensive Plan, which identifies important resources, discourages the piecemeal loss of
important open space, and encourages the evaluation of a resource as part of a larger system of
open space that serves several functions. In 1996, the County adopted the Land Use Plan, which
focuses largely on the development areas, but the Land Use Plan also contains a commitment to
protect the key elements of rural character and establishes policies intended to direct growth into
the Development Areas. As part of this growth management plan, the County has adopted a
policy of not extending public water or sewer service into the Rural Areas, where it might drive
more rapid residential and commercial development.

The Neighborhood Model for the County’s Development Areas, adopted as a section of the Land
Use Plan in May 2001, calls for protecting the Rural Areas by increasing development capacity
in the Development Areas and forming clear edges with the Rural Areas. The Historic
Preservation Plan, adopted in September 2000, recommends measures to protect the County’s
historic and prehistoric resources, many of which are located in the Rural Areas.

Several tools for protecting the Rural Areas are in place. Albemarle County offers a use-value
taxation program that reduces tax rates for lands in agricultural, forestal, horticultural and open
space uses. As of spring 2003, the County’s voluntary agricultural and forestal districts program
helped prevent intensification of use on nearly 65,000 acres of land. Another tool is the County's
voluntary Acquisition of Conservation Easements (ACE) program, under which the County
purchases conservation easements (which limit uses and development) on qualifying properties.
One of the goals of the ACE program is to ensure that owners can afford to keep their land, while
benefiting the community through long-term protection of agricultural, forestal, and open space
lands.

While policies have advanced, rural residential development and changes in the character of the
Rural Areas continued from 1985 to 2002, the number of development right lots (lots under 21
acres) created per year ranged from 171 to 340. In sum total, over 3,000 development right lots
were created, converting over 15,000 acres of the Rural Areas to potential residential use.
Another 704 parcels between 21 and 50 acres in size were created, dividing over 19,000 acres of
rural land.

In the decade from 1987 to 1997, 14,235 acres were removed from farming according to the

Census of Agriculture, continuing a long-standing trend toward fewer and smaller farms. These
are the central trends—the division and fragmentation of the rural landscape, and the increasing
suburbanization of the Rural Areas—that Albemarle County’s rural area policies must address.

Trends in Rural Areas Land Use and Development
The following data summarize trends in land use and development in the County’s Rural Areas:

e From 1985 to 2000, 3,662 new parcels were created through subdivisions in the Rural
Areas. Of these, nearly 42 percent were at least 2 but less than 5 acres in size, and another
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30 percent were 5 to just under 21 acres. (At present, 21 acres is the minimum size for

lots other than development right lots in the County.) In other words, 76 percent of new

parcels in this period were below the 21-acre minimum.

During this period, the division of new parcels in the Rural Areas has continued at a

relatively steady rate, ranging from 171 to 340 parcels per year.

In 1996, the Thomas Jefferson Planning District Commission estimated that the Rural

Areas could accommodate 54,867 more housing units, bringing a population increase of

143,751. They estimated that, at buildout:

- Lots in the “Open Space” categories (1 housing unit per 50 acres or more) would
decrease from 57.6 percent of the Rural Areas to 1.4 percent of the Rural Areas.

- “Large Lot” parcels (1 housing unit per 5 to 20.9 acres) would in increase from 16.8
percent of the Rural Areas to 72.3 percent of the Rural Areas.

- “Suburban” parcels (1 housing unit per 1 to 4.9 acres) would increase from 2.1
percent to 24.1 percent of the Rural Areas.

From 1991 to 2002, over 2,500 new subdivision lots were approved in the Rural Areas

(data for 1995 are not available). This would leave approximately 52,000 more dwelling

units in the Rural Areas. For comparison, the entire County had 36,469 dwelling units in

2002 (19,475 in the Development Areas and 16,994 in the Rural Areas). TIPDC

estimated that total Rural Areas population could increase to 189,636, as compared to an

estimated 42,731 in 2002--nearly four and a half times the current rural population.

Development right lots have been created at higher densities within the designated Water

Supply Protection areas than outside those areas.

Rural Preservation Developments (RPDs), which are clustered subdivisions that are

intended to reduce the impact of rural residential development, have only rarely occurred

in the County. Since 1989, when RPDs were first allowed under the Zoning Ordinance,

only 13 RPDs have been approved, with preservation tracts under conservation easement

ranging from 40 to 385.6 acres. Between 1990 and 1998, there were six years with no

clustered subdivisions approved. In 69 percent of the developments, 50 percent or more

of the land was protected; 53 percent preserved 60 percent or more).

In 2002, the rural area population was estimated at 42,731 (compared to approximately

44,017 in the Development Areas), occupying 16,994 dwelling units. However, density

and population growth are not distributed evenly through the Rural Areas.

