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The Land Evaluat ion and Site Assessment (LESA) system
is a systematic evaluat ion technique developed by the United
S ta tes  Depar tmen t  o f  Ag r i cu l t u re  (USDA) ,  So i I  Conse rva t i on
Serv i ce  (SCS) ,  t o  eva lua te  the  p roduc t i v i t y  o f  ag r i cu l t u ra l
l and  and  i t s  su i t ab i l i t y  o r  non -su i tab i l i t y  f o r  conve rs ion
to  non -  ag r i  cu l t u ra l  use .  LESA has  recen t l y  ( Ju l y ,  1983)
been made avai lable to state and local  governments to assist
them in their  own farmland protect ion programs. LESA is an
important program for planners to understand because i t  is
the pr incipal  implement ing device of  federal  and State
(V i rq in i . a )  f a rm land  p ro tec t i on  s ta tu tes  and  because  l oca l
governments are beginning to use i t  for  thej-r  own programs.
Fu r the rmore ,  I oca I  p lanners  a re  the  p r i nc ipa l  agen ts  i n
LESA' s establ ishment and implementat ion.

This paper involves case studies of  the appl icat ion of
tESA in Virgi .n ia.  The paper consj-sts of  a detai led case
study of  Clarke Countyrs experJ-ence with LESA. Clarke County
has  been  success fu l l y  us ing  LESA Ionger  than  any  o the r
Virqinj .a County.  Issues and problems associated with the
system are gleaned from the Clarke County case. The paper
a l so  i nc ludes  subsequen t  case  s tud ies ,  o f  Cu lpepper ,
Hanover ,  and  Mon tgomery  Coun t ies ,  wh ich  a re  l ess  de ta i l ed
but focus on the treatment of  the issues and problems found
in  the  C la rke  Coun ty  case  s tudy .  Based  on  the  case  s tud ies ,
several  conclusions are made regarding the problems and
issues involved in making and using an effect ive and useful
LESA sys tem.
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Chapter I

INTRODUCT I ON

1.1 JUSTIFICATION EOR THIS STUDY

The Land Evaluat ion and Site Assessnent (LESA) system

is a systematic evaluat ion technique developed by the United

States Department of  Agr icul ture (USDA), Soi l  Conservat ion

Serv i ce  (SCS) ,  t o  r reva lua te  the  p roduc t i v i t y  o f  ag r i cu l t u ra l

I and  and  i t s  su i t ab i l i t y  o r  non -su i tab i l i t y  f o r  conve rs ion

to non- agr i  cul  tural  usett  1.  LESA was designed to be the

pr lncipal  tool  for implement ing the federal  Farmland

Pro tec t i on  PoJ . i cy  Ac t  o f  1981  wh ich  seeks  to  m in im ize

unnecessa ry ,  j . r reve rs ib le  des t ruc t i on  o f  f a rm land  by  U .S .

agencies.2 The act requires that USDA provide assistance in

establ ishinq LESA programs to state and local  governments

and pr ivate organizat ions wishinqf to conserve farmland.

After LESA is establ" ished and formal ly adopted at the state

o r  l oca l  I eve l ,  f ede ra l  agenc ies  mus t  l oca te  the i r  p ro jec ts

so that they are compat ible with state or local  LESA

findings regarding conversion of  land to non- agr icul tural

I

2

Federal  Regi ster

Land Letter,  Feb.

V48  No .  134

1 9 4 2 ,  p g

? 1 A A A

4 - 6 .

l-



The State of  Virgr in ia,  through amendment of  the Code of

V i rg in ia ,  has  adop ted  a  fa rm land  p ro tec t i on  po l i cy  tha t  i s

ent i rely compat ible with the LESA system. The Virginia

Ieg i s la t i on  requ i res  tha t  each  coun ty ,  c i t y ,  and  town ,  i n

cooperat ion with USDA, designate the important farmland.s

w i th in  i t s  j u r i . sd i c t i on ,3  By  i nco rpo ra t i ng  the  same

A a € i r i + i ^ h  ^ f  i h h ^ - + a n t  f a r m l a n d a  a S  U S e . l  h r r  f h c  f a r t c r e l! J  L l r E

act ,  the state legis lat ion makes LESA the rnethod of choice

fo r  i t s  i r np lemen ta t i on ,

LESA has  recen t l y  ( Ju l y ,  1983)  been  made  ava i l ab le  to

state and local  governments to assist  them in their  own

farmland protect ion programs. According to some recent ly

publ ished f j "gures, 454 count ies or municipal i t ies are nov/

using LESA. S Given that the system was developed in 1981,

3 House Bi l l  523. The law does not require the LESA
program, but does requi"re the same informat ion that LESA' s
Land Evaluat ion component generates. Since local
governments are required to cooperate with USDA to produce
this informat ion, LESA (at least the Land Evaluat ion
componen t )  w i l l  gene ra l l y  be  used .

1 Important farmland consists of  pr ime and unique farmland
and other farmland that is of  statewide or local
importance for agr icul tural  product ion. Pr ime farmland is
land that has the best comblnat ion of  physical
cha rac te r i s t i cs  fo r  t he  p roduc t i on  o f  ag r i cu l t u ra l  c rops
w i th  m in ima l  i npu ts  and  w i thou t  i n to le rab le  so i l  e ros ion .
Unique farmland is land used for product ion of  speci f ic
high value food and f iber crops. I t  has the special
comb ina t i on  o f  so i l  qua l i t y ,  l oca t i on ,  g row ing  season ,  and
mo is tu re  needed  to  economica l l y  p roduce  sus ta ined  y ie lds .
Federa l  Reg is te r .  C i ted  above ,  no te  1 ;  and  V i rg in ia  House
B i r r  s 2 3 .



th is represents a rather rapid rate of  adopt ion.

LESA is an important program for planners to understand

because i t  is the pr incipal  implement ing device of  federal

and State (Virqinia) farmland protect ion statutes and

because local  governments are beginning to use i t  for  their

ol tn programs. Eurthermore, Iocal  planners are the pr incipal

agents in LESATs establ ishment and implementat ion. However,

no comparat ive assessment has been made of the establ ishment

and implementat ion of  the system. Such an assessment would

be t lnrely s ince LESA wi l l  be r^rel l  used throughout Virginia

and the nat i  on.

! . 2 DESCRIPTION AND METHODOLOGY OE STUDY

This pape! involves case studies of  the appl icat ion of

IESA in Virginia.  The object ives of  the paper are to

de te rm ine  (a )  i f  t he re  a re  any  p recond i t i ons  necessa ry  to

establ ish and implement a LESA systen; (b) what problems

have been encountered in establ ishing and implement ing

LESA systems and how have they been treated; and (c) what

steps have been taken to make LESA systems more useful  and

effect ive. To make these determinat ions, personal

interviews were conducted with planners,  administrators,  and

o the r  peop le  i nvo l ved  i n  the  use  o f  LESA in  V i rg in ia .

5 NASDA Research Foundat ion Farmland Project,  Farmland
Note s , \ 7  ?  t { . \  ?  I ' o h r r r r r r r  l  O e d .
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Th is  paper  cons i s t s  o f  a  de ta i l ed  case  s tudy  o f  C la rke

County 's experience vr i th LESA. Clarke County has been

successful ly using LESA longer than any other Virginia

County.  Issues and problems associated r ,s i th the system are

then gleaned from the Clarke County case. The paper also

includes subsequent case studj-es, of  Culpepper,  Hanover,  and

Montgomery Count ies,  which are less detai led but focus on

the treatnent of  the issues and problems found in the Clarke

Coun ty  case  s tudy  ( fo r  l oca t i ons ,  see  F igu re  1 ) .

1 . 3  H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  S Y S T E M

The LESA system consists of  two parts.  The f i rst ,  Land

Evaluat ion, is based on soi l  survey informat ion and

evaluates the sui tabi l i ty for agr icul ture of  the soi l  t l I )es

o f  a  g i ven  a rea .  The  second  pa r t ,  S i t e  Assessmen t ,  i s

rrdesigned to ident i fy factors other than soi ls that

contr ibute to the sui tabi l i ty of  an area for retent ion in

agr icuJ-turerr  6,  These factors are developed by local

p lann ing  o f f i c i a l s  w i th  the  ass i s tance  o f  a  LESA commi t tee

composed  o f  a  b road  c ross -sec t i on  o f  peop le  know ledgeab le  i n

the  a rea r  s  ag r i cu l t u re .

6  wr igh t ,  L .E . ,  W.  Z l t zmar ln ,  K .  younq ,  and  R .  Goog ins .  1983 .'TLESA --  agr icul tural  Land Evaluat lon and Site
Assessmen t r r .  Jou rna l  o f  So i l  and  Wate r  Conserva t i on ,
March /Apr i l  fSeS .  pg  e2 -86 .  

-



F igu re  1 .  Loca t i on  o f  V i rg in ia  LESA Case  S tudy  Coun t ies .
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The LESA system was developed because local  planners

found other SCS farmland evaluat ion methods of l in i ted use

in judqinq whether or not to protect farmland from

development.  The standard soi l  survey provides a purely

phys i ca l  bas i s  ( so i l s  and  Iandscape  fea tu res )  f o r  j udg f i ng

su i tab i l i t y  o f  s i t es  fo r  ag r i cu l t u ra l  and  non -  ag r i  cu l t u ra l

use  bu t  does  no t  cons ide r  economic  fac to rs .  ?  The  SCS 's

Important Farmland Mapping Program attempted to take into

accoun t  econon ic  fac to rs  by  de l i nea t i ng  the  na t i on ' s  mos t

j .nexpensive to farm, hiqh yield soi Is.  However,  th is

standard proved to be of  l imited use when appl ied to local

si-  tuat i  ons :

For instance, in Dekalb County,  I l l inois,  97"1 of
t t re  fa rm land  i s  c lass i f i ed  as  p r ime  fa rm land .
Obviously,  not aI I  th is land can be preempted for
agr icul tural  use since there are demands for uses
a1so. On the other hand, in Whitman County,
r ^ t - - r ^ . i h ^ + ^ -  ^ - 1 1 ,  2  A o /  a €  l . } ' a  I  a n r t  i q  i n  + h o  n r i n ar r 4 - r r r r r Y  u u r r ,  v t \ r L t  L . v / .  v L

ca tego ry  because  o f  s teep  sLopes  and  h igh  e ros ion
po ten t i a l .  Ye t ,  Wh i tman  1s  the  mos t  p roduc t i ve
wheat county in the nat ion. and most of  the land
in the county is under cul t ivat ion. s

In both cases, the Important Farmlands Mapping Program was

of l i t t le use in helping to channel development away from

the best farmLand.

S t e i n e r ,  F ,  R . ,  R .
and  L .  E .  Wr igh t .
Evaluat ion and Site
County,  Washingtonr l
3  -  14 ,  March  1984 .

I b i d .  p g  6 .

W.  Dun fo rd ,
' ' - Lne  use  o t
Asse  ssmen t

.  Landscape

R .  D .  R o e ,  W .  R .  W a g n e r ,
the SCS agricul tural  Land
(LESA) system in Whitman
J o u r n a I ,  V .  3 ,  N o .  1 ,  p S .



T.4 LESA AS AN IMPROVEMENT

The LESA system $/as designed rr to determine the qual j . ty

o f  I and  fo r  ag r i cu l t u ra l  uses  and  to  assess  s i t es  o r  l and

a reas  fo r  t he i r  ag r i cu l t u ra l  economic  v iab i l i t y . r r  e  LESA was

designed to have at l -east three major advantages over other

SCS land  eva lua t i on  sys tems :

1 .  I t  was  des igned  to  a l l ow  use  o f  a  more  comprehens ive

base  o f  cons ide ra t i ons  i n  eva lua t i ng  1and .  Th i s

inc ludes  ex tens i ve  use  o f  phys i ca l  so i l  da ta ,

agr icul tural  economic potent ial" ,  and non- agr i  cul tural

f ac to rs  impor tan t  t o  l oca l  l and  use  dec i s ion  mak ing .

