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The Healthy Watersheds Project

● Multi-phase project funded through the Virginia 

Department of Forestry

● Project Team

➔ Rappahannock River Basin Commission

➔ Berkley Group

➔ ACRE Investment Management

➔ Working Lands Investment Partners



The Healthy Watersheds Project

● The goal of Healthy Watersheds: 
➔ Improve water quality in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed 

through encouraging forest conservation and reforestation

● Essex County’s role in the project:
➔ Pilot Locality:  Allowing the Healthy Watersheds team to 

evaluate the County’s current land conservation policies 

and to interview land owners



Defining Forest Conservation and 
Reforestation
● Forest Conservation:  The practice of planning and maintaining 

forested areas for the benefit of the environment and the 

sustainability of future generations.

● Reforestation:  The intentional restocking of forest on land that 

was previously forested.  Underutilized and marginal 

agricultural land may be an opportunity for reforestation in 

Essex County. 



The Benefits of Forest Conservation and 
Reforestation
Benefits of Forest Conservation:

● Improved water quality

● Improved air quality

● Preservation of a naturally 

occurring resources

● Provides wildlife with a 

suitable habitat

Additional Benefits of Reforestation:

● Returns land to natural state

● Rebuilds natural habitats and 

ecosystems



Obstacles to Forest Conservation and Reforestation
● Economic Pressures:

➔ Tax burden

➔ Population growth and residential/commercial development 

● Monetizing Forestland:

➔ Though forestland provides society and our natural environment 

with a multitude of benefits, there are few opportunities for 

landowners to  monetize these benefits.

● Public Policy:

➔ Local and state governments often lack effective policies and 

incentives for landowners to conserve their forestland.



Common Tools used to Achieve Forest 
Conservation and Reforestation



Essex County’s Tools
● Comprehensive Plan
● Zoning Ordinance
● Subdivision Ordinance
● ESC Ordinance
● Floodplain Ordinance
● Wetland and Coastal Areas Ordinance
● Taxation Ordinance
● Stakeholders

“Essex County… from the forests to the water… Where Life is Good.”



Comprehensive Plan

“Maintain and enhance the quality and character of the County 

by promoting the efficient use of the County's land and natural 

resources in order to effectively meet the social and economic 

needs of present and future residents providing for a more 

balanced and sustainable community.”



Comprehensive Plan

● 63% forest cover

● Support agricultural, forestal, open 

space, and other natural sites

● Balance types of land use

● Create a sustainable community



Zoning Ordinance

● “To provide for the preservation of agricultural and forestall 

lands and other lands of significance for the protection of the 

natural environment.”

● Agriculture, Residential, Business, and Industrial Districts 

allow forestry

● Entire County is a Resource Protection Area or Resource 

Management Area



Subdivision Ordinance

● Mandatory dedication of open space

● Location of wells, septic drainfields, or water and 

wastewater utilities must be shown on plats

● Potable water supply and wastewater method must be 

approved by health department



Erosion and Sediment Control Ordinance

● Prevent degradation of properties, stream channels, 

waters, and other natural resources by controlling soil 

erosion and deposition associated with land-disturbing 

activities according to the Virginia Erosion and Sediment 

Control Handbook



Floodplain Ordinance

● Applies to property subject to inundation by water from 

the 100-year flood event

● Protecting the floodplain protects water quality and may 

encourage forest cover

● Any development activity (including tree removal or land 

clearing) in the floodplain is subject to local approval and 

issuance of a land use permit



Wetlands and Coastal Areas Ordinance
● Regulates and restricts certain land uses in wetlands and 

coastal primary sand dunes to protect habitats and water 

(VA Code §28.2-1300)

● The Essex County Wetlands Board oversees this 

permitting process 

● In addition to Zoning Ordinance §15-1, Chesapeake Bay 

Preservation Act Overlay District



Taxation Ordinance

● Special assessment for land preservation devoted to 

agricultural, horticultural, forest, and open space 

uses in the public interest (LUVT)



Stakeholder Engagement

Benefits

● Economy

● Water and air 

quality

● Habitat

● Quality of life

Challenges  

● Competing land uses

● Local timber services

● Lack of education

● Tax policies

Strategies  

● Funding and capacity for 

existing programs (RT, 

AFID, etc.) 

● Outreach and education at 

all levels



Recommendations

● Comprehensive Plan

● Zoning Ordinance

● Subdivision Ordinance

● Taxation Ordinance



Comprehensive Plan – Recommendations

● Update the demographic data

● Include a high value conservation forest map

● Include additional information for Forest Resources

o Amount of public and private forest land

o Amount of forest in land use taxation



Comprehensive Plan – Recommendations
Section Three, Environment – Add to Objectives

● Identify opportunities to create jobs and generate 
revenue related to improving water quality.  

● Provide landowners a variety of short-term and 
long-term options.  

● Support new approaches to enable landowners to 
generate revenue from these land uses.



Comprehensive Plan – Recommendations
Section Three – Forest Resources discussion add

● More acres in Essex County are forested than any other 

single feature. Based on 2013 high-resolution land cover 

data, roughly 104,000 acres or 63% of the total County 

land area is established in forest cover. 



Comprehensive Plan – Recommendations
Section Three – Forest Resources discussion add

● Beyond the timber industry, the County recognizes that 

landowners find it difficult to conserve their forestland 

without a way to monetize conservation.  As a significant 

County resource, forestry is also addressed in Section 4 

LAND USE and Section 7 THE ECONOMY.



Comprehensive Plan – Recommendations
Section Four, Land Use – Add New Objective

● Facilitate and support landowner access to carbon 

markets through aggregation of landowners to reach a 

size that attracts the investment of private capital.



Comprehensive Plan – Recommendations
Section Four – Add New Implementation Measures

● Create an Economic Development Authority (EDA), or work 
with the existing EDA, to facilitate landowner access to private 
capital investments associated with carbon markets.

● Work with and educate landowners of various size tracts of land 
about enhanced opportunities to access capital and benefits 
that support and enhance the agriculture and forest industries.



Zoning Ordinance – Recommendations

● Rename Agricultural Zoning Districts to Agricultural-

Forestry (A-1 and A-2 to AF-1 and AF-2)

● Offer open space density bonuses for conservation 

without increasing overall density

● Specify conservation areas as a type of open space



Subdivision Ordinance – Recommendations
Include on Plats

● Location of the 100-year floodplain

● Location of dam break inundation zones

● Location of wetlands, waterbodies, perennial and intermittent streams

● Soil analysis

● Erosion and sediment control plan

● Stormwater management facilities

● Any areas of the tract under conservation or historic easement



Taxation Ordinance – Recommendations
● Maintain some level of special assessment for land preservation to 

financially assist landowners with agricultural and forestall uses

● Add an article to exempt equipment and facilities that are certified as 

contributing to pollution control from county taxes



Future Land Use and Economic Policy

● Transfer of Development Rights

○ Identify “receiving” and “sending” areas in 

Comprehensive Plan

○ Correlate with growth areas and meet established 

County goals



Questions?



Thank you

Darren Coffey, AICP

darren@bgllc.net

434-981-2026


