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Farmland Protection Efforts
Clearly agriculture is critical to the Valley region. So what’s the status of  farm-

land preservation?  Potential strategies are described below, along with the degree
to which they are used in the region.  A detailed sheet for each county follows,
describing the county’s farmland preservation context and illustrating the devel-
opment potential of a typical 100-acre farm.  A note on terminology: VCC uses
“farmland protection” or agricultural preservation” to mean maintaining rural
land uses, such as agriculture and forestry, in contrast to converting extensive ar-
eas of rural land to home sites or other development.

growth pressure.  The third, Botetourt
County, has indirect statements that
might imply such a goal.

Agricultural Land Preservation Pro-
grams - County documents were re-
viewed to see which localities have
specific programs or initiatives targeted
to agricultural issues and farmland
preservation. Analysis: Only two coun-
ties, Rockbridge and Rockingham,
have programs of any kind.

Agricultural Land Preservation
Goals – The comprehensive plan of
each county was reviewed for whether
agricultural preservation is a stated
goal.  This goal must be expressly stated
and have specific objectives toward that
end.  (Rural character or natural re-
sources preservation was not considered
sufficient.)  Analysis: Most counties in
the VCC region have a farm preserva-
tion goal (see Figure 1-19).  Two that
do not (Alleghany and Bath) have little

Rockingham
County created a
Sustainable
Agriculture
Committee to
learn, from people
closest to agri-
culture, what the
major issues are
facing agriculture
and to generate
ideas on what can
be done to promote
farming.
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Summary of Common Farmland Protection Strategies

sites served by individual well and sep-
tic.  Analysis: Few counties in the region
rely on this technique, although some
exempt large-lot divisions (in which all
resulting parcels meet the minimum
size) from subdivision regulations.
(VCC does not advocate large-lot zon-
ing unless it is part of comprehensive,
well-thought-out growth policies and
unless the lot size is large enough for a
viable farm, which studies have found
to be generally between 50 and 100
acres.)

Exclusive Agricultural Zoning – The
only uses allowed are those involving or
compatible with farming or forestry.
Analysis: Rockingham and Augusta
counties have restrictive agricultural
zones, in addition to general agricultur-
al zones.  These exclusive zones allow
limited business uses that relate to agri-
cultural operations.

Sliding Scale Zoning – Smaller par-
cels can be subdivided at a greater den-
sity than larger parcels.  The intent is to
allow most owners to divide at least
once, but to reduce the overall poten-
tial development density of larger par-
cels.  Analysis:  Not in use in the VCC
region, although Warren has a hybrid
where a limited number of smaller lots
are allowed.

Open Space Development (Cluster-
ing) – Density (number of lots) based
on the entire parcel, but with lots sited
on just a portion of  the parcel.  The
remainder is set aside for continued
farming or for common open space.

Land Use Taxation
The state allows localities to tax land

owners based on how land is used,
rather than its market value.  The state
defines standards for four categories
(agricultural, horticultural, forestal,
and open space). Most localities partici-
pate in the program. Analysis: All but
two of the counties in the region (Bath
and Highland) apply land use taxation
for agricultural and forestal uses.

Zoning and Subdivision
Regulations

Counties, through their development
regulations, control some aspects of
growth, notably what uses are allowed
and how parcels can be divided.  How-
ever, zoning in itself  does not protect
agricultural land.   It is a temporary
measure (a parcel can be rezoned to a
different category, or the regulations of
a district can be changed) and tends to
reflect rather than shape development
pressure.

All counties in the region have
agricultural zoning districts.  Those
with  development pressure have tiers
of development districts that can be
applied in the rural areas.  Below are
some of the ways that zoning can be
used to try to slow down residential
development in agricultural areas:

Large-Lot Zoning –  Setting a mini-
mum lot size that results in large house
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For example, a density of  1 dwelling
unit per 10 acres with a minimum lot
size of 2 acres would result in a devel-
oped area of 10 units on 20 acres with
a residual of  80 acres.  The benefits of
clustering include reduced land con-
sumption and the opportunity to pro-
tect natural areas, scenic views, and
other assets during development.  It is
not, however, effective for farmland
preservation because it brings nonfarm-
ing residences directly into farming
areas and thus may increase conflicts.
Analysis: Five localities have provisions
for clustering, but there are few built
examples and provisions seem more
inclined to common open space than to
retaining farming. (VCC advocates
clustering only in growth areas served
by water and sewer.)