2. LESA s/as designed to provide a consistent and

object ive means of evaluat ing conversion of

ag r i cu l t u ra l  l and  to  o the r  uses .  I t  can  be  used ,  f o r

example, to evaluate rezoning requests on

agricul tural  land. The system can be defensible

because much scient i f ic and economic data are used as

we l l  as  the  op in ions  o f  a  team o f  expe r t s  i n  l oca l

Iand use and agr icul ture.  A LESA system can evaluate

land use changes in a consistent and object ive

manner.

e  LESA l l andbook ,  310 -V I ,  I ssue  1 ,  January  1983 .  U .S .  So i l
Conse rva t i on  Serv i ce .
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3 .  F lex ib i l i t y  t o  l oca l  cond i t i ons  and  p rog ram needs  was

also sought in the design of  LESA. The factors

considered and their  relat ive importance in land use

dec is ions  a re  de te rm ined  a t  t he  l oca l  l eve l .

1.5 OVERVIEW OF THE LESA SYSTEM

Sett ing up a LESA system involves putt ing local  soi ls

and farming j -nformat j .on plus Iand use cr i ter ia der ived by

the local  LESA committee into the general  LESA framework.

The general  LESA frame work consists of  two parts,  Land

Eva lua t i on  and  S i te  Assessmen t .

1 .5 .  1  Land  Eva lua t i on

Land Evaluat ion is pr imari ly for ascertaining the

relat ive sui tabi l i . ty of  soi ls for agr icul tural  use. GroupE

of soi ls,  ranging from the best to the hrorst  for the

agricul tural  use are j .dent i f ied and ranked. using data from

the Nat ional  Cooperat ive SoiI  Survey. The Land Evaluat ion

p rocess  uses  so i l - spec i f i c  i n fo rma t ion  on  p roduc t i on  cos ts

and yields to rate the qual i ty of  the land for agr icul ture.

Es tab l i . sh ing  so i l  c l asses  re f l ec t i ng r  d i f f e ren t  ag r i cu l t u ra l

su i tab i l i t i es  i s  a  p r imar i l y  t echn ica l  p rocedure  i nvo l v ing

the  phys i ca l  cha rac te r i s t i cs  o f  so i l .  The  p rocess  i s

considered an advance the Land Capabi l i ty Classi f icat j -on and
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the Important Farmlands Mapping Program, two ear l ier

at tempts at  farmland evaluat j .on.

More speci f ical ly,  Land Evaluat ion j -ntegrates di f ferent

me thods  o f  c lass i f y i ng  so i l s ,  i nc lud ing  the  Land  Capab i l i . t y

C lass i f i ca t i on ,  t he  Impor tan t  Fa rm lands  c lass i f i ca t i on

system, and measures of  soi l  product iv i ty and when

ava i l ab le ,  so i l  po ten t i a l s .  So i l  p roduc t i v i t y  i nd i ca tes  the

expec ted  y ie ld  fo r  a  spec i f i ed  i nd i ca to r  c rop  under  a  h iqh

Ievel  of  management.  Soi I  potent ia l  adjusts the product iv i ty

rat ings by consider ing the cost of  measures to overcome

I im i ta t i ons  such  as  e ros ion ,  we tness ,  e t c . ,  and  con t i nu ing

l in i tat ions af ter the measures are taken-

The f inal  resul t  of  the Land Evaluat ion system is a

se r ies  o f  t en  o r  so  so i l  g roups ,  each  con ta in ing  so i l s  o f

s imi lar agr icul tural  sui tabi l i ty.  The groups are formed

based on Land Capabi l i ty rat ings, Important Farmland

c lass i f i ca t i on ,  and  e i t he r  so i l  p roduc t i v i t y  o r  po ten t i a l

ra t i ngs .  Fo r  examp le .  so i l s  o f  t he  same capab i l i t y  c lass

might have di f ferent product iv i ty rat ings and so would be

put in di f ferent groups. Ideal ly,  the ten groups shoul_d

each represent 5 to 15 percent of  the total  acreage of the

p lann ing  a rea .

I t  is important to note that Land Evaluat ion is usual ly

based on only one indicator crop, the crop for which soi l
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product iv i ty and potent ial  rat ings are der ived. These

ra t i ngs  a re  no t  necessa r i l y  i nd i ca t i ve  o f  so i l  p roduc t i v i t y

or potent la l  for other crops. The example of  the Land

Eva lua t i on  sys tem shown  in  Tab le  l  uses  co rn - fo r - s i l age  as

the  i nd i ca to r  c rop .

f . 5 . 2  S i t e  A s s e s s m e n t

The Site Assessment system is designed to account for

the factors,  other than soi Is,  that af fect  agr i -cul tural  Land

suitabi l i ty,  Some examples of  these other factors include

the  e f fec t  o f  l oca t i on ,  d i s tance  to  marke ts ,  ad jacen t  I and

uses, and zoning. Cr i ter ia that can comprise a Si te

Assessment system are der ived from seven groups of factors:

1 .  ag r i cu l t u ra l  l and  use ;

2 .  ag r i cu l t u ra l  v i ab i l i t y  f ac to rs ;

3 .  l and  use  regu la t i ons  and  tax  concess ions ;

4 .  a l t e rna t i ves  to  p roposed  use ;

5 .  compa t ib i l i t y  o f  p roposed  use ;

6. compat ibi l i ty wi th comprehensive development plansi

and

7 .  u rban  i n f ras t ruc tu re .

Developing the Si te Assessment system involves

ident i fy ing factors important in local  land use decis ion-

makinq regarding agr icul ture retent ion. Each factor is then
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'  Table 1.  Montgomery County Land Evaluat ion Systern.
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opera t i ona l i zed  as  one  o r  more  quan t i f yab le  c r i t e r i a .  A

range  o f  va lues  (O  -  l -O)  i s  ass igned  to  each  c r i t e r i on  w i th

10 the most favorable condit ion of  the cr i ter ion in terms of

ag r i cu l t u ra l  re ten t i on  o r  v iab i l i t y .  A t  t h i s  po in t ,  re la t i ve

weights are assigned to each cr i - ter ion, so that more

important cr i ter ia are empkrasized with respect to less

l e s s e r  o n e s .

The Site Assessment system establ ishes a framework for

Iand  use  dec i s ion -mak ing .  S i te  Assessmen t  i s  genera l l y  used

on  a  case  by  case  bas i s  to  assess  i nd i v idua l  s i t es  a f te r  t he

framework is devised. Unl ike the Land Evaluat ion system, i t

is not rrecessary to determine the Sj- te Assessment rat ings

for the ent i re planning area to set up the LESA system. An

example of  the Si te Assessment system framework is shown in

' ra } )Le  z .

1 .5 .3  The  Comb ined  Sys tem

Once Land Evaluat ion and Site Assessment components are

developed, combining them involves sett ing the weight ing of

each in the f inal  outcome. SCS recommends giv ing the Si te

Assessment scores twice the importance of Land Evaluat ion

sco res .  Any  we igh t i ng  scheme i s  poss ib le ,  however .  A t  t h i s

po in t ,  compar i sons  o f  a l t e rna t i ve  ag r i cu l t u ra l  s i t es  fo r  a

deve lopmen t  p ro jec t ,  f o r  examp le ,  cou ld  be  assessed  i n  te rms

o f  su i tab i l i t y  f o r  re ten t i on .
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Table 2. Montgomery County Site Assessment Systetn.

rltcraTt!€ s@rE
I

lasl
ADOITED CFTTERIA AND IIE TCIf!S

NEIIISED 7/t2/At

FERCEI : I  oF  AREA IN AGRTCIL I1J iE  $ ITHIN l /2  l v l r l ,E  i r .o lus  oaTHE PROPERTY AOUNDARY
l0  95  -  1OOX
a 75 -  952
6  5 0 -  7 s Z
{  25  -  501
? lo  -  252
o  o -  1 o z

IAND USE  DJACEN! tO SITE
IO ALL SIDE OF SI IE  IN AORICULTURE

9 ONE SIDE OF SITE ADJACEII! TO NONACRICUITV&A! IAND
I TIIO SIDES OE SITE ADJACENA TO NONACRICULTURrL LAND
2 TIIREE STDES OF SITE ADJACENI TO NONACRICULTUS.AL

I,AND
O SI'E SURROUNDED BY NONAOiICULTURAL LIND

l. _ zoNtNc
:.0 SITE AND AI! SURROI5IDI O S!D!S ZONED EOi

A6R I CULII.'RAL USE
g. SI1E AND TIIREE STDES ZONED FOR ACRICULfIJRA! US8
5 SITE AND 1IIO SIDES ZONED FOR ACRICUIIURAL t.'SE
? St!�E AND ONE SIDE zONED FOR ACRICUL1UAAL USAo srrE zoNED EoR NoNAcRrcuLruML usi er,plon iirr

ZONED ON ALL SIDES f'OR NONAORTCULTURAL USE

.. AVAILABILIIY OF LESS PRODUCTIVE TAND
lo MOR! AHAN 2/3 Ot rAE L ND W!!H!N A 2 !,tt.E trlvE!

DIS1ANCE IS L ISS PRODUCTIVE
5 t/3 TO 2/3 Ot ,r'lE LAIID HTTfiIN A ? l lE t& wt

DISTAIICE IS LESS PFODUCTIVE
O IESS IHAN I/3 OF tHE LAND I{ITIIIN A 2 MILE TR]IVEL

DtstallcE ts lEss PRODUCATVE

5. COtllAatEILlft vrltH CoMPREIiENSIVE ?!rN
10  CRICULTURAL USE COi{!AT!ALE rrllll PIIN

O ACRICULTURAI USE INCOMPAII9IE VrtTH PLNII

.. CEIIIARAI HATER DISIRIBT'TION SYSIE.Ir
IO NO PUALIC 'ATER HITHIN I  I ITLE

7 PI , 'BL IC T 'ATER b I IT I I IN  2 ,OOO FEEI
.  P IJALIC I {ATER HITHIN 5OO IEET
O PUALTC I{AIER A' ON ADJACENT TO SIIE

'. CU{ARAI SANITARY SEWACE SYSTEI
IO NO PUBLIC SEJ|ER L INE i { ITHIN T  I ( ILE
7 PVBLIC SEWER LINE I { t tH tN 2 ,OOO FEE' !
.  'U9LIC SEgIER I INE I ' ITHIN 5OO EEET
o pUBLIC SEraEi LINS et or eo.recem to qrtl

9. IRAI|SFORIAIION
l0 stlE lccEss to uNlrqPRovED ROAD

5 SIIE ACCESS !O SECONDARY FOAD
O SIIE ACCESS 10 ?RIMARY ROAD

t. coM?^atBtLlra oF ?RoposED usE tITIt SURIOUIIDINC EXISTINO
LAND t'SE

lo tNcotPAtlBtE
O COI|IATIBIE

lo. sllE_!N AORICULIUia! At{D FOIESIAL DISlRrc$! (AED)
IO !N AED
O NOT IN AFD

II. IOII CONSERVA?ION PtAIf EILEO
IO ACTIVE PLAN

5 INACTIVE PLAN
O NO PLA!

12. alfiILY a^rut vAtuE
IO tfiiEA GENEiAIIONS OR IIORE

5 two GENERAIIONS
O ONE CENERAITON

(Source: Montgomery County planninq Department,  Christ ians-
burg, Va. )
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For determining i f  a speci f ic parceJ. of  land should be

converted, to another Iand use, or al ternat ively,  be included

in some protect ion program such as an agr icul tural  distr ict ,

a rrcut-of f  r r  value is needed. The LESA commi-t tee can select

such a value for which scores above i t  are considered worth

preserving whi le ones below i t  are sui table for conversion

(h ighe r  sco res  i nd i ca te  be t te r  f a rm land ) .