Comprehensive Plan Area Annual Growth
Rate, 1993-2000

Rural Areas 1 1.65%

Rural Areas 2 0.78%

Rural Areas 3 1.27%

Rural Areas 4 2.19%

All Development Areas 1.94%

From 1993 to 2000, the Rural Areas population growth (1.49 percent annually) was only
slightly slower than the rate for the Development Areas (1.94 percent annually).

In the 1989 Comprehensive Plan, it was reported that, on average, over 50 percent of the
County's residential development was occurring in the Rural Areas. From 1998 to 2002,
this percentage ranged from 18 to 44 percent of total development. However, it is
important to note that this is not due to a significant decrease in the number of dwellings
created in the Rural Areas, but to a large increase in the number created in the



Development Areas. Rural residential development has continued at a relatively steady
rate. This building permit activity reflects development on both existing and newly
created parcels. In addition, these trends are inconsistent with the County's growth
management policy.

Building Permits for Dwelling Units, 1998 - 2002
COMP PLAN AREA 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

Urban Areas 367 | 42% | 218 | 28% | 189 | 29% | 414 | 47% |1,131| 66%
Communities 158 | 18% | 167 | 22% | 130 | 20% | 186 | 21% | 246 | 14%
Villages 63 7% 49 6% 50 8% 22 3% 27 2%
Rural Areas 286 | 33% | 336 | 44% | 281 | 43% | 253 | 29% | 316 | 18%

TOTAL 874 [100% | 770 [100% | 650 [100% | 875 |100% |1,720 | 100%

Public Input

In the winter 2002-03 public input meetings, 70.1 percent of respondents agreed with the
County's policy of directing residential growth into the Development Areas, and another 24.3
percent agreed "somewhat.” Many of those who qualified their answers agreed with the policy,
but felt that it was not being effectively implemented. These answers correspond with those in
the 2002 Citizen Survey, in which the protection of water, natural resources, and farm and forest
land were all high priorities--all of these resources are impacted by residential development.

Asked to characterize their vision for the Rural Areas, 73.1 percent favored a rural character with
little residential development (1 on scale of 1 to 4, with 4 representing extensive suburban
development). Another 24.1 percent selected "2" on this scale. On another scale from 1 (large-lot
subdivisions) to 4 (clustered subdivisions with protected areas), 75.4 percent chose 3 or 4. A
majority felt that farms (62.7 percent) natural areas (64.9 percent), and stream buffer and habitat
corridors (76.7 percent) should be common features of the Rural Areas. Ranking visual character
on a continuum of values from 1 (suburbs) to 4 (farms, forests, and natural areas), most chose a
rank of 4 (76.2 percent) or 3 (21.1 percent).

CONSISTENCY WITH OTHER SECTIONS OF THE COMPREHENSIVE PLAN

This chapter of the Comprehensive Plan is intended to work in concert with the other elements of
the Plan. Strategies for implementing the growth management policy and the public facilities
policy established in the Land Use Plan and the policies set in the Natural Resources and
Cultural Assets Plan are found throughout this chapter. This chapter also takes advantage of new
information regarding resource protection and provides for further policy adoption based on the
expected products of the Critical Resource Inventory. In order to ensure consistency throughout
the Plan, the other elements of the Plan will require amendment upon adoption of this Chapter.

Land Use Plan



The Guiding Principles for the Rural Areas (page 11) echo and build on the Growth Management
goal of the Land Use Plan. As that plan states, “[t]he County’s primary growth management goal
directs development into designated areas and conserves the balance of the County for rural areas
and resource protection....Planning efforts aim to channel growth into designated areas to
facilitate economical service delivery in those areas, and to conserve the Rural Areas....Planning
efforts also focus on means to discourage development in the Rural Areas and support activities
consistent with the character of the Rural Areas....Loss of [rural] resources is irreversible....”
(Land Use Plan, page 3.; amended July 2002).

Natural Resources and Cultural Assets Plan

Rural Areas regulations and programs should be reviewed for their natural and cultural resource
impacts and the County should ensure that regulatory and program changes protect or restore the
resources they affect. This will require an orientation to resource protection that pervades the
County's planning process, rather than a separate resource protection program.

This approach would implement the Guiding Principles for the Rural Areas by furthering land
preservation and conservation; protecting water supply, natural, scenic, and cultural resources;
retaining rural quality of life for current and future residents; implementing the objectives of the
Natural Resources and Cultural Assets Plan; and encouraging and implementing protection of
genetic, species, and ecosystem diversity for native plants and wildlife.

