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This letter is from Albemarle County Supervisor Sally Thomas (Samuel Miller District).  She sent it 
to, among others, myself and a local reporter, thus I am sharing it on the Charlottesville Tomorrow 
Weblog (http://cvilletomorrow.typepad.com ) as another resource in our conversation about 
protecting our rural areas.  Previous blog postings have covered Supervisor David Slutzky's 
recommendation about a Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) program. 
  
Brian Wheeler 
Charlottesville Tomorrow 
  
 

From: WriteinSal@aol.com [mailto:WriteinSal@aol.com]  
Sent: Wednesday, December 13, 2006 11:40 AM 
To:   
Subject: some rural-area-preservation suggestions 
 
Here are a few ways we can start to protect the rural area from residential development. 
  
Starting in 2002, following many residents’ participation and Albemarle’s  Comprehensive Plan, the 
Board of Supervisors directed staff to develop the strategies of phasing and clustering.  Since half 
the board ended the work on those strategies, we need to look for alternatives that will be practical 
and effective in protecting the rural area. As we know, about 300 houses in the rural area are built 
each year, and we know that thousands of lots exist and more can be created each year. We have 
many years’ supply for rural residential development.  Each year the rural area becomes more 
suburban, with losses of natural resources, economic potential and a way of life that polls show our 
citizens value. 
  
I think we need to consider what aspects of rural protection we want to pursue. Do we want to 
improve our protection of rural resources, especially soil and water?  We can require erosion and 
sediment control plans for projects of less than 10,000 sq. ft., and we can require permits instead of 
simple agreements for those and smaller projects.  We can increase our stream buffer 
requirements that residential development must meet, something the Chesapeake Bay program 
encourages.  We can adopt aspects of the MOD that were regarded as valid by that multi-faceted 
committee for protecting the mountain resources, but which some speakers at our public hearing 
suggested were equally valid throughout the County. 
  
Do we want to discourage indiscriminate building in the rural area on land inappropriate for 
development?  Clustering would have been a tool for doing so.  Via an amendment to the 
subdivision ordinance, we can now require rural developers at least to submit a Phase I  
environmental assessment.  This could detect problems such as arsenic in the soil as well as 
industrial lagoons and other contaminations that we suspect exist in the rural area. We can make 
sure that houses and roads and driveways take the least destructive locations when there are 
choices between a damaging location and a safe one on a piece of property.  Also, we can adopt 
an historic preservation ordinance and a bio-diversity ordinance.  Clustering would have reduced 
the need for either ordinance, but without clustering, if we’re serious about rural protection, we 
should consider the two ordinances. 
  
In our Strategic Plan, we gave ourselves a goal of putting more acreage into conservation 
easements.  If this continues to be a goal, then we should increase funding of the ACE program.  



As this program gains acceptance and as land values increase, this program’s success creates the 
need for more funding. We could add a budget item to assist middle-income families who want to 
put land into an easement but find the process-costs too heavy. We can also fund a publicity 
campaign, and we should recognize that we’ll need more staff to manage an increased number of 
easements held by the County, whether through ACE or PRFA.  We also could increase staff to 
pursue membership in Ag/For districts, a ten-year commitment and one which psychologically is a 
forerunner of putting ones land into a conservation easement and of getting neighborhoods to think 
in terms of staving off development instead of thinking about what to develop. 
  
Do we want to give rural landowners viable alternatives to thinking of themselves as no more than 
wholesalers of land for development?  We can get serious about making it more profitable to farm 
and to harvest sustainable lumber on the rural lands.  We’ve long had that strategy in our Comp 
Plan, and a committee of rural landowners highly recommended that we do so, years ago.  
Budgeting for a staff member skilled in agricultural development and marketing, or even sharing 
staff with other rural counties is possible, today.  The American Farmland Trust, a national 
organization that has studied and worked with rural preservation for generations, says that a 
thriving, viable agricultural and forestry economy is the best protection of rural farmland.  
  
Do we particularly want to protect our forests, as the Chesapeake Bay watershed loses 100 acres 
of woodland each day, threatening water and air quality?  An incentive is enabled in the Riparian 
Buffer tax program that we could adopt.  Appalachian Sustainable Forestry offers another 
opportunity to help landowners make money off even marginal woods as well as inducing healthy 
forest management. 
  
Do we want to reduce the budget impact that rural sprawl imposes on a community?  Impact fees 
are one of the few tools for getting rural, by-right development to somewhat pay for its increased 
fiscal burdens.  We can work with our neighbors and lobbying groups to get the General Assembly 
to allow rural-area impact fees. 
  
Do we want to reduce development potential in the rural area?  Phasing would have accomplished 
that, particularly for the big, outside developers who now have no reason not to move in.  
Downzoning is another tool that we originally promised we would not pursue since rural land 
spokesmen said they preferred other approaches.  Downzoning would require a public process to 
change our Comprehensive Plan and zoning ordinance.  If we tie it to a presently not-allowed TDR 
program and enlarged development area, as David Slutzky suggests, we’re talking about a complex 
and probably fairly lengthy process of public explanation, involvement and uncertain outcome. Any 
talk of downzoning leads to increased subdivision activity, ordinarily, so we may see an increase in 
rural residential activity.   
  
While we work, hundreds of houses and more available lots will appear.  I urge us to get serious 
about these ordinance changes, staffing increases and funding increases, or else admit to the 
public that we aren’t actually intending to influence the type, amount and effects of residential 
sprawl that our county is experiencing. 
  
Sally Thomas 
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