An example of  the use of LESA to rate a farm for a

rezon ing  i s  shown  in  F igu re  2 .  F i r s t ,  t he  Land  Eva lua t i on

Average Site Value is calculated by determininq the

agricul tural  (soi l )  group and corresponding relat ive value

fo r  each  map  un i t  o f  so i l ;  t hen  ac reage  o f  each  so i l  i s

mult ip l ied by i ts corresponding relat ive value and a

weighted average is calculated. The weighted average is the

Land Evaluat ion Average Site Value. The Site Assessment

sco re  cons i s t s  o f  t he  ra t i ng  fo r  each  fac to r  ( f rom O to  1O;

assigned points column) mult ip l ied by the adjusted factor

vreights,  y ieldinq the adjusted weight assigned points;  these

Ia te r  f i gu res  a re  to ta led ,  g i v ing  the  S i te  Assessmen t  sco re .

The adjusted vreights used in Si te Assessment are der ived

f rom the  fac to r  we igh ts  (Tab le  2 )  and  sca led  so  to  se t  t he

max imum poss ib le  S i te  Assessmen t  sco re  a t  2OO ( tw ice  the

max i .mum poss ib le  Land  Eva lua t i on  sco re  o f  lOO) ;  re la t i ve

$reight ing relat ionships among factors is the same as in

T a b l e  2 .
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LESA
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Figrure 2.  An example of  the use of the Montgomery County
LESA system

(Source :  Mon tgomery  coun ty  p rann ing  Depar tmen t ,  ch r i s t i ans -
bu rg ,  Va .  )



Ghapter I  I

THE CLARKE COUNTY LESA

Clarke County,  Virginia,  i .s one of the northernmost

coun t i es  i n  t he  s ta te  and  i s  en t i re l y  w i th in  65  m i les  o f

Washington, D.C, Despite annual populat ion grovrth rates of

3 .6% to  5 .61  i n  ad jacen t  Loudoun ,  Fauqu ie r ,  and  War ren

Coun t ies  ( see  F igu re  1 ) ,  C la rke  Coun ty  has  a  g rowth  ra te  o f

abou t  ha l f  t ha t  o f  i t s  ne ighbors . l 0  I ns tead  o f  encourag ing

growth, Clarke County has favored maintaining i ts rural ,

ag r i cu l t u ra l  cha rac te r .

A hiqhly diversi f ied agr icul tural  industry is the

co rne rs tone  o f  t he  Coun ty ' s  economy. l  l  O rcha rds ,  da i r i es ,

and beef catt le,  horse, and si^r ine product ion comprise the

ma jo r  en te rp r i ses . l 2  W i th  a  popu la t i on  o f  9 ,965  d i s t r i bu ted

rather uni- formly throughout i ts 11O,OO0 acres, Clarke County

is st i l l  a rural  county.  LESA was appLied in Clarke County

to  he lp  p rese rve  ag r i cu l t u ra l  l ands .

1o  U .S .  Census  o f  Hous ing  and  Popu la t i on .  19?O and  198O.
Bureau of the Census.

Ma ize l ,  Marga re t  S tewar t ,  and  G .  Rober t  Lee .  1982 .  The
development and ut i l izat ion of  the Land Evaluat ion and
S i te  V iab i l L t y  (LESA)  sys tem fo r  t he  de f i n i t i on  o f
important farmlands by Clarke County,  Virginia.  Off ice of
the  Admin i s t ra to r ,  Coun ty  o f  C Ia rke ,  Be r ryv i l l e ,  Va .

I b i d .t z

l.o
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In this chapter,  the problems and issues encountered

regarding Clarke County 's experience with LESA are reported.

Lessons the County learned about LESA are discussed, as

we l l  .

2.T CONDITIONS LEADINC TO AN INTEREST IN LESA

Clarke County ! /as one of twelve "pi lot  projectr l

coun t i es  i n  t he  na t i on  se lec ted  to  use  LESA on  a  t r i a l  bas i s

in 1981 short ly af ter SCS had developed the system. Clarke

County asked that i t  be included by SCS among the tvrelve

pi lot  projects so the County could ident i fy j . ts important

fa rm lands l3 .  Fou r  ma jo r  cond i t i ons  con t r i bu ted  to  the

Countyr s interest in LESA.

Eirst ly,  Clarke County has a long-standing progressive

att i tude regarding publ ic pol icy to preserve farml-and.

Agr j . cu l t u ra l  zon ing  was  f i r s t  enac ted  i n  1956 .11  In  L974 ,

this was changed to a form of large lot  zoning, which

requ i red  a  f i ve  ac re  m in imum lo t  s i ze .  Th i s  po l i cy  was

somewhat successful  in maintaining the rural  character of

the  a rea ,  bu t  i t  d id  I i t t l e  o r  no th ing  to  p rese rve

fa rm land . l 5  The  f i ve  ac re  m in imum lo t  s i ze  l ead  to  a  more

C I  arke

M a i z e I ,

Countyr s def in i t ion of
the state and federal

Margaret Stewart ,  and

lmportant farmland is the
de f i n i t i on  as  c i t ed  above .

G. Robert  Lee. Ci ted above.



1 8

rapid conversion of  farm acreage to resident ial  use and

ac tua l l y  was ted  l  and .

S l i d inq  sca le  zon ing ,  t he  f i r s t  o f  i t s  k ind  i n

V i rg in ia ,  rep laced  l a rge  l o t  zon ing  i n  1980 .15  Eor  the

major i ty of  Clarke County ( the non-mountainous land west of

the  Shenandoah  R ive r ;  see  F igu re  3 ) ,  r rp rese rva t i on  o f

remaining agr icul tural  land and protect ion of  i t  f rom the

in t rus ion  o f  i ncompa t ib le  res iden t i a l  deve lopmen t l  7 "  has

been the Countyrs goal.  Threats to achievement of  th j .  s goal

lead the County to search for means to strengthen i ts

fa rm land  p ro tec t i on  po l i c i es .

Secondly.  in 1978, neighboring Frederick County

p roposed  loca t i ng  a  ma jo r  (6  -  12  mgd)  Reg iona l  Was tewa te r

Treatment Plant on land adjacent to agr icul tural  zoned land

in  C la rke  Coun ty .18  Th is  p ro jec t  wouLd  have  the  po ten t i a l  t o

induce relat ively high densi ty resident ial  development in

Clarke County.  This pronpted County planning and

admin i s t ra t i ve  o f f i c i a l s  t o  i nves t i ga te  ways  ava i l ab le  fo r

15 clarke County Comprehensive Plan. 1980. page 63. CLarke
Coun ty  P lann ing  Commi  s  s ion .

!5  Ma ize l ,  Marga re t  S tewar t ,  and  G .  Rober t  Lee .  C i ted  above .

17 Clarke County Comprehensive PIan. Ci ted above. Page 53.

18 Maizel ,  Margaret Stevrart  and G. Robert  Lee. Ci ted above.
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F igu re  3 .

(  Source :
rYvi  I  Ie,

Euture Land

Of f i ce  o f  t he
v a '  )

Use  Map  o f  C la rke  Coun ty ,

Administrator,  County of

V i r g i n i a -

c la rke ,  Be r -
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protect j -ng the farmland. Ensuing act ions taken by Clarke

County helped make the yet undeveloped LESA system wel l

su i t ed  to  mee t ing  the  Coun ty t s  needs .

Thirdly,  af ter f inding that t l lere were no effect ive

fede ra l  po l i c i es  fo r  p ro tec t i ng  fa rm land ,  t he  C Ia rke  Coun ty

Board of  Supervisors tr in i t iated and. obtained legis lat ion in

Apr i I ,  1981 ,  t o  es tab l i sh  a  s ta te  po l i cy  to  p rese rve

fa rm land . r r  1e  Fo I Iow ing  enac tmen t  o f  t he  fede ra l  Fa rm land

Protect ion PoI icy Act in December of  1981, the Clarke County

Board in i t iated an amendment to the state pol icy act to make

the two acts compat ible.  The key to this compat ibi l i ty vas

ident ical  def in i t ions of  important farmlands, the Iands

wh ich  were  i n tended  fo r  p ro tec t i on .20  Compa t ib i l i t y  mean t

that the LESA system provided for under the federal  act  for

ident j . fy ing i .mportant farmland could be used to sat isfy the

state poJ- icy act requi  rements .

Fourthly,  also instrumental  in encouraging the use of

LESA in Clarke County r^ras the sentiment among County

p lann ing  and  admin i s t ra t i ve  o f f i c i a l s  t ha t  j us t i f i ca t i ons

were  \ ^ reak  fo r  f a rm land  p rese rva t i on  po l i c i es ,  pa r t i cu la r l y

the  s l i d ing  sca le  zon ing .21  The  Coun ty  v ;as  conce rned  tha t

Ib id .  The  po l i cy  i s  con ta ihed  i n  Code  o f  V i rg in ia ,  Sec .
3 . 1  -  1 8 . 4  t h r o u g h  1 8 . 8 ,  a m e n d e d  E e b .  9 ,  ! 9 A 2 .

Federa l  Fa rm land  P ro tec t i on  Po l i cv  Ac t ,  Federa l  Req is te r .
C i ted  above ,  no te  1 .

1 9

z 0
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there was no object ive process for deciding on subdi.v ls ion

and rezoning requests.  Furthermore, $r i thout an object ive

decision-making process, there was concern that the newly

adopted sl id ing scale zoning could be lost  should a court

ba t t l e  ove r  i t  a r i se .  Th i s  was  a  pa r t i cu la r l y  acu te  conce rn

because of the str ingent nature of  the sl id ing scale zoning.

The sl id ing scale zoning system assigns development

r ights to aI I  agr icul tural  and forestal  land ovrners in the

Coun ty  on  bas i s  o f  pa rce l  s i ze .  I n  t h i s  t echn ique ,  sma l l e r

land owners are permit ted to develop a higher percentage of

their  property than large landoi^/ners (see Table 3).  This

places more emphasis on preservat ion of  large farms because

they are more cr i t ical  to maintenance of agr icul tural

support  industr ie6. AIso with the sl id ing scale zoning

system, the minimun lot  s ize was reduced from f ive acres to

one  and  a  max imum lo t  s i ze  o f  two  ac res  was  es tab l i shed .22

The  coun ty  fe l t  l ega l l y  a t - r i sk  because  th i s  zon ing  was

appl ied to 90 percent of  the County.  Without a technical ly

sound and object ive basis for reviewing rezoning requests,

the County 's decis ions might appear arbi t rary and

caprj .c ious. LESA was sought as a way of helping produce

21  Op in ions  o f  Marga re t  Ma ize l ,  March ,  1984  and  G .  Rober t
L e e ,  A p r i l ,  1 9 8 4 .

ea  r f  s l i d i ng  Sca le  Zon inq t t .  ! 982 .  C Ia rke  coun ty  P lann ing
Commiss ion ,  i n fo rma t ion  l ea f Ie t .
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Tab le  3 .  C la rke  Coun ty  Deve lopmen t  R igh ts  A l l oca t i on  Sys tem.

S ize  o f  T rac t  o f  Land

Number of  Single-Fami ly
Detached Dwel l ing Uni ts

P ermi t ted

o  -  7 4 . 9 9
IJ -  J: '  .  : ' : '

4 0  -  7 9 . 9 9
a o  -  1 2 9 . 9 9

1 3 0  -  t 7 9 . 9 9
I a o  -  2 2 9 . 9 9
z J v  -  z  t > . > >

z a v  -  J z Y  -  > Y

400  -  499 .99

6 0 0  -  7 2 9 . 9 9
/ J U  -  t ' ) : r . : r : '
4 6 0  -  I o 2 9 . 9 9
1O3O acres  or

ac res
a c r e s
ac res

ac res

ac res

ac res

ac res
ac res
ac res

1

4
5
A

7
I

1 0
1 1
L2
1 3

L 5

( S o u r c e :  " S I i d i n g  S c a l e  Z o n i n g r r .
Administrator,  County of  Clarke.

Off ice of  the
Berr l rv i  I Ie,  Va, 8/30/83. )
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cons is ten t  and  de fens ib le  rezon ing  dec i s ions .