However, committee work and research regarding resource protection policies and the Critical
Resource Inventory are ongoing. The following general strategies are intended to ensure that
Rural Areas policies adopt the recommendations that result from that work:

GUIDING OBJECTIVES FOR FURTHER POLICY DEVELOPMENT:

e Ensure that Rural Areas policies are developed in accord with the Guiding Principles
(page 11) and the Facilities Planning goal of the Land Use Plan (“[s]trongly support and
effectively implement the County’s growth management priorities in the planning and
provision of transportation infrastructure, public facilities, and public utilities”—p.5,
Land Use Plan), and that policy changes are designed to avoid any increased demand for
public infrastructure in the Rural Areas.

e Ensure that Rural Areas policies are developed in accord with the Natural Resources and
Cultural Assets Plan, and protect resources identified as important in the Critical
Resources Inventory.

STRATEGIES:

The County should:

1. Continue and increase current efforts on behalf of agricultural, forestal, open-space and
natural resource protection through existing and new Codes and programs.

2. Amend Codes and programs affecting the Rural Areas and the County as a whole to
protect biodiversity, reflect the recommendations of the Biodiversity Work Group and the
standing Biodiversity Committee once adopted, and incorporate policy responses to
issues raised by the ongoing biological resources inventory.

3. Amend codes and programs affecting the Rural Areas to protect historic resources and
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reflect the recommendations of the Historic Preservation Plan.

Protect potential trail areas as recommended in the Greenways Plan.

Locate trails to provide public access to natural and cultural resources without negatively
impacting those resources.

Protect scenic resources for residents and visitors. Approach protection of scenic
resources by fostering viable rural economies, healthy ecosystems and protected cultural
resources.



A VISION FOR RURAL ALBEMARLE COUNTY

County land use decisions regarding the Rural Areas should be based on a set of consistent
policies adopted by the Board of Supervisors. Decision making should always include a
consideration of a proposal's cumulative effects on the Rural Areas and the County as a whole. It
is, therefore, very important for the County to have a coherent idea of the desired future of its
rural lands. The following vision statement is intended to clarify the overall goals of this section
of the Comprehensive Plan:

Albemarle County envisions its Rural Areas as multifaceted places that will, over
centuries, provide and protect the key elements that give the area its character. This
vision is not a list of actions to be avoided, but a positive design to be achieved,
maintained, and improved over the very long term, with the intention that the Rural Areas
remain rural.

The elements of this vision include:

e A pattern of land uses defined by farms, forests and other natural elements, and
traditional crossroads communities, rather than by suburban or ex-urban — outside
the suburbs - development that typically uses land faster than population
increases;

e A strong agricultural and forestal economy, with large unfragmented parcels of
land on which to produce their goods, opportunities to gain value from processing
their own produce, and access to local markets;

e Diverse, interconnected areas of viable habitat for native wildlife, extensive
enough and sufficiently protected and restored to allow ecological processes to
endure for the long term;

e Healthy streams and sustainable supplies of unpolluted groundwater;

e Protected historic structures, archaeological sites, and other cultural resources;

e Rural citizens supported by community meeting places, a basic level of services,
and rural organizations and other cultural institutions at traditional rural scales,
with opportunities to take part in community life and decisions;

e A clearly visible rural character achieved by supporting lively rural industries and
activities and discouraging suburbanization of the Rural Areas;

e A significant tourist economy in which rural and historic landscapes augment the
visitors’ experience and give historic sites as authentic a setting as possible;

e Well informed citizens, both rural area and development area residents, who
understand the cultural, economic, and ecological aspects of the Rural Areas and
appreciate their importance to the community, region, and state;

e Plans, policies, and decision making that consider and protect rural economies
and ecological processes;

e Boundaries that show a clear distinction between rural and urban areas, without
low-density transition areas.

Several aspects of this vision were reflected in the input received from citizens during four
public meetings held in the winter of 2002-2003. The strong majority of attendees (over 70
percent in each case) felt that:



e The visual character of the Rural Areas should be made up of farms, forests, and natural
areas.

e Stream buffers and habitat corridors should be common throughout the Rural Areas.

e Growth should be limited and well managed to maintain the rural character of the
County.

e Residential development should be directed into the designated Development Areas.

e Agricultural and forestal lands are critical County resources, and that agriculture and
forestry are the desired primary land uses in the Rural Areas.

The County's 2002 Citizen Survey reflected similar views. Items rated "very important” for the
County by a majority of respondents included "protecting water quality in reservoirs, streams,
and wells" (85.2 percent), "preserving natural resources and open space” (65.1 percent), and
"preserving farmland and forested land" (63.8 percent). Planning approaches favored by a
majority included permitting localized services (stores, post offices, etc.) in traditionally rural
communities (96 percent), the Acquisition of Conservation Easements (ACE) program (74
percent), use-value taxation of agricultural and forestal land (79 percent), and restricting the
number of lots into which a rural parcel can be subdivided (76.1 percent).
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GUIDING PRINCIPLES FOR THE RURAL AREAS

The following principles are intended to guide comprehensive planning of the Rural Areas and to
set general guidelines for future policy decisions. They reflect the County’s growth management
policy and its vision for the Rural Areas.