Maximum Lot Size –  Limiting the
size of lots to reduce consumption of

prime farmland.  As with clustering,
the overall density is based on total par-
cel size.  Analysis: Not in use in the
VCC region.

Time-Release Subdivisions  -  Limit
on how often a landowner can divide a
parcel.  The intent is to remove the in-
centive for land speculation (since a
developer would have to carry the costs
of the land and development without a
quick return) yet allow farmers a peri-
odic flow of income from selling off
pieces of  their main asset.  Analysis: The
two largest agricultural counties in the
region, Augusta and Rockingham, have
instituted such policies in recent years.

Agricultural/Forestal Districts –
Voluntary agreement between farmers
and the local government to maintain
farmland for a set term.  When a dis-
trict is established, landowners agree
not to convert their farms to develop-
ment for a period of between 4 and 10
years.  In return, the locality offers au-
tomatic land use taxation rates, protec-
tion from nuisance suits, and
consideration of the district in local
land-use planning.  Analysis: Seven
counties and one city have active agri-
cultural and forestal districts.  The 45
“ag districts” in the region cover
117,407 acres. The vast majority of  the
districts in the region (38 out of 45)
were formed since 1990, although a
few date to the late 1970s and early
1980s.  (For details, see the box on p.
40  and the full listing on p.41, as well
as the regional map on p. 39 and the
individual county maps in the previous
section.)
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Agricultural and Forestal Districts in the VCC Region
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Farmland Protection Efforts

Shenandoah County Makes the
Most of Agricultural Districts
Shenandoah County has by far the
most ag districts in the region. It
now has 21 districts, including one
just recently formed. Success of this
program is attributed to grass roots
efforts by a former Extension Agent,
local farmers who want to preserve
the agricultural lifestyle and
economy, and excellent staff work.
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Agricultural and forestal districts (“ag
districts”) are one of  the primary ways
that landowners can protect farmland
from development.  Landowners gain
strength in numbers with neighboring
farmers, making it known to all that
this land, at least for the near term, is
reserved for farming and forestry.

Ag districts have grown exten-
sively in the past 15 years.  In 1990,
there were just 7 ag districts in the re-
gion, one each in Augusta, Frederick,
and Warren counties, and 4 in Shenan-
doah County.  By mid 2002, that num-

ber had grown to 45 ag districts,
spread among 7 counties and 1 city.
Alleghany, Bath, Botetourt, and
Highland counties have no districts,
and Warren County has not had a
new district since the first one was
formed in 1978.

A total of 26 districts were
formed in the 1990s, with 12 more
so far in 2000 and beyond.   Shenan-
doah County leads the way in the use
of  ag districts.  Their 20 districts and
more than 43,000 acres stand head
and shoulders above any other coun-
ty in the region.  Rockingham Coun-
ty, the top agricultural county, has
come on strong, forming all 9 of its
districts since 2000 and now ranking
second in the region in both number
and acreage.  Likewise, small Rock-
bridge County ranks third, with all
of  its districts formed since 1999.  No
new districts have formed in the far
northern counties of  Frederick and
Warren since 1995.