In  s t reng then ing  i t s  ag r i cu l t u ra l  po l i c i es ,  C la rke

Coun ty  o f f i c i a l s  had  to  ensu re  tha t  po l i t i c i ans  and  c i t i zens

recognlzed that there were threats to the rural ,

agr icul tural  character of  the County.  The 1eve1 of concern

on the part  of  c i t izens and the Planning Commission was the

target of  an educat ional  ef fort .  Consciousness of  the

problems of mixing resident ial  development with agr icul ture

lras raised by act ions including disseminat ion of  the booklet

I tD i sappear ing  Earm lands r r  23 .  A t  t h i s  po in t ,  Coun ty  p lanners

d id  no t  pub l i c l y  p roc la im  LESA to  be  the  needed  so lu t i on .

Instead, they emphasized the problems that would l ie ahead

unless farmland was protected from development pressure.

2.2 SETTING UP THE LESA SYSTEM

Sett ing up the Clarke County LESA system involved

establ ishing committees to develop the Land Evaluat ion

system and the Si te Assessment system. The committees

addressed several  potent ia l  problems inherent in the LESA

systeh. How these problems were treated was important in

making the LESA system a success.

D i . sappear ing  Fa rm lands :  A  C i t i zen ' s  cu ide  to  A
Land  Prese rva t i on .  L980 .  Na t i ona l  Assoc ia t i on
Count j -es Research Foundat ion, Washington, D.C.

o f
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2 .2 .7  Se t t j . nq  gp  the  Land  Eva lua t i on  sys tem

Two committees were establ ished: the Land Evaluat ion

Team and the Important Farmlands Committee which worked on

the Site Assessment port ion of  LESA. The Land Evaluat ion

Team cons i s ted  o f  t he  SCS S ta te  So i l _  Sc ien t i s t ,  t he  SCS Area

Conserva t i  on i  s t ,  and  the  SCS D is t r i c t  Conse rva t i on i s t . 2 .  The

Land Evaluat ion Team dealt  wi th a problem in LESATs design

that was somewhat unique to Clarke County.

By using one indicator crop to gauge soi l  product iv i ty,

a s ingle type of farming enterpr ise could be favored over

others by the LESA system. The use of a s ingle indicator

crop may work wel l  only in count ies where one crop

p redomina tes .2s  However ,  i n  C la rke  Coun ty ,  a  d i ve rse  m ix  o f

ag r i cu l t u ra l  en te rp r i ses  ex i  s t s  .

Co rn  was  i n i t i a l l y  se lec ted  as  an  i nd i ca to r  c ropz5

because i t  is the most widely grov/n crop for which yield

data were avai lable and j . t  is  valuable to the Countyrs

da i r y ,  hog ,  and  bee f  ca t t l e  p roduc t i on  en te rp r i ses .2T  A

second indicator crop, grass- legume hay was also used to

represent the extensive hay f ie lds and pastures which are

2a M.aizel- ,  Margaret Stewart ,  and G. Robert  Lee. Ci ted above.

2s Comments of  Jon Hutcheson, Professor of  Urban and
Reg iona l  P lann ing ,  Un ive rs i t y  o f  V i rg in ia .  Feb . ,  1984 .

26 MalzeL, Margaret Ste$rart ,  and G. Robert  Lee, Ci ted above.

a  ?  I b i d .
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impor tan t  t o  t he  Coun ty rs  ho rse  i ndus t r y .2e  Fo r  each  so i l

type, soi l  product iv i ty rat ings of  the tv/o crops were

averaged.2e Aside from this innovat ion, the Land Evaluat ion

port ion of  Clarke Countyrs LESA rras developed in accord.ance

with the general  procedure descr ibed in the LESA Handbooks0.

2 .2 .2  Se t t i nq  gp  the  S i te  Assessmen t  sys tem

The Important Farmlands committee had other potent ia l

problems to treat in designinq the Si te Assessment port ion

of LESA. This cornmit tee, chaired by the County

Administrator,  consisted of  a representat ive from the

Planning Commission (rvho was also Chair  of  the County

Agricul tural  Advisory Committee),  a representat ive from the

U.S .D .A .  Ag r i cu l t u ra l  S tab i l i za t i on  and  Conserva t i on

Service (  v/ho rr /as also chair  of  the Lord Fair fax Soi l  and

Wate r  Conserva t i on  d i s t r i c t ) ,  t he  V ice -Cha i rman  o f  t he  Board

of Supervisors,  the County Extension Agent,  and the SCS

Dis t r i c t  Conse rva t i on i s t  and  the  So i I s  Techn ic ian .3 l  Th i s

committee ident i f ied pr inciples which i t  fo l lowed to avoid

2  I  r b i d .

2e Comment of  G. Robert  Lee, Clarke County Administrator,
A p r i l ,  1 9 8 4 .

3 !  Na t i ona l  LESA Handbook  3 IO-V I ,  I ssue  1 .  Feb .  3 ,  1983 .
U .S .  Dep t .  o f  Ag r i cu l t u re ,  So i l  Conse rva t l on  Serv i ce ,
Wash ing ton ,  D .  C .

31  Ma ize l ,  Marga re t  S tewar t ,  and  G .  Rober t  Lee .  C i ted  above .



potent ial  problems with LESA.

2 . 2 . 2 . 1  E v a l u a t i n g  P o t e n t i a l  V i  a b i  I  j .  t y

In  deve lop ing  the  S j - t e  Assessmen t  c r i t e r i a ,  an

important understanding among committee members was that the

po ten t i a l  v i ab i l i t y  o f  f a rms  shou ld  be  assessed ,  no t

pe r fo rmance  cha rac te r i s t i cs  o f  t he  fa rmer .  Poss ib le  S i te

Assessmen t  c r j - t e r i a  o f fe red  by  SCS inc lude  ones  tha t  measure

character lst ics of  farmers, but these were el iminated by the

committee. The reason for doing so is that farms with the

most potent ia l  for cont inuing in agrr icul ture should be

protected f i rst ,  rather than farms that are experiencing

h igh  p roduc t i v i t y  p r imar i l y  because  o f  t he  fa rmers '

p rac t i ces .  I n  add i t i on ,  eva l -ua t i ng  fa rmers r  cha rac te r i s t i cs

cou ld  resu l t  i n  I ess  p ro tec t i on  fo r  po ten t i a l l y  v iab le

fa rms .  I f ,  f o r  i ns tance ,  f i nanc ia l  cha rac te r i s t i cs  a re

included in the evaluat ion, a potent ia l ly v iable farm hr i th a

poor f inancial  manager would get a lower LESA rat ing and

poss ib l y  no t  be  p rese rved .32

32 Part  of  the unwi l l i .ngness to al low conversion based on
eva lua t i on  o f  f a rmer ' s  cha rac te r i s t i cs  i s  t ha t  C la rke
County is consider ing advert iz ing i ts farmland to
prospect lve farmers. Preserving a potent ial ly v iable farm
that has faiLed f inancial ly would be instrunental  in
seeing that farming can cont inue.
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In  acco rdance  w i th  th i s  p r i nc ip le ,  ce r ta in  S i te

Assess rnen t  c r i t e r i a  were  no t  i nco rpo ra ted  i n to  the  sys tem.33

rrFamily Farm Valuerr is one cr i ter ion that was not used

because  i t  d id  no t  concu r  w i th  th i s  p r i nc ip le .  r rEami l y  Fa rm

Value" would have given a higher Si te Assessment score to

Iand farmed by the same fami-Iy for three or more

generat ions. Cont inuat ion of  the fatni ly farming tradi t ion

and responsibl-e Iand stevrardship are presumed to be more

l i ke l y  i f  t he  fam i l y  has  fa rmed  the  l and  fo r  genera t i ons .34

Ano the r  s i rn i l a r  c r i t e r i on ,  "Fa rms  wh ich  Comp le te l y

Support  Farming Eamil iesrr ,  was also not used. I t  was thought

that farms must be welI-managed and product ive to completely

support  farminq fami l ies.  However,  i t  was fel t  that th is

c r i t e r i on  wou ld  assess  the  fam i l y  more  than  the  fa r rn .35

Another cr i ter ion rejected because i t  tended to

eva lua te  fa rmers  was  "SCS Conserva t l on  P lan  F i l ed r r .  Th i s

cr i ter ion was intended to give higher scores to wel l  managed

farms. I t  was thought that having a SCS conservat ion plan

would indicate a greater commitment to farming. Not only did

this cr i ter ion at tempt to measure character ist ics of  the

D iscus ion  o f  t hese  c r i t e r i a  based  on  Ma ize l ,  Marga re t
Ste$/art ,  and G. Robert  Lee. Ci ted Above.

Impor tan t  Fa rm lands  P i l o t  P ro iec t .  I 9a2 .  O f f i ce  o f  t he
Admin i s t ra to r ,  Coun ty  o f  C Ia rke ,  Be r ryv i l I e ,  Va .

Maizel ,  Margaret Ste$rart ,  and G. Robert  Lee. Ci ted above.

3 ,1

3 5
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farmer (J-and management pract ices) instead of the farm, i t

was  no t  accu ra te  i n  do inq  so .  I n  p rac t i ce ,  f a rmers  w i th  SCS

plans may not fo l low then, In other cases, farmers r"rho do

no t  ca re  fo r  SCS adv i ce ,  can  have  exce l l en t  conse rva t i on

pract j .ces and no SCS pl-an f i led. In Clarke County,  th is

cr j - ter ion would have only measured farmers'  wi l l ingness to

seek  SCS adv i ce .

2 . 2 . 2 . 2  S i m p l i f y i n g  t h e  S y s t e m

The second pr inciple of  the Clarke County Important

Farmlands Committee ! /as a response to the potent ial

i n t im ida t i on  o f  c i t i zens  and  dec i s ion -makers  because  o f

LESA 's  techn ica l  na tu re .36  The  Comn i t t ee  fe l t  t ha t  a  comp lex

LESA system is less l ikely to be understood by these people

and therefore less l ikely to receive their  support .

S imp l i c i t y  was  seen  as  a  h igh l y  des i rab le  a t t r i bu te  i n  t he

LESA sys tem,

Examples of  steps taken to s impJ. i fy the system included

el iminat ing two cr i ter ia which in theory,  are important

measures  o f  ag r i cu l t u ra l  v i ab i l i t y .  r rPe rcen t  o f  A rea  i n

Agricul ture within One MiIe Radius of  Farm" can be an

impor tan t  i nd i ca to r  o f  f a rm v iab i l i t y  because  i t  i s  eas ie r

to maintain a farm in an area devoted exclusivelv to

35 Maizel ,  Margaret Stewart ,  and G, Robert  tee. Ci ted above.
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agr icul ture than in an area hrhere much of the land has been

converted to other uses. This factor was el iminated

because  a l l  f a rms  in  the  Coun ty  wou ld  rece i ve  fu l I  va lue i

i . e . ,  a l l  f a rms  were  i n  a reas  where  the  su r round ing  l and  use

$ /as  a lmos t  exc lus i ve l y  ag r i cu l t u ra l - .  S im i Ia r l y ,  t he

rrProximity to Agricul tural  Support  Industr i .esrr  cr i ter ion was

el iminated because in a county as smal l  as Clarke, no farms

are signi f icant ly di f ferent in distance to support

i ndus t r i es  as  to  a f fec t  re la t i ve  v iab i l i . t y .

Other cr i ter ia were el iminated based on the amount of

complexi ty they added to the system. t t t r 'arms Completely

Support ing Farming Famil ies 

 

was judged to be exceedingly

compl icated for the importance of the informat ion i t

provides. Aside from other reasons ment ioned previously,

t h i s  c r i t e r i on  was  e l im ina ted  because  sco r ing  i t  wou ld

invo l ve  de te rm in ing  the  fam i l i es  sou rces  o f  i ncone .  Th i s

would compl j"cate scor j"nq farns because this informat ion is

not readi ly avai lable to County personnel.