Albemarle County will:

1.

Recognize in policy development that all of the following defining principles are
important components of the Rural Areas:

i)  Agriculture - - Protect Albemarle County’s agricultural lands as a resource base for
its agricultural industries and for related benefits they contribute towards the
County’s rural character, scenic quality, natural environment, and fiscal health.

i)  Forestry resources - Protect Albemarle County’s forests as a resource base for its
forestry industries and watershed protection.

iii) Land Preservation — Permanently preserve and protect Albemarle County’s rural
land as an essential and finite resource through public ownership or through
conservation easements.

iv) Land Conservation — Protect Albemarle County’s rural land through planned
management of open spaces to prevent exploitation, destruction, or neglect.

v)  Water supply resources - Protect the quality and supply of surface water and
groundwater resources.

vi)  Natural resources - Preserve and manage the Rural Areas' natural resources in order
to protect the environment and conserve resources for future use.

vii) Scenic resources - Preserve the County's rural scenic resources as being essential to
the County's character, economic vitality, and quality of life.

viii) Historical, archeological and cultural resources - Protect the Rural Areas' historic,
archeological and cultural resources.

Protect and enhance rural quality of life for present and future Rural Areas residents.

Provide support to local agricultural and forestal economies and connect local producers
and consumers of rural products.

Address the needs of existing rural residents without fostering growth and further
suburbanization of the Rural Areas.

Develop tools to direct residential development into designated Development Areas,
where services and utilities are available, and where such development will have
minimum impact on rural resources and agricultural/forestal activities.

Establish development standards that are consistent with rural area characteristics and
expectations.

Provide levels of service delivery in accord with the Facilities Planning goals of the Land
Use Plan.
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10.

11.

12.

13.
14.

15.

Provide support for long standing rural crossroads communities and villages without
creating de facto growth areas.

Consider financial and fiscal tools to support implementation of Rural Areas policies.

Include the goals of the Thomas Jefferson Sustainability Council in rural area policy and
code development. (These guidelines have been adopted as part of the Natural Resources
and Cultural Assets Plan, where they are reproduced.)

Strive for better understanding and coordination of rural area land use planning with
neighboring counties.

Foster tools that offer alternatives to fragmentation of parcels into pieces too small for
economic viability.

Implement the applicable objectives of the Natural Resources and Cultural Assets Plan.

Encourage creative and diverse forms of rural production and support rural land uses that
provide rural landowners with economic viability.

Encourage and implement the protection and enhancement of genetic, species, and
ecosystem diversity for wildlife in the County.
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RURAL AREAS LAND USES

INTRODUCTION

Albemarle County has a long tradition of protecting its rural land through its land use policies,
resource protection policies, and growth management policies in the Comprehensive Plan. Also,
the County has demonstrated its support of and in its efforts to maintain the character of the
Rural Areas through the Acquisition of Conservation Easement (ACE) program, Agricultural and
Forestal Districts, the Use Value Assessment (land use tax) program, conservation easements,
and Rural Preservation Developments. The Natural Resources and Cultural Assets Component of
the Plan states, “In the Rural Areas, agricultural and forestry uses are the preferred land use, over
residential uses.” In accord with the Guiding Principles, this section builds on that policy by
recognizing that agriculture and forestry are the preferred income-generating activities, but also
that land and water conservation activities are equally important aspects of the Rural Areas.

According to the United States Department of Agriculture, between 1992 and 1997 the County’s
agricultural land decreased nine percent. Response to the continued decrease in agricultural
lands cannot be to turn aside from our determination to preserve and protect farmland. The
conversion of land in the Rural Areas for residential development is the County’s biggest threat.
The decline of agricultural lands calls for proactive support of agricultural uses, illustrating the
need to seek creative solutions that would prevent or reduce land divisions without
compromising the land, the character, or the resources of the Rural Areas.

All Rural Areas land uses should be measured against their support of and their impact on the
Guiding Principles, so that the preservation of the Rural Areas is assured. Scale and the intensity
of land uses should be carefully considered. Where necessary, performance standards should be
used to ensure that scale and intensity are appropriate to the rural landscape. Uses that cannot be
sufficiently mitigated or that conflict with the Guiding Principles should not be permitted.

AGRICULTURAL USES

GOAL.: Protect Albemarle County’s agricultural lands as a resource base for its
agricultural industries and for related benefits they contribute towards the
County’s rural character, scenic quality, natural environment, and fiscal health.