Valley Conservation Council  State of the Valley     41

.32-1erugiF

ytilacoL&emaNybstcirtsiDlatseroFdnalarutlucirgA

emaN ytiC/ytnuoC
tsriFetaD
dedroceR egaercA emaN ytiC/ytnuoC

tsriFetaD
dedroceR egaercA

dirdaM-aromirC atsuguA 0991 0.454,1 wolloHeniMlaoC haodnanehS 5991 7.525

reviRelddiM atsuguA 1991 0.005,8 ecanruFaibmuloC haodnanehS 5991 9.543,1

koorbelddiM atsuguA 8991 0.026,5
ydnaS-lliHsrehsiF

kooH haodnanehS 4891 3.973,2

kcirederFhtuoS kcirederF 0891 0.106,11 ezialG haodnanehS 5991 3.872

hcruhCelbuoD kcirederF 5991 0.215,1 hcruhCnonabeL haodnanehS 5991 9.651,1

hcruhCegufeR kcirederF 5991 0.274 ecanruFytrebiL haodnanehS 5991 3.257,1

namynotS egaP 1002 0.219,1 keerClliM haodnanehS 5991 6.433,1

edisynnuS egdirbkcoR 9991 0.507 ratSgninroM haodnanehS 5991 7.209

lliHycnaF egdirbkcoR 0002 0.460,2 noskcaJ.tM haodnanehS 2991 6.309,9

kcabgoH egdirbkcoR 2002 0.744 tekraMweN haodnanehS 5891 2.938,4

lliHyekruT egdirbkcoR 2002 0.822,1 sgnirpSyenkrO haodnanehS 4991 6.081,1

smraFhtimS egdirbkcoR 0002 0.297 yelegdiR haodnanehS 5991 6.433

htroNnwotelzeeK mahgnikcoR 8991 0.650,4 ekuL.tS haodnanehS 5991 1.383,1

htuoSnwotelzeeK mahgnikcoR 8991 0.153 koorBsmoT haodnanehS 4891 7.750,1

keerCgnirpS mahgnikcoR 0002 0.489,2 nuRgnilbmuT haodnanehS 5991 6.494

evorGkaO mahgnikcoR 0002 0.183,1 evorGs'namekaW haodnanehS 5991 7.508,6

reviRyrD mahgnikcoR 0002 0.828,6 tsaEkcotsdooW haodnanehS 5991 0.325

htroNsyeKssorC mahgnikcoR 1002 0.996 tseWkcotsdooW haodnanehS 5991 7.027,5

htuoSsyeKssorC mahgnikcoR 1002 0.744,1 dnalkcoR nerraW 8791 0.424,9

mahgnikcoRtseW mahgnikcoR 1002 0.528,6 llatoTytnuoC 4.680,511

enibottO mahgnikcoR 1002 0.746,1 enaLs'lleB notnuatS 7991 0.266,1

evorG-melC-namresuaB haodnanehS 9791 0.408 dleifirreM notnuatS 7991 0.763

nuRgnirpSradeC haodnanehS 9991 0.514 rraC.O.M notnuatS 7991 0.292

latoTnoigeRCCV 4.704,711

uoS :ecr 2002,1enuJottnerrucatad;licnuoCnoitavresnoCyellaV

Principle 1: Conserve Natural and Scenic Assets:
Farmland Protection Efforts



42   State of the Valley 2003		  Valley Conservation Council

Conservation Easements in the Region

The tool of conservation 
easements, while relatively 
newly used in the VCC re-
gion (there were only 16 
examples in 1990), has seen 
phenomenal growth.  By the 
end of 2002, the number of 
easements in the region had 
increased nearly tenfold, to 
153, while acreage shot up 
from just 3,800 acres in 1990 
to 29,988 acres in 2002.  This 
explosive increase exceeded 
the state’s rate of easement 
growth.  

	 Augusta County (36 
easements, 5,506 acres) and 
Rockbridge County (34 ease-
ments, 5,757 acres) lead the 
way, while tiny Bath County 
actually has the most acreage 
under easement (8,717 acres 
in 17 easements).  Alleghany 
County has had the least ease-
ment activity (1 easement, 14 
acres).  

	 Statewide between 
1990 and 2002, the number 
and acreage of easements 
more than doubled, from 340 
easements and 71,037 acres to 
1,205 easements and 224,578 
acres.  In 1990, just 5.3 percent 
of acres under easement in 
the state were in the VCC re-
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Jump Mountain, a Rockbridge County 
landmark, and four neighboring farms are 
protected by conservation easements.

