
New Plan To Secure County’s Rural Vision

Shenandoah County’s proposed rural areas plan would promote voluntary land conservation, like the conservation easement on this farm
near Edinburg, to strengthen agriculture and maintain the county’s rural character.  

This fall, Shenandoah County
elected officials will take up a rural
areas plan designed to stem the loss
of more than a quarter of the coun-
ty’s rural lands, while it strengthens
towns and surrounding county
growth areas. The plan seeks to
support the farm sector, provide
flexibility for rural landowners,
secure long-term savings for county
taxpayers and enhance the quality
of life for all residents, all goals of
Shenandoah County’s Comprehen-
sive Plan. 

The Board of Supervisors (BOS)
and Planning Commission will hold
a joint public hearing on the meas-
ure Thursday, October 7 at 7 pm at
the county administration building
in Woodstock. Both boards are
expected to vote on the proposal in
November.

The rural areas plan was devel-
oped by the BOS-appointed
Community Planning Project
Steering Committee, which was
charged in 2008 with achieving the
goals in the county’s com-
prehensive plan vision statement by
preparing amendments to the com-
prehensive plan and zoning and
subdivision ordinances. 

“A broad consensus exists
regarding the county’s vision and
expectations for long-term popula-
tion growth,” according to the
Steering Committee’s final report,
completed July 29.  “There is no sin-
gle magic bullet for achieving the
vision,” the report continues. 

Instead, “a combination of tools
would balance the impacts and ben-
efits among all citizens, landowners
and taxpayers in the county and
together offer the best prospects for
success,” the report states.

The Steering Committee’s rural
areas plan calls for the county to
pursue three distinct strategies (see
stories on page 3):
• Encourage most new housing

growth in and around the towns.
• Invest in voluntary land conser-

vation programs.
• Strengthen rural zoning ordinances. 

The need is urgent. Current
housing trends and zoning will lead
to significant losses of Shenandoah
County’s agricultural land base – 14
percent in the next 20 years and 28
percent in 40 years – if the revisions

are not adopted. The rural areas
plan could cut that loss to not more
than two percent over time. (see
maps on page 3) 

Shenandoah County taxpayers
would realize significant savings if
the majority of new housing is shift-
ed to the towns and surrounding
county growth areas, where public
services already exist or can be
planned for most efficiently.

Directing growth to towns can
increase housing affordability by
providing a greater variety of
options. It can strengthen local busi-
nesses on Main Street and beyond.

The rural areas plan also offers
the farm sector greater stability and
new marketing opportunities. A vol-
untary land conservation program
would preserve productive farm
and forest land, as well as battle-
fields and valued open space. A
county agricultural economic devel-
opment program would help local
farmers build their businesses and

promote Shenandoah County prod-
ucts, markets and farm events. 

Rural landowners would retain
some flexibility. Those seeking to
develop would receive incentives to
preserve 80 percent or more of rural
land by clustering houses on small-
er lots on a portion of the property.

Finally, the rural areas plan
promises to enhance the quality of
life for all Shenandoah County resi-
dents. It would conserve tangible
features, like rural character, work-
ing farm and forest land, historic
battlefields, wildlife habitat, and
scenic vistas on rivers and moun-
tains. It also would protect the
important environmental services
provided by healthy rural land,
such as clean water and air.     

Copies of the rural zoning pack-
age are available in the county
planning office or online at:
www.shenandoahcountyva.us/
committees/communityplanning/
attachments/cpprecommend2010revised.pdf
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Rural Area Revisions 
Eyed Since 2006

The Community Planning Project (CPP) is the third initiative to address the goals in the Shenandoah County vision
statement since the comprehensive plan was adopted five years ago. Shenandoah Forum estimates that more than 200
residents have participated in planning to retain the county’s rural character. 

In January 2006, Shenandoah County supervisors appointed nine farmers to the Agriculture Task Force. The group
drew 60 residents to a workshop on purchase of development rights (PDR) and other agriculture vitality programs
and engaged many other residents with the farm sector appointees. 

The Agriculture Task Force’s final recommendations, released in December 2006, are reflected in the new rural areas
plan: amend rural zoning to minimize impacts on farming, work with towns to accommodate more growth, hire a
county agriculture development director and launch a voluntary PDR program.  

In April 2007, Shenandoah Forum launched a year-long Community Dialogue Project, which included three pub-
lic workshops that drew dozens of local residents. The Dialogue Project was led by a Consensus Committee of 21 res-
idents from the farm, real estate, business, education, arts, conservation and other sectors, who explored a variety of
rural land use tools. 

