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American Farmland Trust

Saving the Land that Sustains us by

➢ Protecting Farmland

➢ Advancing sound farming practices 

➢ Keeping farmers on the land





Planners

Local officials

Farmers and community 
residents

Agricultural service 
providers

Primary Audiences



Guided by an Expert 
Advisory Committee



Why and How

Farmland Protection and 
Thoughtful Growth

Agricultural Viability 
Through Farm-Focused 
Economic Development

Conservation Agriculture

Additional Resources

The Website has Five Tabs with Side Navigation



Why & How to Plan for Agriculture



Economic

Environmental

Fiscal 

Food security

Heritage

And more …

Why Plan for Agriculture? 
Virginia’s Largest Private Industry, 

Agriculture Offers Unparalleled Value



Despite these Values, 

Virginia’s Farms Face and 

Uncertain Future

Virginia lost 18% of its farms 
between 2012 and 2022. 

The remaining farms are tested by 
many things, especially:

› Competition for land

› Aging Farm Population

› Extreme weather events



Between 2001 – 2016 
Virginia converted 340,000 
acres of farmland to 
developed uses

Most of the development 
occurred on the state’s 
most productive, versatile, 
and resilient soils

Virginia is Losing its 
Agricultural Land Base



Scattered, large-lot 
residential development
Utility-scale solar arrays 
Warehouses
Data centers

Land values have soared: up 32% 
just in the past 5 years

Development Pressures 
are Increasing



40% of Virginia’s Farmers are 65 or older, 

8% are Under 35 – Who will Farm in the Future?



Extreme hurricanes, floods, and 
droughts already have caused 
major crop losses, livestock 
impacts, and destruction of 
agricultural infrastructure in the 
Commonwealth

Resulting in hundreds of millions 
of dollars of damage to Virginia’s 
farms

Hurricane Helene along caused 
over $125 million in damage to 
Southwest Virginia alone

Climate Change



A Failure to Plan is a Plan to Fail! 





Protects Farmland & Promotes 
Smart Growth

Supports Ag Viability Now & for 
the Future

Encourages Conservation & 
Sound Farming Practices

Sustains Community Health & 
Wellbeing

Planning for Agriculture





Farmland Protection & Thoughtful Growth



Comprehensive Plans & Zoning

Comp Plans serve as the foundation 
for local policies like zoning

Zoning to protect farmland:

Defines agriculture as the 
preferred land use

Limits activities that interfere with 
commercial farm production

Sets standards for accessory and 
ancillary uses

May or may not regulate lot size



Use Value Assessment 

Agricultural and Forestal Districts

Purchase of Development Rights

Transfer of Development Rights

Urban Development Areas

Other Virginia Policies to Protect Farmland and to 

Promote Thoughtful Growth



On average, across 7 Virginia counties 

Farm, Forest and Open lands 
received 42¢ of public services for 
every $1 paid in taxes and fees

Residential land uses received 
$1.20 of public services for every 
$1 paid in taxes and fees 

Like other commercial and 
industrial land uses, local 
revenues from working and open 
lands help offset the cost of 
services to residential 
development

Cost of Community Services Studies 



Mitigating Utility Solar on 
Farmland

Since 2016, ~40% of Virginia’s 
utility-scale solar construction 
occurred on farmland 

To lessen the impacts, mitigation 
plans are required for projects 
that disrupt more than 10 acres 
of prime soils

DEQ is developing regulations to 
implement requirements



Several Codes Rule Local 
Authority Siting Solar Arrays

Must be consistent with state policy

Provide reasonable siting criteria 
including for buffers and setbacks

Limit noise

Address decommissioning

Farm property owners may install solar panels to 
serve their own energy needs so long as they 

comply with local zoning and design requirements



Agricultural Viability





Agritourism

Composting

Farm Labor Housing

Retail Marketing 

Value Added Processing

Signage

Zoning to Support Farms



• Agriculture & Forestry Industry 
Development Fund

• Agritourism laws

• Community Food Processing

• Farm to School programs

• Virginia FarmLink

• Right to Farm Act

Programs and Policies to Support Agricultural Viability



Agricultural Development and 
Marketing Support

VDACS Division of Marketing and 
Development

VA Food Access Investment Fund

Local government support



Agricultural Boards, 
Committees and Staff

AFD Committees

Farm Bureau Committees

Agricultural Collaboratives

Agricultural Development 
Staff

Many ways to give farmers a voice 
in local decision making



Conservation Agriculture



Chesapeake Bay Act

The Act protects and improves the 
Bay’s water quality with effective 
land use management

 80 bordering communities 
develop and carry out Watershed 
Implementation Plans 

They map boundaries and 
incorporate protection measures 
into comp plans and local policies



Virginia authorized SWCDs in 1938 
as political subdivisions of state 
government to conserve natural 
resources through outreach, 
education, technical and financial 
assistance

Today 47 districts operate in the 
Commonwealth supported by state 
and local funds

They deliver resources to 
landowners and communities for 
conservation planning and 
implementation practices 

Soil & Water Conservation Districts



Virginia Soil Health Coalition’s Virginia 
Farmer Mentor Network 

Virginia Forage and Grassland Council’s 
Farmer-to-Farmer Mentor Program 

Virginia No-Till Alliance’s VANTAGE 
Farmer Mentor Program 

Virginia Tech’s Eastern Shore crop 
producers  mentoring network

Virginia Tech & NRCS Integrated 
Conservation Agronomy Farmer 
Mentoring Program

Farmer Mentor Programs



Composting

Several state laws establish 
standards for handling compost 
and sludge to recycle organic waste 
and improve environmental quality 

Composting usually is allowed on 
farms as an accessory use

Local governments can address 
setbacks, buffers, screening etc. 
through zoning and other local 
ordinances



Additional Resources



Links to Useful Resources

Census of Agriculture 
Reports

Geospatial Data

Coop Extension County 
“Situation Analysis” Reports

Presentation Slides

Supporting Organizations



Check out the Toolkit at: 
https://farmland.org/planning-for-agriculture-in-virginia

Thank You! 
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