The Guiding Principles for the Rural Areas recognize the importance of our agricultural lands as
a resource base for agricultural industries and for the contributions they make toward the
County’s rural character, scenic quality, natural environment, and fiscal health.

The Growth Management and Facilities Planning Goals section of the Land Use Chapter of the
Comprehensive Plan corroborates the significance for the preservation of agricultural resources
as they provide “an opportunity to conserve and efficiently use other resources such as: (1) water
resources (with use of property conservation techniques); (2) natural, scenic, and historic
resources with the maintenance of pasture land, farmland, and forested areas; and (3) fiscal
resources by limiting development and lessening the need to provide public services to wide
areas of the County. In the interest of this growth management strategy, residential development
is considered a secondary use in the Rural Areas."
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The importance of agricultural uses to the economy, environment and heritage of the County is
also articulated in other sections of the Comprehensive Plan, including the Natural Resources
and Cultural Assets Plan and the Growth Management Plan.

Citizens attending the Rural Areas public meetings held during the winter of 2002-2003
confirmed the validity of the County’s policies to protect agriculture. In response to a survey
given at the meetings, over 62 percent desired farms to be common and widespread. A visioning
question revealed that citizens wanted to see support for working farms, but with the realization
of the need for economic alternatives to traditional farming. They also wished to see support for
more sustainable management techniques on farms. Over 69 percent of the public meeting
participants ranked agriculture as number one when asked how they would rank the land uses
they would like to have within the County. Over 76 percent of the participants agreed that
agricultural and forestal resources should be the primary land uses in the Rural Areas.

Protecting agricultural land has become more urgent despite all past efforts and resolve;
Albemarle’s agricultural lands continue to disappear. Much of the land that has been farmed for
generations has been subdivided for residential use.

In 1994, the Agricultural and Forestal Industries Support Committee presented a report to the
Board of Supervisors. Representatives from a variety of farm types participating on the
Committee provided recommendations based on their valuable, first-hand experiences. Among
those recommendations, the Committee asked that measures be taken that discourage farmland
fragmentation, they favored clustered development and the protection of prime soils (Map F,
Important Farmland Soils) believing that the 21-acre lots size wastes land and that growth should
be concentrated. They asked that the number of development rights be maintained, in order to
maintain stability. Further, they recommended that marketing strategies for agricultural products,
niche agriculture, and direct marketing operations be encouraged and promoted. They also
requested that County policies support farmers regarding nuisance conflicts in Rural Areas.

One of the County’s challenges will be to maintain and increase agricultural uses on smaller
parcels, as acreages devoted to farming decrease. Viticulture, the cultivation or culture of grapes
especially for wine making, is an emerging leader in agriculture. Virginia ranks ninth in
commercial grape production and Albemarle County ranks first among the ten leading Virginia
counties (2001 acreage figures) with over 367 acres planted in grape vines. In Virginia, a 20-
acre vineyard is considered large and a 5-acre vineyard is more common. The Virginia
Cooperative Extension Service recently published a report titled, Virginia Farmers Have
Opportunity to Fill Organic Crops Market Niche. Organic farming provides opportunities for
small and mid-size farming, according to the Extension Service. These are only two examples of
alternative farming opportunities that should be explored in order to reverse the decline in
farming.

The 1994 report of the Agricultural and Forestal Industries Support Committee, as well as
subsequent discussions with many farmers in the County, has provided a clearer understanding
of the needs of the agricultural community. It is unmistakable that the agricultural community
values Albemarle’s rural character and its natural resources and that they are resolute in their
determination to retain the integrity of the Rural Areas. Many of their reccommendations are
included as strategies in this section.
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The County recognizes that there can be conflicts between residential uses and agricultural uses.
Both smaller parcels and increased development exacerbate these inherent, inevitable conflicts.
Using multi-media communication methods, including a requirement of a note on a subdivision
plat, the County should advise residents of the predictable conflicts of traveling and living in the
proximity of our agricultural industries, such as noise, odors, slow moving farm equipment on
roadways, and chemical spraying.

Conflicts can arise from different agricultural uses as well. As agricultural uses are encouraged
in our Rural Areas, conflict resolution can be more difficult in these cases. Education,
communication, and sensitivity toward neighbors will be key components in seeking resolution.
Additional setbacks, minimum area requirements, and any other necessary requirements should
be considered for agricultural uses that may have greater impact on their neighbors. These
impacts include the potential to create demands on services, off-site negative environmental
impacts, and significant traffic concerns.

For the purposes of this document, the term agriculture encompasses all forms of food,
ornamental plant, beverage, equine and other animal operations.

OBJECTIVE: To support agricultural land uses and to create additional markets for
agricultural products through creative economic and land use strategies.