The CPP began its work in fall 2008 with four well-attended public forums on growth and development issues. The
CPP Steering Committee includes BOS Chairman David E. Ferguson and Supervisor Conrad A. Helsley, Planning
Commission Chairman Gary Lantz and Commissioner Russ Adams, and residents John Adamson and Deb Truban.
County Planning Director Brandon Davis and Zoning and Subdivision Administrator Joyce Fadeley provided sup-
port, along with land use consultants from Leesburg, Charlottesville and Harrisonburg.

Shenandoah County Comprehensive Plan
Vision Statement 

In the year 2025, Shenandoah County will still be a primarily rural community
that:
• Protects its natural resources.
• Directs its growth to the towns ensuring its open, agricultural character.
• Provides a variety of jobs in business, light industry, tourism, and sustain-

able agriculture.
• Maintains moderate growth of a demographically varied population.
• Supports safe and efficient interstate transportation and maintains the rural

character of its primary and secondary roads.
• Affords its students excellent and appropriate education.
• Serves its citizens with public facilities and services that enhance their qual-

ity of life.
• Ensures preservation of its natural beauty and unique, historical character

by strictly adhering to the goals and objectives of the Comprehensive Plan.

Adopted June 2005, Shenandoah County Board of Supervisors
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Worth the Wait
Sometimes only a long, slow oven bakes the best bread. That’s the

best analogy for the five years it has taken to create the right tools for
Shenandoah County residents to achieve our vision of a prosperous,
rural county.

Shenandoah Forum strongly endorses the new rural areas plan. The
rural zoning package will preserve our irreplaceable agricultural land
and give stability to our farm economy, as it also serves to strengthen
our towns. The revisions are truly a compromise, designed to provide
flexibility for rural landowners and long-term savings to taxpayers.

Shenandoah County must act now to correct the disconnect
between our comprehensive plan and outdated zoning rules, as Dr.
Michael Chandler, professor emeritus at Virginia Tech, warned us in
2007. Existing rural zoning could lead to up to 40,000 new lots in the
county’s rural area, with a loss of more than a quarter of prime farm
land to housing in the next 40 years.

It’s taken a long time to create the practical tools we need today to
realize the community’s vision for the future. It was worth the wait. We
encourage Shenandoah County residents to join us in asking our elect-
ed officials to adopt the rural areas plan as recommended by the
Community Planning Project. 

Democracy at Work
A diverse group of committed Shenandoah County residents

worked hard over the past five years studying ways to best implement
the growth and development goals in the county’s comprehensive
plan. We estimate that more than 200 residents attended at least one of
the workshops, forums, field trips, committee meetings or outreach
sessions held by civic groups or county government on these issues
since 2005.

To every one of you who touched this process, all of us at
Shenandoah Forum extend our sincere thanks. Each one of you proved
that in Shenandoah County, democracy is alive, well and hard at work.
We applaud your willingness to meet, share ideas and come to con-
structive consensus on even the most complicated public policy issues.
That is something to celebrate.
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To the Editor,

As a cattle farmer and rural
landowner, I often consider how
fortunate I am to live in this farming
community. As a retired educator, it
is important to me that we give our
young people opportunities to
experience the quality of life so
many of us enjoy. To do this we
must stabilize and strengthen
Shenandoah County's agricultural
base by preserving the rural lands
necessary for productive farming. 

I support the zoning and subdi-
vision changes in the proposed
plan. In thinking beyond ourselves
we can create a more economically
stable future for the next generation,
one that enables them, as it has us,
to take immeasurable pleasure and
pride in this wonderful place we
call home. 

I hope that you will join me in
supporting the rural areas plan.

Dee Hockman
Strasburg

To the Editor,

The natural integrity and practi-
cal usefulness of a landscape is most
often governed by its contiguous
acres, its land cover and even its
ownership status. Divisions in any
of these landscape components can
have serious implications in the
functionality of the ecosystems, the
management of the land, or the
profitability of owning that land.
Wildlife become challenged to eek
out an existence on fragmented
acreage and often tend to be prob-
lematic to new residents who might
move into what was once their habi-
tat area.  Forest lands of small
acreages can fall below the critical
mass needed to be effectively man-
aged for either timber or wildlife
resources. The parcelization of the
land resource can create a situation
where it is no longer profitable to
farm or harvest timber, thereby lim-
iting the future economic viability
of Shenandoah County.