"CapitaI  Improvements in Farmrr was el iminated part ly

because account ing for aI l  the di f ferent investments on a

farm would make the system too compl icated.3? Rejuvenated

farms, for example, would require frequent updat ing of  LESA

scores in order to keep track of  the investments,  Al though

3?  Ma ize l ,  Marga re t  S tewar t ,  and  G .  Rober t  Lee ,  C i ted  above .
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th i s  c r i t e r i on  can  d i rec t l y  re f l ec t  a  commi tmen t  t o

cont j -nued farming and the ease of farming, i t  was el iminated

to  s imp l i f y  t he  sys tem.

By  avo id ing  use  o f  i naccu ra te  and  i r re levan t  c r i t e r i a ,

t he  S i te  Assessmen t  po r t i on  o f  LESA was  s imp l i f i ed ,

Furthermore, the el iminat ion of  potent ia l ly meaningful  but

ove r l y  comp lex  c r i t e r i a .  s t reaml ined  the  sys tem (see  Tab Ie

4 ) .

2 .2 .2 .3  Compa t ib i l i t y  h ' i t h  t he  Comprehens ive  p lan

One addit ional  pr inciple important in developinE the

Clarke County LESA systen vras compat ibiJ- i ty of  the system

uith the Countyrs Comprehensive Plan. LESA may have the

potent ial  to encourage disorder ly development patterns. 38

Furthermore, LESA could shi f t  development pressure from

38  Kramer ,  Randa l I .  1984 .  "The  LESA sys tem:  an  ana lys i s r t ;
paper presented before the Conference on Land Retent ion
in the Southeast,  Knoxvi l le,  Tennessee, Nlar^c},  22-23,
1984. I f  undue weight is placed on Land. Evaluat ion
re la t i ve  to  S i te  Assessmen t ,  t he  l oca t i on  o f  l and
suitable for conversion, as determined by LESA, would be
primari ly dependent on soi ls instead of development goals
and exist ing land uses. This coul_d lead to a disorder ly
development pattern.



Table 4.  Weight inq of  the Clarke County Si te Assessment
Cr i - t e r i a .

C r i t e r i on

S ize  o f  Ea rm
Compat ib i l i t y  w i th

Comprehensive Plan
Adj acent Land Use
Investment for Urban

Development (publ ic)
Investment for Urban

Development (  pr ivate )
Land Use Regulat ions
SCS Conserva t i on  P lan  F i  l ed
Percen t  o f  A rea  i n

A a r i a r r l f r r r a

Distance to Town
Wate r  Resources

We ish t  (  i n i t i a l  ) Weight (  revi  sed)

I

5

4

4

( el iminated )

( el iminated)
z

(  e l im ina ted )

1 . )

4
9

6
1

2 ,
1

(Source :  " Impor tan t  Fa rm lands  P i l o t  P ro jec t ' r .S o u r c e :  " I m p o r t a n t  F a r m l a n d s  P i I o t  P r o j e c 1 c " .  1 9 8 2 .  O f f j
o f  the Admj.n is t rator ,  County of  Clarke,  Berryv i l le ,  Va.
a n d  ' r S i t e  V i a b i l i t y  A s s e s s n e n t r r .  1 9 8 3 .  O f f j . c e  o f  t h e
A d m i n i s t r a t o r ,  C o u n t y  o f  C I a r k e ,  B e r r y v i I I e ,  V a .  )
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farmland to areas LESA may not recognize as worthy of

p ro tec t i on  such  as  we t lands  o r  o the r  \ " i i l d l i f e  hab i ta t s .  se

Protect ion of  such non- agr i  cul  tural  environmental ly

sensi t ive areas j -s general ly addressed in comprehensive

p1ans. In fact ,  comprehensive plans seek to promote

order l iness and eff ic iency in land development.  Thus i f  LESA

is designed to take comprehensive plan guidel ines into

account,  a better development pattern may resul t  than had

e i the r  been  used  a lone .

Ini t iaI Iy,  the Important Farmlands Cornmit tee did not

give much emphasis to compat ibi l i ty between the County

Comprehensive PIan and LESA. The cr i ter ion rrCompatibi l i ty

with the Comprehensive Plan'r  was included as the sixth most

important cr i ter ion ( in terms of \ , reight ing value assigned)

ou t  o f  t he  ten  o r i g ina l  c r i t e r i a .  The  c r i t e r i on  g i ves  fu lL

value to farms \4rhich conform to the Comprehensive plan's

off ic ia l  future land use map. Broad land areas designated

for retent ion in agr icul tural  use as wel l  as areas that can

be  e f f i c i en t l y  conve r ted  to  res iden t i a l ,  commerc ia l ,  and

industr ia l  usage are del ineated on the future land use map.

rrCompatibi l i ty wi th the Comprehensive planrr  was given

greater emphasis af ter the County Planning Commission

rev iewed  the  S i te  Assessmen t  c r i t e r i a .  Th i s  c r i t e r i on rs

3e  Comment  o f  Jon  Hu tcheson .  Feb . ,  1984 .
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weight ing increased, making i t  the second most important

c r i t e r i on  i n  t he  S i te  Assessmen t  sys tem (see  Tab le  4 ) .

The  mos t  impor tan t  c r i t e r i on ,  r r s i ze  o f  Fa r rn r r ,  a l so

ref lects the aims of the Comprehensive PIan. Because of

economj-es of  scale in farm operat ion, Iarger farms are more

I i ke l y  t o  be  v iab le  than  sma l l  ones .  A  l a rge  fa rm i s  a l so

more important to maintenance of aqr icul tural  support

i ndus t r i es  than  a  sma l l  one .  Fo r  t hese  reasons ,  t he  Coun ty rs

sl id ing scale zonj-ng al lows a higher percent of  the land to

be developed on a smal l  farm than a larger one.

LESA and the Comprehensive PIan are mutual ly

re in fo rc ing  because  fa rm s i - ze  ca tego r ies  i n  t he  r r s i ze  o f

Farmrf cr i ter ion are the same as used in the zoning

ordinance. Thus, th is cr i ter ion indirect ly complements

sl id ing scale zoning in ref lect ing the Comprehensive planrs

aims by ampl i fy ing the need to retain large farms in

ag r i cu l t u re .  I n  add i t i on ,  t he  c r i t e r i on  r rD is tance  to

Nearest Urban Concentrat ionrr  ref lects the Comprehensive plan

goal of  keeping the development pattern compact and centered

on exi  st i .ng towns .

The Important Farmlands Committee designed the Si te

Assessmen t  po r t i on  o f  LESA to  be  as  s i .mp le  as  poss ib le ,

compat ib.Le with the Comprehensive Plan, and a measure of

fa rms '  po ten t . i a l  v i ab i l i t y  i ns tead  o f  i t s  cu r ren t
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performance. The Site Assessment documentat ion is s imple;

the  na r ra t i ve  i s  b r i e f  bu t  f a i r l y  c lea r ,  ca tego r ies  w i th in

each cr i ter j -on are few and unambigruous, assigned weights are

whole numbers making ar i thrnet ic s imple,  and there are only

eight cr i . ter ia.  Compatibi l i ty wi th the Comprehensive plan

makes the Si te Assessment system act to strengthen the

a . ^ , , - + . , 1  ^  ^ 1 ^  i  r L , y  uu  ach ieve  i t s  l and  use  qoa ls .

Conpa t ib i l i t y  i s  assu red  by  hav ing  seve ra l  c r i t e r i a  re f l ec t

the aims of the Comprehensive PIan. Cr i ter ia measurj .ng the

fa rms '  po ten t i a l  v i ab i l j - t y  i ns tead  o f  t he  fa rmer6 l

performance character ist ics were used to ident i fy farms with

the land use condit ions most support ive of  cont inuing

agr i cu l t u re .

2 .2 .2 .4  P rob lems  w i th  Ins t i t u t i ona l i  z i ng  LESA

I 'ha  Tnna r+ah+  Fa rm lands  Commi t t ee  s fnhnF . l  s l , r . r r f  . r fo  u v l J y e q

recommending an ordinance to recognize LESA as an off ic ia l

deci  s j -  on-making tool .  LESA miqht be referenced in the next

revis ion of  the Comprehensive plan as an aide to decis ion-

making. No stronger means of fornal ly inst i  tut i .  onal  i  z ing the

system are contemplated at th is t ime. Current ly,  LESA has

the status of  t rstaf f  pol icyrr  among Clarke County planning

o f f i c i a l s .



By not formal ly inst i tut ional iz ing LESA, Clarke County

avoided some potent ial  probJ-ems. For one, f ine tuninq of  the

sys tem i s  more  eas i l y  accomp l i shed  when  i t  i s  no t  an

o rd inance .  No  pub l i c  hea r ing ,  f o r  examp le ,  i s  requ i red  fo r

changes  i n  C la rke  Coun ty ' s  LESA sys tem.

The Clarke County LESATs lack of  formal standing has

also reduced concerns that the system would take decis ion-

makj.ng author i ty f rom the Planning Commission or Board of

Superv i so rs .  Because  o f  LESA 's  techn ica l  na tu re ,  peop le  who

do not u,nderstand i t  can be int imidated and suspicious. By

mak ing  LESA s ta f f  po l i cy ,  t h i - s  p rob len  i s  l a rqe l y  de fused .

The f inal  benef i t  of  not formal ly inst i tut i  onal  iz ing

LESA in CIarke County involves recognizing that the system

j.s not always a determinist ic decis ion-making tool .  There

can be cases where LESA is not much help in land use

dec is ion -mak ing .  Approp r ia te  l and  use  dec i s ions  can  be

clear ly determined for farms that have relat ively high or

1ow IESA sco res .  Sco res  i n  t he  m idd le  ( sco res  o f  60  to  75

ou t  o f  poss ib le  92 .95 ) ,  however ,  a re  i ndec i s i ve .  Fo r  f a rms

, t^r i th middle range scores, facts other than agr icul tural

v iabi l j - ty as determined by LESA may be more important in

dec i  s ion-making. Inst i tut ional iz inq LESA leaves open the

possibi l i ty that th is l imitat ion of  the system might not be

properly addressed. By not formal ly inst i  tut ional i  z ing IESA,
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Land use decis ions for farms $r i th indeterminate scores can

be made based on factors most relevant to the Dart icular

2 . 2 . 2 . 5  R e m a i n i n g  c o n c e r n s

Clarke County has set up a successful  LESA system, but

there is concern about certain def ic ienci-es. The most

notable def ic iency from a technical  perspect ive is that

orchards are not welI  represented in the system. Using corn

and hay as the indicator crops J.n the Land Evaluat ion

component of  LESA tends to bias the system against orchards.

Compared to hay or corn, orchard product iv i ty is less

dependent on soi l  character ist ics and more on other s i te

condit j -ons not measured by LESA. Furthermore, orc?rards in

Clarke County may warrant special  protect ion because they

are unique4 0 in the region and the state.  Addit ional  work

needs to be done to give orchards fair  and systematic

evaluat ion for land use decis ion-makincr.  a 1

a 0 Unique as in terms of the federal  and state def in i t ions
of important farrnland. Noted above, note 4.

a1  Op in ion  o f  G .  Rober t  Lee ,  C la rke  Coun ty  Admin i s t ra to r ,
4/ /9/ /84. In addi t ion, Mr.  Lee said an example of  what
might be done to correct th is problem 1s to give orchards
a  ten  po in t  bonus .



The most prominent probJ.em with the Clarke County LESA

sys tem i s  t ha t  because  i t  i s  no t  f o rma l l y  i ns t i  t u t i ona l  i  zed ,

i t  can  eas i l y  be  l os t .  Th i s  cou ld  happen ,  f o r  examp le ,  i f

the County Planner and the County Adminisrraror v/ere

replaced. The County Administrator recognizes that to assure

cont inuat ion of  the system whi le st i l l  having the advantages

o f  no t  i ns t i t u t i ona l i z i ng  i t ,  add i t i ona l  e f fo r t s  a re  needed .

Speci f ical ly,  members of  County Planning Commission and

Board of  Supervisors should be made more knowledgeable of

the system so that they may become comrni t ted to using i t .