STRATEGIES:

The County should:

1. Initiate a multi-media communication program that educates citizens of the benefits and the
conflicts of living in proximity of agricultural industries, promotes the appreciation of the
Rural Areas and the importance of agricultural resources.

2. Encourage the protection of prime agricultural soils and working farms from non-
agricultural development through Rural Preservation Developments, conservation
easements, Agricultural and Forestal Districts, the Land Use Taxation program, and the
Acquisition of Conservation Easement program.

3. Allow appropriately scaled low-impact uses on working farms that provide supplemental
economic benefit to farmers.

4. Increase and establish consistent funding for the Acquisition of Conservation Easement
program and actively seek supplementary public and private funding sources.

5. Establish proactive support of agricultural land uses through the creation of an
Agricultural/Forestal Support Program position that provides agricultural assistance that
includes community education, marketing strategies, the exploration of agricultural
support businesses and alternative agricultural uses.

6. Revise the Zoning Ordinance to include performance standards for agricultural
operations, such as confined animal feeding operations (CAFOs) that may cause serious
negative impacts the environment.

Continue to support the Farm Tour as an educational tool.

Support agricultural education in the classroom; implement a farm day for children.

9. Encourage and promote agricultural related vocational education programs from middle
school onward.

10. Encourage the integration of conservation land uses with agricultural and forestal uses,
especially if the conservation use would provide connectivity to other conservation land
and/or would provide a buffer between potential conflicting uses, such as residential and
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other types of agricultural or forestal uses.
11. Recognize increasing interest in wine production and consider how regulations and the
use of agricultural education and support staff can foster appropriately located vineyards.
12. Support the marketing of farm products in the creation and operation of farmer's markets.

FORESTAL USES

GOAL: Protect Albemarle County’s forests as a resource base for its forestry industries
and watershed protection.

The Guiding Principles for the Rural Areas recognize the importance of forestal resources to the
County. Forestal resources in the County serve as a base for its forestry industry, add to the
economic vitality of the region, contribute to the biodiversity of the region, and benefit the
scenic, natural and historic resources.

Although this section addresses forestal uses, the importance of forested land as an essential
component for the continued protection of the County’s water resources cannot be overstated.
“The most important and obvious source of resilience in the South Fork Rivanna Reservoir
Watershed ecosystem is the natural forest. Forests produce the cleanest and most reliable flow of
water possible,” according to The South Fork Rivanna Reservoir and Watershed report prepared
in 2002 for the Rivanna Water and Sewer Authority. The report explains resilience as,
“Ecosystems, including watersheds, have natural characteristics that confer a degree of
protection to the ecosystem and those who rely on it. These protective characteristics sometimes
are referred to as ‘resilience.” According to the Virginia Department of Forestry, an ecosystem
approach is based on whole ecosystem function, rather than on single elements or species in
isolation. Management objectives blend long-term needs of people and environmental values so
the land will support diverse, productive ecosystems and sustainable ecosystem processes.

While the popularity of wood products has increased, the Agricultural and Forestal Industries
Support Committee 1994 report identified continued forest fragmentation as the biggest threat to
the future vitality of the forestry industry in Albemarle County. The Report stated that tract sizes
below 40 acres are difficult to manage economically and the proximity to houses and other
structures further escalates the problem. Continued decreases in forested land, and further
fragmentation of the remaining land reduces the sustainability of both the ecological services and
the forest products provided by the forests of Albemarle County. The erosion of larger blocks of
forest decreases the habitat for forest-interior bird species, favors edges species (such as white-
tailed deer) and increases the risk of forest fires and the loss of woodland homes to fire.

The latest estimate (2002) of forestland area for Albemarle is 272,000 acres. The previous
estimate (1992) was 293,400 acres. Therefore, the estimated total net loss over the last 10 years
has been approximately 21,400 acres. County-level estimates of conversions of land between
agriculture and forestland uses are not available. However, statewide data indicates that for
approximately every 3 acres of forestland converted to urban and agricultural uses, 2 acres of
agricultural land reverts to forestland use. Map G, Important Forestal Soils, documents that most
of the County contains soils conducive to the potential for growing of both hardwoods and
softwoods.

The Virginia Department of Forestry recognizes that urbanization is the main source of
fragmentation and predicts that an annual net loss of about 18,000 acres of Virginia forestland
per year is likely to continue due in part to the trend toward large lots and woodland homes.
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Urbanization is cited as the biggest threat to forestal land.
OBJECTIVES:

e Strive to maintain and/or restore sufficient forestlands in the County, with spatial
arrangement of connected parcels or a sufficient size that permits harvesting, ownership,
and management needed to provide sustainable ecological services and forest products;
adhere to the principles of ecosystem management, while working to achieve the primary
goals of conserving and promoting biodiversity and reducing the risk of wildfire to forest
and human communities.

e Continue to support the forestry industry, in recognition of its contribution to the
economy, environment, and heritage of the County of Albemarle.