For the past couple of years the
citizens of Shenandoah County
have come together to formulate a

rural areas plan which would help
to ensure the rural character, natural
integrity and practical usefulness of
the land resource in the county.  The
voices were many, the opinions at
times were polar opposites, but in
the end a rural areas plan was
developed and now it awaits the
approval of our County leaders.  It
is with great enthusiasm that I lend
support to the citizenry of
Shenandoah County as they seek
final approval for their visionary
rural areas plan. 

Joe Lehnen
Woodstock

To The Editor,

The 2005 Shenandoah County
Comprehensive Plan, a plan envi-
sioning Shenandoah County’s
future through the year 2025, was
unanimously passed by the
Shenandoah County Board of
Supervisors because they believed it
reflected the needs of the communi-
ty. I was a member of the 2005
Comprehensive Plan Review
Committee and am very proud of
the plan, because it was not created
by a group of contracted, hired pro-
fessionals. Instead, this plan was
created by a group of thoughtful,
informed and caring Shenandoah

County citizens. I am proud to have
been a member of this group. I
know firsthand, the 2005
Comprehensive Review Committee
was comprised of an “ordinary”
group of citizens who represented
the people who live and work in
Shenandoah County. My participa-
tion in this process was one of the
reasons I decided to run for
Supervisor of District Two.

For the past four years, citizens
and their elected officials in
Shenandoah County have worked
together to realize the vision of the
Comprehensive Plan: to remain a
primarily agricultural, rural com-
munity. As a local farmer, I know
we must find ways to preserve our
critical, agricultural land base. As
a taxpayer, I want our county to
provide comprehensive services
that are efficient and affordable to
all. As a supervisor, I know we
must plan for growth before it
occurs.

It would be beneficial and highly
economical for growth to occur near
our towns in Shenandoah County.
As a result, we could preserve our
agricultural base. This rural plan
contains a set of tools that will serve
our community and be a model for
the Shenandoah Valley Region.

Steven A. Baker
Mount Jackson
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20,000 Rural Acres Lost or Conserved?
The Community Planning Project report makes clear that current housing trends would have

a devastating impact on the county’s rural lands. Currently, 50 percent of new housing occurs
in the rural areas, where more than 7,000 small lots (under 20 acres) already exist. Demand for
rural housing under current zoning could generate up to 4,000 new rural lots in 20 years and
up to 9,000 new lots in 40 years. 

These trends would lead to significant losses of Shenandoah County’s agricultural land
base – 14 percent in the next 20 years and 28 percent in 40 years. Under current zoning, the new

Promote
Growth in

Towns
The rural areas plan seeks to

direct most new housing develop-
ment to the towns and the sur-
rounding county growth areas.
Three strategies would promote
coordinated town and county plan-
ning.

Joint Comprehensive Plans:
Town and county officials together
would plan where and when public
services, like water and sewer,
would be provided as demand war-
rants. Town expansions would be
planned through voluntary settle-
ment agreements with the county.

Benefits would include signifi-
cant savings to taxpayers in the cost
of providing public services, more
efficient and compact land use pat-
terns and greater predictability for
landowners adjacent to towns and
county growth areas. 

Adequate Public Utilities: There
is currently water and sewer capac-
ity to serve the towns and county
growth areas. But systems will need
to be monitored, upgraded and
expanded to meet demand over
time. In order to provide services to
new residents at the most afford-
able cost and scale, planning must
begin now.

houses likely to be built on rural lands in 20 years would consume up to 20,000 acres. The
map on the left documents this outcome.

In order to realize the comprehensive plan’s vision of directing growth to the towns, the
new rural areas plan offers a promising alternative. The plan would lower housing density
on rural land, encourage the clustering of lots to preserve land and provide rural landown-
ers with voluntary options to conserve their land, as it shifts 90 percent of new housing to
the towns and surrounding county growth areas. 

The rural areas plan would limit the loss of rural lands to not more than two percent, or
about 3,000 acres, in the next 20 years.  The map on the right documents this outcome.

Looking at the Future: Two Scenarios

Traditional Neighborhood Design:
The historic settlement patterns in
Shenandoah County’s towns reflect
the mixed uses, human scale and
connected streets, sidewalks, parks
and other features that make small
town living appealing to all age and
income groups. State law now
requires local governments to permit
compact, people-friendly neighbor-
hoods. To make traditional neighbor-
hood design a reality, the towns and
county must update their land use
plans and zoning ordinances.

Invest in Land
Conservation

Shenandoah County witnessed
significant economic losses in the
farm sector in the past 20 years,
with a 20 percent drop in farm
employment and loss of productive

land to development. The rural
areas plan would pursue two main
strategies to strengthen the farm
sector.