A t  t he  p resen t ,  t hese  o f f i c i a l s  genera l l _y  suppor t  use

of LESA. But hr i thout deeper understand. ingr and commitment to

the use of LESA, reversion to less defensible ad hoc

dec i s ion -mak ing  may  resu l t .

2,3 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE CLARKE COIJNTY LESA

Clarke County developed LESA to ident i fy important

farmlands. Having this consistent rat ing system for

assessing the importance of farmland vtas seen as necessary

fo r  mak ing  de fens ib le  dec i s ions  on  rezon ing  reques ts .  I n

addit ion, the system was developed with the intent ion that

i t  would meet the requirements of  the state and federal

farmland protect ion acts.  Doing so would.  help prevent any

more state or federal  projects I ike the proposed Frederick-



Winchester Regional Wastewater Treatment pLant that would

lead to farmland conversion in the County.  However,  LESA|s

f j "rst  use in Clarke County was not one for which the program

was sought,  but for evaluat ing appl icat ions to an

Agr i cu l t u ra l  D i s t r i c t .

I n  1982 ,  C la rke  Coun ty  c rea ted  a  23 ,OOO ac re

ag r i cu l t u ra l  d i s t r i c t ,  t he  l a rges t  s ing le  ag r i cu l t u ra l

distr ict ,  in the state at  that t ime. LESA was used as an aid

in  dec id ing  wh ich  app l i ca t i ons  fo r  i nc lus ion  i n  t he  d i s t r i c t

wou ld  be  app roved .  Coun ty  o f f i c i a l s  f e l t  a  cons i s ten t ,

systematic means of evaluat ing appl icat ions was need.ed. for

such  a  l a rge  d i  s t r i c t .

Al though LESA seemed ideal  for creat ing the

agr i cu l t u ra l  d i s t r i c t ,  two  un fo reseen  p rob lems  a rose .  F i r s t

.  was the problem that LESA is not determinist ic for middle

range scores. Clarke County used a 6O poj-nt  cut-of f ;  farms

with scores of  6O or more \4rere admit ted to the distr ict .

However,  the r ig idness of  th is cut-of f  does not ref lect  the

amb igu i t y  o f  sco res  c lose  to  60 .  To  compensa te  fo r  t h i s ,  a l l

admiss ions  dec i s ions  v /e re  open  to  appea l .  I n  one  i nscance ,

a farm with a score of  59 was admit ted to the distr ict  af ter

the farmer made a special  request before the planning

Commi ssion. a 2

{2 Conments of  Margaret Maizel .  M"y, 1984. The farm in
quest ion was smal l  but substant ial  in terms of the
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The second and most disconcert ing problem with

' i  n n  l  a n a r +  i  h A  r  E ' (l ,  - - - ;A i^/as that of  appl icat ion processing t ime.

Planners who have used LESA have remarked that i t  is  a

pa r t i cu la r l y  t ime  consuming  p rocess ;  p lanners  can  eas i l y

spend  a  ha l f  day  ge t t i ng  the  LESA sco re  fo r  a  s ing le  fa rm.43

This problem became especial ly acute with creat ing a largfe

agri  cul tural  dj .  str ict .

Ag r i cu l t u ra l  D j . s t r i c t  Leg is la t i on  i n  V i rg in ia

es tab l i shes  a  t ime  schedu l -e  fo r  app l i . ca t i on  p rocess ing .

Al though the decis ion on an appl j .cat ion must be made within

120  days  o f  t he  f i l i ng  da te ,  t he  P lann ing  Commiss ion  i s

required to make i ts recommendat ion to the Board of

Supervisors within 30 days. This means that the planning

staf f  must process al l  appl icat ions through LESA in under 3O

days .

In Clarke County,  the County Adrninistrator and County

Planner are the only personnel avai lable for processing

app l i ca t i ons .  I n  add i t i on ,  t he  l oca l  SCS o f f i ce  was  unab le

to  o f fe r  ass i s tance  i n  sco r ing  the  Land  Eva lua t i on  po r t i on .

The t ime problem was overcome with the help of  a c j . t izen who

, was involved in developing LESA and agreed to score the Land

Countyrs hog product ion. Furthermore, the farmer,  by
rent ing farmland, actual ly farmed much more land than he
owned. These factors were considered important but are
not recognized by LESA.

'3  K ramer ,  Randa l l .  C i ted  above .
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Evaluat ion port ion for appl icat ions. The t ime problem of

LESA was part icular ly pronounced in such an extensive use of

the  sys tem (app rox ima te l y  1OO app l i ca t i ons ) .  I n  C Ia rke

County 's case. the t ime problem was overcome V/ i th volunteer

help and overt ime work by County personnel.

Al though agr icul tural  distr ict ing has been the only use

of LESA in Clarke County,  i t  is  expected to be implemented

in tv/o other areas in the near future --  rezoning requests

and open space easements.  In the County,  approximateLy 2,OOO

acres of  farmland have been dedicated to open space

easements through the Virqinia Outdoor Eoundat ion, a state

agfency desiqnated for th is purpose. aa Review by the U.S.

Treasury Department of  federal  regulat ions pertaining to

easement donat ions led to a two year morator ium on accept ing

easements.  New instruct ionsas now require easements to have

a  spec i f i c  p rope r t y  va lue  as  de f i ned  by  l oca l  o r  s ta te

governments.  Clarke County expects that LESA wiI I  be able to

help ful f i l  th is requi  rement al lowing open space easement

dona t ion  to  res ta r t .  a  5

Maizel ,  Margaret Stewart ,  and G. Robert  Lee. Ci ted above.

' rDetermining the value of  donated propertyrt ,  publ icat j -on
516 ,  Dep t .  o f  T reasu ry ,  I n te rna l  Revenue  Serv i ce ,  Rev i sed
N o v . ,  1 9 8 1 .

Opinion of  Margaret Maizel ,  Planning Commission member.
A p r i I ,  1 9 8 4 .

{ . f
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A id ing  i n  rezon ing  dec i s ions  was  one  o f  t he  o r i g ina l

purposes for which LESA was sought.  However,  LESA has not

been implemented for th is purpose because there have not

been  any  rezon ing  reques ts  fo r  ag r i cu l t u ra l  l and  s ince  LESA

ttas set up in 1982. However,  i t  is  important that such a

technical ly and therefore legal ly defensible means of makinqr

rezon ing  dec i s j -ons  ex i s t s .  W i thou t  t he  sys tem,  rezon ing

dec i s ions  cou ld  appear  a rb i t ra ry  and  cap r i c ious  and  p lace

the str ingent s l id ing scale zoning development r ights

a l l oca t i on  sys tem in  j  eopa rdy .

2.4 EFFECTIVENESS AND USEFULNESS OF THE CLARKE COUNTY LESA

Clarke Countyrs LESA system has been useful  in helpi ,ng

the County real ize the goal of  preserving farmland. The

sys temr  s  use  i n  c rea t i ng  the  s ta te ' s  I a rges t  aq r i cu l t u ra l

d i s t r i c t  and  i t s  expec ted  uses  j -n  rezon ing  dec i s ions  and

open space easements help strengthen the Countyrs farmland

pro tec t j . on  po l i ces .  Spec i f i ca l I y ,  LESA has  enab led  the

County administrat ion to improve the qual i ty of  land use

dec is ion -mak ing .

Implement ing LESA ha6 taken pol i t ical  pressure of f  of

po l i t i c i ans  by  p rov j .d ing  them w i th  a  ra t i ona l ,  cons j - s ten t ,

and  de fens ib le  dec i s ion -mak ing  a id .a7  A l though  LESA does  no t

a?  Op in ion  o f  Marga re t  Ma ize l ,  Ap r i l ,  1984 .
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app ly  we l l  i n  bo rde r l i ne  cases ,  i t  does  obv ia te  the  wors t

dec i s ions  i n  more  c lea r  cu t  cases .  Fo r  i ns tance ,  when  the

agricul tural  distr ict  was being formed, farms of outspoken

proponen ts  o f  t he  d i s t r i c t  we re  den ied  admiss ion .  Dec i s ion -

makers  m igh t  have  found  i t  po l i t i ca l l y  d i f f i cu l t  t o  deny

admiss ion  to  the  d i s t r i c t ' s  advoca tes ,  had  n6 t  LESA g i ven

them the technical  backing for doing so.

LESATs  use  i n  fo rm ing  the  ag r i cu l t u ra l  d i s t r i c t  a l so

he lped  re in fo rce  the  va l i d i t y  o f  t he  d i s t r i c t .  I n  c rea t i ng

such  a  l a rge  d i s t r i c t ,  i t  was  impor tan t  t ha t  a l l  admiss ions

dec i s lons  be  de fens ib le .  O the rw ise ,  i f  one  bad  dec i s i . on  $ ras

made and successful ly chal lenged in court ,  the ent i re

d i s t r i c t  cou ld  Iose  i t s  spec ia l  s ta tus .  Such  a  consequence

would be a tremendous set-back to agr icul tural  preservat ion

in Clarke County.

LESA nay also prove useful  to Clarke County in a

preventat ive sense. Having LESA in-place can help prevent

state or federal ly funded projects which r"rould lead to

farmland conversion by forcing considerat ion of  al ternat ives

that are less threatening to farmland. LESA also helps

min im ize  the  Coun ty rs  l ega l  r i sk  by  rnak ing  dec i s ions  more

cons i s ten t  and  ra t i ona l .  Th i s  i n  t u rn  m in im izes  the  chances

that a farmland protect ion pol icy,  such as agr icul tural

d i s t r i c t i ng  o r  s l i d ing  sca le  zon ing ,  ! , r i I I  be  d i sa l l owed  in

the  cou r t s .
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Clarke County has found LESA to be useful  as an

opt ional  tool  to have on hand for future use. The systemrs

use  was  impor tan t  i n  f o rm ing  the  ag r i cu l t u ra l  d i s t r i c t ,

a l though this was not one of the major purposes for rrhich i t

was or iginal ly sought,  Other potent ia l  uses for the Clarke

County LESA include capi tal  faci l i t ies planning, and mapping

the County '  s important farmlands.

LESA has served wel l  in ident i fy inq important farmlands

in Clarke County.  By helpinq make this determinat ion, County

farmland protect ion pol ic ies have been strengthened by

enabl ing their  implementat ion to be more rat ional ,

consistent,  and defensible.  Because LESA has improved the

qua l i t y  o f  dec  i  s i on -mak ing ,  f a rm land  p rese rva t i on  po l i c i es

are much less l ikely to be deemed arbi t rary and capr ic ious

and be di  sal  lowed.

2.5 LESSONS LEARNED

The Clarke County LESA system sran careful ly devised,

successful ly implemented, and has proven useful  in

further ing the Countyrs desire to preserve agr icul tural

Iand. Several  important issues and problems associated with

LESA arose over the County 's three years of  experience with

the system. Erom Clarke Counlyrs t reatnent of  the problems

and issues, several  important lessons can be gleaned:
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1. The pol i t ical  and community sett ing is important in

having a successful  LESA system. The level  of  concern

and degree of commitment to farmland preservat ion are

d i rec t l y  re la ted  to  the  des i re  to  ac t  t o  s t reng then

farmland preservat ion pol ic ies,  Even though Clarke

Coun ty  i s  a  sma I I ,  r e la t i ve l y  homogeneous ,  ru ra l

county,  ef forts were made to educate ci t izens and

decision-makers about the problems an agr icul tural

community faces when strong farmland protect ion

pol ic ies are lacking, Furthermore, the threat of  the

Frederi  ck-Wi nche ster sev/age treatment plant helped

ra i se  awareness  o f  t he  weakness  o f  ex i s t i ng  po l i c i es .

2.  In devis ing a LESA system, i t  is  important to make i t

understandable and not unnecessari ly complex. The

nr i  marv  l . r ene f  i  l -  i n  do ing  So  i s  t ha t  C i t i zens  and

decision-makers are more l ikely to support  the system

if  they can understand i t .  This can be instrumentaL

in achieving a broad base of support  for LESA.