F igure 1-24.
C ons ervation E as ements  - 1990 and 2002

(Number and Acreage by Locality)
        1990 2002

C ounty No. A c res No. A c res

Alleghany 0 0 1       14

Augusta 0 0 36  5,505.98

B ath 5 2,183.93 17  8,716.83

B otetourt 0 0 7     801.07

Frederick 0 0 7  1,727.38

Highland 0 0 5     842.97
Page 0 0 6     489.76

R ockbridge 4    613.11 34  5,757.32

R ockingham 0 0 6     742.88

S henandoah 4    272.52 13  1,519.34

Warren 3    730.92 20  3,755.26

TOTAL 16 3,800.48 152 29,872.79

C ities

Winchester 0 0 1     115

V C C  R egion 16 3,800.48 153 29,987.79

S TAT E  TOTAL 340 71,038.25 1,205 224,578.17

S ourc e:  V irginia Outdoors  Foundation; data current to December
31, 2002
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Purchase of  Development Rights
(PDRs) – Local programs to purchase
development rights.  The protection
effect is the same as a conservation ease-
ment except that the easement is pur-
chased rather than donated.  The
advantage to the landowner is compen-
sation for development rights tied to his
land.  The locality benefits from the
chance to influence growth patterns,
enhance its tax base, and meet open
space preservation goals.  Analysis: One
locality in the region has a purchase of
development rights (PDR) ordinance.
Rockbridge County adopted its REAP
ordinance in May 2003 (see below).  It
joins the handful of local PDR pro-
grams in Virginia, including those in
Albemarle, Loudoun, and James City
counties and the City of Virginia
Beach.

Statewide Farmland Protection Pro-
grams

Virginia was late to adopt a concerted
program to address the issue of farm-
land conversion.  A February 2000
American Farmland Trust map “States
with Publicly Funded Farmland Protec-
tion Programs,” showed Virginia as the
only state in the Mid-Atlantic (with the
exception of  West Virginia) that did
not have a state farmland protection
program.  Virginia has since established
the Agricultural Vitality Program, but
the program has a staff of one and is
minimally funded.

Furthermore, all of  Virginia’s
neighbors in the mid-Atlantic growth
corridor (Maryland, North Carolina,
Kentucky, West Virginia, Pennsylvania,

Rockbridge County Adopts Easement
Purchase Ordinance

The Rockbridge Easement Agreement Program (REAP), adopted in May
2003, will enable the County to purchase development rights on significant lands

that it would like to see protected, such as farmland or critical lands identified in the
Comprehensive Plan. The program will be voluntary and will encourage owners to do-

nate as well as sell development rights.

The goal is to help preserve the county’s farms, forests, and open space.  Landown-
ers can realize some economic return from their land without having to convert it to

development.  The county expects to save public money over time as service costs
are avoided and stormwater runoff  is minimized.  To help fund the pro-

gram, it might be able to tap into farmland protection funds al-
located in the latest Farm Bill.

Principle 1: Conserve Natural and Scenic Assets:
Farmland Protection Efforts
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and New Jersey), have statewide PDR
programs.  In September 2002, Virgin-
ia was allocated $1.5 million in federal
Farmland Protection money from the
2002 Farm Bill.  Local programs and
non-profits have taken the initiative to
secure the federal funding by provid-
ing the required matching money.
The goal is for the state’s Ag Vitality
Program to eventually be able to match
local PDR programs.

The Middle River Agricultural and Forestal District was the first one formed in Augusta

County.

What’s Ahead?
The next section addresses what each

individual county in the VCC region is
doing to protect agricultural and for-
estal land.  These Rural Development
Potential sheets, along with the previ-
ous County Information Sheets, give a
comprehensive perspective of the rural
economy and the growth pressures in
each county and present a snapshot of
their various protection strategies.
Each locality has its own challenges and
its own planning tradition. The results
demonstrate the differing effects of
these policies.
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