Agricultural Economic Develop-
ment Program: The county would
fund a farm economic development
director to help current and new
farmers build their businesses, pro-
mote Shenandoah County products,
local foods and farmers’ markets,
and produce farm events, initiatives
and marketing materials. 

Purchase of Development Rights
Program: The county would fund a
purchase of development rights
(PDR) program to buy conservation
easements on prime farm lands
from willing sellers. Voluntary ease-
ments extinguish housing and other
development rights, keep land in
farming, forestry and other tradi-
tional rural uses, and preserve val-
ued resources, like battlefields, open
space and wildlife habitat.

Funding levels will determine

how much land Shenandoah
County can protect through a PDR
program. Federal, state and charita-
ble grants, and organizations like
the Shenandoah Valley Battlefields
Foundation, can greatly leverage
local funding.

Update 
Rural Zoning

Shenandoah County currently
permits far more subdivision of
rural lands than is needed to accom-
modate moderate growth rates.
With more than 7,000 existing,
unused rural lots smaller than 20
acres each, the county today has
more than a 30-year supply of rural
housing parcels. The pattern of
housing development, mostly large-
lot subdivisions, also consumes far
more productive land than is neces-
sary to accommodate growth. 

The zoning revisions call for
directing new housing towards
towns by reducing the number of
lots permitted on rural land when
large-lot subdivisions are proposed
and providing incentives for devel-
opers who cluster housing and pre-
serve surrounding rural land. 

Lower Density Zoning: The
county would limit density to no
more than one lot per 10 acres in the
A-1 zoning district and one lot per
15 acres in the C-1 zoning district.
Once land is subdivided, no further
lots could be created from the par-
ent parcel.     

Reward Cluster Development:
The county would encourage the
preservation of at least 80 percent of
a rural property with the conserva-
tion subdivision option. The lot
sizes would be smaller and clus-
tered to maintain productive land
on the rest of the property. In return,
the landowner would receive
“bonus” lots that would restore the
current zoning density as a reward
for using the cluster option.
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Secure the Vision of Shenandoah’s Future

MAKE YOUR VOICE HEARD
Let County Officials Know You Support The Rural Areas Plan!

District 1
Supervisor Dick Neese, New Market
540-740-3414, neesedick@gmail.com

Planning Commissioner Mike Davis, New Market
540-740-8754, work 540-740-2550, davisins@shentel.net

District 2
Supervisor Steven A. Baker, Mt. Jackson
540-477-3550, bakerinc@shentel.net

Planning Commission Chairman Gary Lantz*, Mt. Jackson
540-477-3817, canhill@shentel.net

District 3
Board of Supervisors Chairman David E. Ferguson*, Edinburg
540-984-8777, davidf@shentel.net

Planning Commisioner Rick Miller, Edinburg
540-984-8484, samson@shentel.net

District 4
Supervisor Sharon Baroncelli, Woodstock
540-459-4165, cell 540-331-4492, asbaron@shentel.net

Planning Commissioner Russ Adams*, Fort Valley
540-933-6730, radams@shentel.net

District 5
Supervisor Dennis Morris, Toms Brook
540-436-9149, work 540-436-3611, demorris@shentel.net

Planning Commissioner Hilda C. Vann, Maurertown
540-436-3515

District 6
Supervisor Conrad A. Helsley*, Strasburg
540-481-6167, chelsley@shentel.net

Planning Commissioner Leon Smith, Strasburg
540-465-2325, leons@shentel.net
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SUPPORT SHENANDOAH FORUM!
o Enclosed is my $35 tax-deductible* gift to join Shenandoah Forum and support 

compatible growth and development in Shenandoah County.
o Enclosed is an additional contribution to support future issues of The Shenandoah

County Sentinel.
o Please notify me of urgent local issues that affect my community.

E-mail address: 

Name: 

Street Address/PO Box: 

City/State/Zip: 

Telephone Number: (Home/Work) (Cell) 

Please make check payable to: Shenandoah Forum, P.O. Box 654, Woodstock, VA 22664

Contact us at: info@ShenandoahForum.org

* Shenandoah Forum is recognized by the IRS as a non-profit charitable organization. Gifts are tax deductible as allowed by law.

The rural areas plan seeks to 
support the farm sector, provide
flexibility for rural landowners,

secure long-term savings for 
county taxpayers and enhance the
quality of life for all residents, all
goals of the Shenandoah County

Comprehensive Plan.

Community Planning Project Steering Committee* 
John Adamson, Strasburg
540-465-5570, adamsons@shentel.net

Deb Truban, Woodstock
540-459-2456, deb_700@hotmail.com
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