3. Also important in devis ing a LESA system is the need

to emphasize compat ibi l i ty wi th the communityrs

comprehensive plan. Because LESA is just  one of

several  tools used to preserve farmland,

conpat ibi l i ty bet! , reen LESA and establ ished tools is

essen t i a l  i f  i ncons i s ten t  dec i s ions  a re  to  be
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avoided. Furthermore, making LESA ref lect  the aims of

the comprehensive plan ensures that the future

development pattern wi l l  be consistent wi th

es tab l i shed  commun i t y  goa ls .

To make LESA useful ,  i t  is  important to devise the

Site Assessment cotnponent so that potent ia l

ag r i cu l t u ra l  v i ab i l i t y  o f  s i t es  i s  measured .  Th i s

means that character ist ics of  the farm that

accurately indicate potent ial  for cont inued farming

should be evaluated, not performance character ist ics

attr ibutable to the farmer.  Potent ial ly product ive

farms should not be slated for development because of

poor f inancial  nanagement by a part icular farmer,  for

example. Clarke County avoided this by el iminat ingf

several  Scs-recommended cr i ter ia f rom the Si te

Assessment component.  Inaccurate j -ndicators of

ag r i cu l t u ra l  v i ab i l i t y  were  e l im ina ted ,  as  we I I .

Important j .n creat ing a technical ly accurate and

therefore potent i -aI Iy useful  LESA systen is use of

on l y  c r i t e r i a  t ha t  re f l ec t  t he  l oca I  cond i t i ons .

Care fu l  cho i ce  o f  i nd i ca to r  c rop (s ) ,  e l im ina t i on  o f

i r re levan t  c r i t e r i a ,  adap t i ng  o the r  c r i t e r i a ,  and

test ing the system are keys to accuracy and

useful-ness of  LESA.

5 .
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Recognit ion that use of LESA can be t ime consuming

may  be  c ruc ia l  i n  success fu l l y  imp lemen t ing  the

sys tem.  Th is  i s  pa r t i cu la r l y  t rue  o f  l a rge r

undertakings such as the Clarke County agr icul tural

D is t r i c t .  A l l  app l i ca t i ons  had  to  be  p rocessed  w i th in

30  days .  W i thou t  t he  sys temrs  s i rnp ] - i c i t y ,  a

vo lun tee r rs  he lp ,  and  ded ica t i on  on  the  pa r t  o f  t he

County Administrator,  the t ime constraints may have

been too severe to use LESA i-n the Countvrs

ag r i cu l t u ra l  d i s t r i c t i ng .

E ina l l y ,  because  LESATs  techn ica l  na tu re  can  be

in t im ida t i ng  to  c i t i zens  and  dec  i  s i  on -makers ,  i t  i s

lmportant not to at tempt to formal ly inst i  tut ional ize

the system. Part icular ly when the system is newl_y

formed, people do not fu l ly understand i t  and tend to

think LESA is taking over decis ion-makinq

responsibi l i ty.  By not formal ly inst i tut i  onal"  iz ing

LESA, these problems are defused and f ine tuning of

the system can proceed more easi ly.  After substant j -aI

conf idence and experience with the system are gaj .ned,

formal inst i  tut ional  i  zat ion might be at tempted.

"7



Chap te r  I I I

LESA IN OTHER V]RGINIA COIJNTIES

Of Virginia count ies,  Clarke County has had the most

experience with LESA. Hovtever,  other count ies are gaj-ning

experience with the system. In addit ion, several  count ies

are no!,  beginning to consider developing their  own LESA

systems. A few other count ies have developed LESA systems

and are about to implement them. Furthermore, Hanover

County,  I ike Clarke County,  was one of the twelve or iginal

LESA p i l o t  p ro jec ts  i n  t he  na t i on .

In this chapter,  the experiences with LESA of three

addit ionaM rginia count ies are reported j .n order to

further understanding of how to successful ly ut i l ize the

system. To do so, the experiences of two count ies with nevr ly

devised LESA systems, Montgomery and Culpeper,  are examined

to see how LESATs problems and issues i , rere treated. Hanover

Coun ty ' s  LESA sys tem i s  s i rn l l a r l y  examined .  Hanover  Coun ty rs

experience with LESA contrasts with Clarke County 's in that

the system has not been very useful  there.

47
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3 . 1 IIANOVER COUNTYI S LESA SYSTEM

Hanover County is comprised of a wide rangfe of  land

uses includi-ng rural  agr icul tural  areas and urban land on

the  f r i nge  o f  R ichmond .  I n  the  l a te  1970rs ,  a  s t rong

sent iment for managing growth existed and led to the

Coun ty rs  adop t i on  o f  l a rge  1o t  zon ing  i n  i t s  ru ra l -  a reas .

LESA was seen as a potent ial  tool  for managj-ng grov/th 1n

rural  parts of  the County.

Hanover County sought to develop a LESA system because

there were both the need and an opportuni ty to use i t  in

strengthening growth management pol ic ies.  The need stemmed

from concern that rezoning decis ions for the large lot  zoned

rural  areas were not being based on any f i rm and legi t imate

cr i ter j -a.  The ten acre large lot  zoning hras seen as rra law

suit  wait inq to happenrr.18 LESA vras seen as providing the

framework for developing a systematic,  consistent,  and

de fens ib le  se t  o f  dec  i  s i on -mak inc r  c r i t e r i a .

The opportuni ty Hanover County planners saw for

strenqthening growth management pol ic ies l ras that the

Coun ty rs  Comprehens ive  P lan  was  due  fo r  rev i s ion .  I n  1980 ,

the revis ion process began. Short ly thereafter,  SCS made

LESA ava i l ab le  on  a  p ro jec t  p i . l o t  t r i a l  bas i s .  Coun ty

'8 Opinion of  John Hodges, Execut ive Director,  Hanover
Coun ty  P lann ing  Depar tmen t .  Ap r i I ,  1984 .  Acco rd ing  to  Mr .
Hodges ,  t he  l a rge  l o t  zon ing  i s  s t i l l  i n  t h i s  pe r i l ous
p o s i t i o n .
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planners fel t  that incorporat ing LESA into the Comprehensive

Plan, thereby using LESA as an off ic ia l  guidel ine, would

he lp  re in fo rce  g rowth  managemen t  poJ - i c i es .  ae

The focus of  Hanover Countys growth management ef forts

was  no t  p redomina te l y  ag r i cu l t u ra l  l ands  p rese rva t i on .5  0

Growth management was more a response to r" /asteful  publ ic

infrastructure investments made in the late 60rs and ear ly

70 rs .  Because  o f  an  an t i c i pa ted  6% res iden t i a l  hous ing

growth rate for the 7Ors, County bond.s were used to f inance

in f ras t ruc tu re  i n  t he  u rban iz ing  Mechan icsv i l l e  a rea  ( see

Figure 4).  However,  the ful l  demand for infrastructure

connect ions never occurred and bonds were not paid of f  as

expected.

This misguided publ ic investnent lead to a county-wide

conce rn  i n  t he  l a te  TOrs  to  l im i t  g rowth  to  the

Mechan icsv i l l e  a rea ,  keep ing  i t  ou t  o f  t he  ru ra l  a reas .

Preserving agr icul tural  Iands was only incidental  to a

larger concern for recouping lost  publ ic investments.

Eurthermore, the pol i t ical  and community c l imate that

in i t ia l ly was conducive to developing LESA for growth

management Iater changed.

{ e Cornment of

5  o  D i  scuss ion
on comments

John  Hodges .  Ap r i l ,  1984 .

on why growth management was sought is based
o f  John  Hodges ,  Ap r i I ,  1984 .
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When a slump in hone bui ld ing began in the ear ly

1980 ' s ,  deve lopmen t  i n te res ts  sough t  l ess  reguJ -a t i on .  51

Elect ions in 1983 ref lected the newer sent iment in the

County as the newly elected Board of  Supervisors was more

development or iented, favor ing Iess restr ict ion on home

bui ld j .ng. AIso by this t ime, County taxpayers had become

accus tomed  to  the  i dea  o f  hav ing  a  f i sca l  de f i c i t .

Channel ing gTrowth to exist ing unused infrastructure had

become less  o f  a  p r i o r i t y .

Farmland preservat ion never had a consensus favor ing i t

for i ts own sake. Eurthermore, by 1983, the strong growth

management concern, rdhi  ch had incidental ly sponsored

farmland protect ion, was losing support .  Development of  the

LESA program v/as under way at th is t ine, amid decreasing

desire for developnent regulat ion and growth management.

3.1.1 Development of  the Hanover County LESA

Development of  the Hanover County LESA pi lot  project

began in 1982 with the creat ion of  a Cit izensr Committee to

generate the Si te Assessment cr i ter ia.  The Committee $ras

composed of ten people,  including one representat ive from

each  o f  t he  Coun ty ' s  seven  mag is te r i a l  d i s t r i c t s  and  one

from the Board of  Supervisors,  the County Extension Service,

51  D iscuss ion  on  the
c l ima te  i s  based

changing pol i t ical  and community
on  comments  o f  John  Hodges .  Ap r i l ,  1984 ,
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and the Hanover-Carol ine SoiI  and Water Conservat ion

D i  q f  l ^ i , . . t -  T a  h a l n  n. . , in imize controversy, the Committee was

compr i sed  p r imar i l y  o f  o rd ina ry  c i t i zens .

The Site Assessment was developed in l ight of  the role

of LESA as l imit inq rural  subdivis ion development,  thus

channel ing gro!/ th to the urban Mechanicsvi l le area, Overal I ,

the Si te Assessment cr j - ter ia chosen tend to emphasize

containment of  development instead of preserving potent ial ly

viable farms. For instance, some of the cr i ter j -a have no

bearing on farm viabi l i ty but would tend to restr ict

development:  Factor 5,  rr lmpact on pattern of  development in

Rural  Arearr,  is desigtned to discourage str ip development or

other development that would interfere with t ransportat ion

e f f i c i ency ;  Fac to r  8 ,  " Impac t  on  H is to r i c  A reas t r ,  i s

designed to discourage development near histor ic landmarks.

Furthermore, there i -s only one cr i ter ion that measures a

phys j . ca l  a t t r i bu te  o f  t he  fa rm ind i ca t i ve  o f  v iab i l i t y ,

' ' 5 L z e  o t  l a r c e r "  -

The Site Assessment system that resul ted clear ly had

some p rob lems  tha t  wou ld  l a te r  I im i t  i t s  accep tab i l i t y .  One

problem r 'Jas that of  length. The system uses only eight

cr i ter ia but each has a lengthy narrat ive and many values

a re  poss ib le  fo r  each  c r i t e r i on .  The  to ta l  S i t e  Assessmen t

c r i t e r i a  documen ta t i on  i s  twe lve  pages  l ong .
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The second problem is the systemrs complexi ty.  The

complexi ty is in part  due to the large number of  possible

va lues  each  c r i t e r i on  has .  Fo r  examp le ,  t he  t rPe rcen t  o f  A rea

in  Ag r i cu l ! u re r r  c r i t e r i on  has  18  poss ib le  va lues  o f  wh ich

th ree  a re  chosen  and  ave raged  to  g i ve  the  c r i t e r i on ' s  sco re .

Even the least complex cr i ter ia in the system have three

va lues  f ron  wh ich  to  chose .

Fu r the rmore ,  t he  sys tem i s  comp lex  because  i t  uses

h iqh l y  spec i f i c  numer i ca l  va lues ,  as  $ re l I .  Fo r  examp le ,  a I I

cr i ter ion weights are expressed as three digi t  numbers

(e .S . ,  2 ,68 )  i ns tead  o f  who le  numbers .  Th i s  tends  to

compl icate ar i thrnet ic when calculat ing scores.

Recognizing the complexi ty of  the system and wishing to

have ci t izen part ic ipat ion in developing LESA, the Planning

Department sent out 1.3OO copies of  a ne\,rs let ter about LESA.