STRATEGIES:

The County should:

1. Encourage protection of prime forestal soils from non-forestal development through
Rural Preservation Developments, conservation easements, Agricultural and Forestal
Districts, the Land Use Taxation program, and the Acquisition of Conservation Easement
program and implementation of the Mountains section of the Natural Resources and
Cultural Assets Component of the Plan, as mountains in Albemarle are heavily forested.
Encourage educational programs that teach conservation of the forest land base.
Continue to actively promote conservation easements.

Consider the impact on forest fragmentation in the evaluation of land use decisions.

Encourage cooperative management of small parcels of forestland to provide economies

of scale and better management.

Actively promote Agricultural and Forestal Districts.

7. Establish proactive support through the creation of an Agricultural/Forestal Support
Program that provides forestal assistance that includes community education, marketing
strategies and the exploration of forestal support businesses.

8. Encourage the integration of conservation land uses with forestal uses, especially if the
conservation use would provide connectivity to other conserved land and/or would
provide a buffer between potential conflicting uses, such as residential uses.

arwN

IS

CONSERVATION USES

GOAL: Protect Albemarle County’s rural land through planned management to prevent
exploitation, destruction, or neglect, and permanently preserve rural land as an
essential and finite resource.

The Guiding Principles for the Rural Areas recognize the importance of conservation use of land
to the County. For the purposes of this section, conservation may be defined simply as “the
protection, preservation, management, or restoration of wildlife and of natural resources such as
forests, SO", and water.” The American Heritage® Dictionary of the English Language, Fourth Edition

Recognition of “conservation” as a use of land is crucial to protection of essential natural
resources, such as water and biodiversity, in Albemarle County. In 1992, the County adopted an
Open Space and Critical Resources Plan. In the 1999 Natural Resources and Cultural Assets
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chapter of the Comprehensive Plan, the importance of such resources is recognized. In the
Natural Resources chapter, the County also makes a commitment to development of a long-term
biodiversity protection plan. This biodiversity commitment supplements the County’s long
engagement in protecting local water resources. Citizens have indicated a strong wish to see
such protections accomplished.

Open Space land used for conservation ranks with agricultural and forestal uses of land as one of
the most prevalent and important uses of land in the Rural Areas, and as noted in the Guiding
Principles, ranks equally in importance with them. Conservation uses are recognized in the State
Land Evaluation Advisory Council (SLEAC) provisions as qualified for land use that may be
covered by the use-value taxation program (commonly called "land use tax™).

Conservation, agriculture and forestry have a dynamic and mutually supportive relationship in
our Rural Areas. Albemarle’s Rural Areas are a mosaic of land used for agriculture, for forestry,
as well as for land whose greatest value is its contribution to the protection of natural resources.
This mosaic has great value to the residents of Albemarle's rural communities, for whom it
provides a traditional rural environment; but its value extends to the community at large,
including the City of Charlottesville and the County’s Development Areas, which benefits from
the proximity to rural land and its salutary contributions to clean and abundant water supply,
clean air, and preservation of wildlife habitat that are fundamental to a healthy and diverse
biological community.

The relationship among forestry, agriculture and conservation is also mutually supportive in that
some land whose primary use is conservation may have secondary uses for agriculture or forestry
(e.g., limited hay cutting and/or small selective harvesting of trees). The relationship is dynamic
because these uses may change among the three over time (e.g., agricultural land may become
forest). This is in stark contrast to residential or commercial uses which almost never revert to
agriculture, conservation or forestry.

Like agriculture and commercial forestal land use, effective protection of natural resources
generally requires substantial blocks of land dedicated to conservation. Fragmentation of land by
suburban type development is no more compatible with conservation use of land than it is for
land dedicated to agriculture or to forestry.

Land in long-term conservation use can buffer agricultural and commercial forestry operations
from less intensive use of land or particularly sensitive ones; can provide recreational
opportunities; and may provide a greater level of protection for natural resources than land
dedicated to either agriculture or forestry alone.

The economic benefits of conservation use of land are also important. For the community at
large and for the individual property owner to a lesser extent, retail sales for activities associated
with conservation use of land such as hunting, fishing, hiking, camping, and horse-back riding
equipment (also uses found on agricultural and forestry lands) are substantial and growing. As
with agricultural and forested lands, there are also other potential property owner benefits such
as tax benefits, including use value taxation, protection from more intensive development
through easement donation or participation in agricultural and forestal districts, and the
possibility of increased property value as conserved land. Land in conservation use can also
enhance the value of near-by property. And tourism, one of the most important components of
this area’s local economy, is inextricably linked to conserved land that preserves natural
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resources. In the larger sense, perhaps the primary long term economic value of conservation
use of land can be the ecological services they provide, such as moderation of temperature
extremes, facilitation of rainfall absorption, purification of water and air, erosion control,
pollination of crops and supply of many active ingredients in drugs used to treat human diseases.
As an example, all human enterprise in the community depends on the abundance and quality of
water, which can be enhanced and protected by large tracts of properly conserved land.

Conservation can be assisted by providing funding for conservation projects, such as the planting
and maintaining of forested stream buffers. Raising public awareness of funding sources and
providing assistance with acquiring funding and implementing conservation measures is an
effective way for the County to achieve resource conservation on private lands.

However, for voluntary programs (especially permanent easements) to be truly effective, use of
the protected land must be monitored to ensure that the established conservation standards are
being met. The County currently has little or no capacity for monitoring even the relatively
small number of easements that it currently holds. An increasing dependence on easements for
conservation will require that such a capacity be created.

OBJECTIVES:

e Strive to maintain and/or restore sufficient land in conservation use in the County, with
the primary goals of conserving and promoting undisturbed land for its benefit to clean
and abundant ground and surface water, clean air, and terrestrial and aquatic habitats that
are fundamental to a healthy and diverse biological community.

e Support rural land owners whose main objective is the conservation of rural land not
necessarily in agricultural or commercial forestal production.

STRATEGIES:

The County should:

1. Protect the County's natural, scenic, and historic resources in the Rural Area, continuing
the efforts begun with the "Open Space and Critical Resources Plan™ adopted in 1992,

2. Encourage educational programs that teach conservation of natural resources, especially
those programs tailored to individual user groups such as land owners, business owners,
contractors, developers, and teachers.

3. Identify and protect land areas that should be maintained as natural conservation areas to
assure persistence of our water and biological resources. This should consider, among
other things, maintenance of large blocks of forest to provide groundwater recharge and
forest interior habitat, protection of wetlands, riparian areas and other biologically rich
and ecologically important areas, maintenance or creation of wildlife movement
corridors, possibly in riparian areas and mountain ridge tops. Utilize the County’s
biodiversity initiatives to identify areas or species that need conservation protection.

4. Review potential conflicts between conservation areas and other adjoining rural land
uses. Seek to develop planning and management methods that promote coexistence of
these different uses.

Continue to actively promote conservation easements.

Consider the impact on rural land fragmentation in the evaluation of land use decisions.
Actively promote Agricultural and Forestal Districts.

Establish proactive support through the creation of an Agriculture/Conservation/Forestry
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10.

11.

12.

13.

Support Program that provides assistance including community education, marketing
strategies, and the exploration of rural land use support businesses.

Promote the benefits of conservation and preservation of land through education
programs, information provided through mixed media resources, and the County web
page. Information pertaining to the Land Use Taxation program for Open Space should
be included in this outreach initiative.

Preserve large areas of forest, protect or create forested stream buffers, and support good
soil management in order to protect watershed services.

Fund and/or provide grant assistance for voluntary conservation projects that protect
agricultural and forestal resources, animal and plant habitats, and ecosystem services.
Upon adoption of recommendations from the Groundwater Committee, adopt measures
to protect the quality and quantity of groundwater, both as a critical portion of the
County's overall water system and as a water supply for rural residents.

Recognize land conservation programs as the highest priority for achieving Rural Area
goals, and management of development patterns as a tool that can reduce but not prevent
development impacts.
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Land Preservation or Voluntary Land Conservation

Albemarle County has demonstrated the importance of voluntary land conservation by its
adoption of the Acquisition of Conservation Easements (ACE) program which acquires
conservation easements to preserve the land's rural character, whether in agriculture, forest
production, or dedicated to conservation. Further, this Comprehensive Plan's description of the
benefits of Rural Preservation Developments includes "the permanent preservation of large areas
of land that can be used for agricultural and forestal production, recreational uses, water supply
protection, and the conservation of natural, scenic and historic resources."

The community profits from the preservation of scenic and cultural resources, which not only
enrich lives, but which are important components of a thriving tourism industry, and as a setting
for traditional rural activities such as hunting, fishing, hiking and horseback riding. The
economic benefits of preservation or voluntary land conservation of rural lands are also
important. With conservation easements come potential property owner benefits such as federal
and state gift and estate tax benefits. When neighborhoods participate in agricultural and forestal
districts, each property's value and residents' quality of life increases with the protection from
intensive residential development. Eased land over time acquires a value as a protected estate,
independent of what residential development it holds. Land under easement also enhances the
value of near-by property. Tourism, one of the most important components of this area's local
economy, is inextricably linked to the preserved rural countryside.

Conservation easements are needed to meet Comprehensive Plan goals as listed in other sections.
These include:
1. Protect natura