L i t t l e  d i . scuss ion  o f  j us t i f i ca t i on  o r  pu rpose  fo r  t he  sys tem

was included, but the ent i re Si te Assessment system was

displayed. In retrospect,  the County planner fel t  the

content was probably over ly detai led and not appropr iate for

the pubic audience. 5 2

Fol lowinq development of  the Si te Assessment cr i ter ia,

of f ic ia l  approval  of  the LESA system was sought to begin

implementat ion. In March of 1983, LESA was completed and

52  op i .n ion  o f  John  Hodges .  Ap r i l ,  1984 .
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tes ted  as  a  p re requ is i t e  o f  app rova l  .  LESA 's  accu racy  was

checked by scor ing past rezoning cases to see i f  the same

decision would be arr ived at wi th the system. The Hanover

County LESA proved to be consistent r . / i th past decis ions. At

this point ,  a Planning Commission hearing was set for June,

1983 to consider incorporat ing LESA into the Comprehensive

P l a n .

In the inter im, a rezoning was requested for a proposed

130  ac re  subd iv i s ion  i n  t he  Ia rge  l o t  ag r i cu l t u ra l  zone .s3

Land for the subdivis ion was agr icul tural  but had been idle

for four or f ive years.  I lowever,  the parcel  ranked hj .gh with

LESA (229/3OO) but a mere four points above the cut-of f  of

225. Al though one Planninq Commission member fel t  LESA over

emphasized the landrs farming potent ial ,  the major i ty of  the

Commission sided with recommending denial  of  the request.

The developer decided not to take the case to the Board of

Supervisors unt i l  af ter the hearing on LESA.

At the June, 1983 Planning Commission hearinq on IESA,

the developer 's at torney made a strong case against the use

of LESA. sl  The argument hras that no matter what cr i ter ia are

used ,  t he  r i g id  sys tem fo r  dec i s ion -mak ing  i s  bound  to  y ie ld

53 Minutes of  the Hanover County Planning Commission. Apr i l ,
1 9 8 4 .

54 Based on comments of  Bernard Cross, Attorney for the
Aqua-Ter r i  subd iv i s ion  deve lope r ,  May ,  1984 .
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arbi t rary decis ions when scores are close to the cut-of f

score. Furthermore, i t  was argued the system did not al low

d isc re t i on  on  the  pa r t  o f  e lec ted  o f f i c i a l s  t o  cons ide r

o the r  f ac to rs  tha t  m igh t  be  re levan t  i n  a  c lose  dec i s ion .

The Planningr Commission, nor l r /  feel ing LESA was too

controversial ,  recommended further test j -nq instead of giv ing

approva l .

Up to this point ,  LESA had been referenced in the

Comprehensive Plan draft  in a non-bindinq but formal manner.

The Countyr s rural  area was planned to have rragr icul tural

and forestry operat ions of  aI1 typesrr plus rraccessory and

complementary land usestt .  Low densi ty resident ial

development was planned for rural  areas with exist ing vested

development r ights and for "marginal  lands not indicated as

in conf l ict  wi th agr icul tural  and forestry development by

the  LESA sys temr r .

In September of  1983, LESA was up for approval  before

the Board of  Supervisors.  The Board decided not to approve

LESA as referenced in the Comprehensive PIan. LESA v/as

relegated to further review and references to i t  were

removed from the PIan. Even i ts unoff ic ia l  use, for

i n fo rma t ion  pu rposes  on l y ,  i s  p resen t l y  t enuous .

Reasons for the Board's denial  of  LESA can be traced to

the way the system was set up. One pr imary factor v/orking
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against LESA was i t  length and complexi ty which made i t  hard

to understand and thus int imidat ing. Opposi t ion to the

sys tem,  i n i t i a l l y  exp ressed  a t  t he  June  P Iann j .nq  Commiss ion

hearinq $/as also voiced at the Board of  Supervisors hearing

and helped convince the Board that the system was too

techn ica l  and  bu reauc ra t i c .  s  s

Another problem with the way LESA was set up, the

degree of formal inst j "  tut ional  i  z at i  on proposed, appears to

have  con t r i bu ted  to  the  sys tem 's  re jec t i on .  The  LESA sys tem

was not a binding dec i  s ion-makj-ng tool  as i t  was refered to

in the Comprehensive PIan. Hovrever,  there was confusion

regardinq this point ;  some Board memberg fel t  LESA would

take  away  dec i s ion -mak ing  au tho r i t y  and  f l ex ib i l i t y .

Furthermore, other members fel t  incorporat ing LESA into the

Plan would inevi tably lead to ordinance status for the

sys tem.  The  deg ree  o f  i ns t i t u t i ona l i za t i on  p roposed  LESA

contr ibuted to the Board's percept ion that the system was a

threat to their  dec i  s i  on-makin<r r :owers.

5 s  C o m m e n t  o f  J o h n  H o d g e s ,  A p r i l ,  1 9 8 4 .



3 .1 .2  Lessons  Lea rned  i n  Hanover  Coun tv

Hanover County sought LESA as an aid in making

cons l s ten t ,  ra t i ona l ,  and  de fens ib le  rezon ing  dec i s ions .  The

systern v/as expected to help channel resident ial  subdlvj .s ion

development into the urban Mechanicsvi l le area. However,

due to defeats at  the Planning Commission and Board of

Supervlsors hearj-ngs, the system has not yet been

implemented to help strengthen the County 's growth

managemen t  po l i c i es .  The  sys temr  s  comp lex i t y  made  i t

d i f f l cu l t  t o  unders tand  and  thus  l im i ted  i t s  base  o f

supporters.  furthermore, incorporat ing LESA j .nto the

Comprehensive Plan was an over ly assert ive proposal given

the  sys temts  i n t i r n ida t i ng  techn ica l  na tu re .  F ina l l y ,  and

possibly most important ly,  the County and i ts elected

representat ives did not have an enduring commitment to

preserving agr icul tural  lands, Under present c ircumstances.

1t is uncertain that the LESA system wi l l  ever be useful  in

Hanover County.

Lessons learned from Hanover Countyrs experience vt i th

LESA include the fo I  lowincr:

1 .  C i t i zen  pa r t i c i pa t i on  e f fo r t s  emphas iz ing  the  de ta i l

o f  a  LESA sys tem were  no t  success fu l  i n  w inn ing

publ ic acceptance of the system. Furthermore, the

use  o f  a  c i t i zens r  conmi t tee  to  deve lop  the  S i te



2 .

Assessmen t  c r i t e r i a  d id  no t  m in im ize  con t rove rsy .

Ins tead ,  a  comp la in t  vo i ced  a t  pub l i c  hea r ings  on

LESA was that the committee did not contain people

who were fami l iar  wi th local  land use and development

cond i t i ons .

Complexi ty and lengthiness of  the system inhibi ts

understanding and acceptance of LESA. LESA systems

have the potent ial  to be int imidat ing because of

their  technical  nature. Hanover County planners think

the system is too conplex. Opposi t ion at  publ ic

hearings emphasized thi .s point  and helped convince

o f f i c i a l s  t o  re jec t  LESA.

Without a f i rm and cont inuing concern for farmland

preservat ion, LESA is di f f icul t  to implement.  Hanover

County never had a consensus backing farmland

protect ion. Furthermore, the concern for growth

management faded and along with i t ,  the desire to

keep subdivis ions out of  the rural  areas. When

administrat ions unfavorable to addit ional  development

regulat ions replaced the more growth management

o r ien ted  admin i s t ra t i on  o f  t he  l a te  197Ors ,  t he

po l i t i ca l  c l ima te  became less  conduc ivb  to  LESA.

Formal inst i  tut ional  i  z at ion of  LESA, al though in a

non-binding manner,  aroused concern that decis ion-

J .

4 .
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making power and discret ion wouLd be lost .  Some of

this concern was due to confusion on the Board of

Supervisors as to whether incorporat ing LESA into the

Comprehensive Plan would make the system binding or

not.  However,  concern was also due to the percept ion

that adopt ing LESA in the Plan v/as the f i rst  step

tovrards making i t  an ordinance.

5 . 2 THE MONTGOMERY COUNTY LESA

In Montgomery County,  Virginia,  90% of the land is

zoned  fo r  ag r i cu l t u ra l  use .55  L i ves tock  and  fo rage

product i -on are the main agr icul tural  enterpr ises in the

County,  wi th dairy ing account j_ng for 461 of the value of  the

Coun ty ' s  ag r i cu l t u ra l  p rod .uc ts .5  ?  Fo res t r y  i s  a l so

signi f icant in terms of land use, sr i th 5Al of  al l  Land in

the County support ing commercj-aI  forestry.  58

Efforts to preserve t t re Countyrs farmland have been

inc reas ing  i n  recen t  yea rs .  S ince  1977 ,  40 ,OOO ac res  o f

Comment of  Wi l l ian Ruska, Assistant planner,  Montgomery
County Planning Department,  Christ iansburg, Va. Apr i l ,
l - 984 .  The  ag r i cu l t u ra l  zon ing  i s  A -1 ,  no t  exc lus i ve
agricul tural  zoning, al lowinq resident ial  development
dens i t i es  o f  one  dwe l l i ng  un i t  pe r  ac re .

Montgomery County Comprehensive Plan. 1983. Montgonery
Coun ty  P lann ing  Commiss ion ,  Chr i s t i ansburg ,  Va .

I b i d .

5 7
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ag r i cu l t u ra l  and  fo res ta l  d j . s t r i c t s  have  been  es tab l i shedse

(see  F igu re  5 ) .  I n  add i t i on ,  t he  Coun ty ' s  1983

Comprehensive Plan strongly favors farmland preservat ion

because of the importance of farming in the local  economy

and  as  an  aes the t i c  va lue ,  More  exc lus i ve  ag r i cu l t u ra l

zon ing  i s  be ing  cons ide red  fo r  t he  Coun ty ,  as  we l l . 60  LESA

\,r ta s sought as a general  tool  that might be a useful

comp lemen t  t o  ag r i cu l t u ra l  p rese rva t i on  po l i c i es .

3 .2 . I  Se t t i ng  gp  the  Sys tem

Montgomery Countyrs LESA was developed by two

committees. The Land Evaluat ion component was devised by a

technical  committee of  SCS personnel and used corn-for-

s i l age  as  the  i nd i ca to r  c rop .  A  commi t tee  o f  l oca l

representat ives developed the Si te Assessment system. This

committee was composed of representat ives from the County

Board of  Supervisors,  the Virginia Farm Bureau, the League

of Women Voters,  the County Economic Development Committee,

the Planning Commission, the Agricul tural  and Forestal

Distr icts Advisory Committee, the Sierra CIub, SCS, the

U.S .D .A .  Ag r i cu l t u ra l  S tab i l i za t i on  and  Conserva t i on

Service, Virqinia Divis ion of  Forestry,  the Fourth Planning

- '  r D a c l .

5 0  , . \ - r * . i  ^ -  ^ rv y r t , r v r r  v !  n r r t , ! d . m  R u s k a .  A p r i I ,  1 9 8 4 .



F igu re  5 ,  Aq r i cu l t u ra l  Ac t i v i t y  i n  Mon tgomery  coun ty ,  V i r -

(Source: Montgomery County planning Department,  Christ ians_
burg ,  Va .  )

{
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Distr ict  Conunission, the County Extension Service, the

Skyl ine SoiI  and Water Conservat ion Distr ict ,  and the County

P l  a n n  i  z r a  q + r f f

In developing the Si te Assessment system, the committee

had to consider the problem that LESA may evaluate farmersl

pe r fo rmance  ins tead  o f  f a rmsr  po ten t i a l  v i ab i l i t y .  The

committee's phi losophy regarding this issue was that i t  is

u l t ima te l y  t he  fa rmer  who  p rese rves  fa rm land ,51  Thus ,  wh i l e

no cr i ter ia are actual  measures of  performance, some

cr i t e r i a  measure  cha rac te r i s t i cs  o f  t he  fa rmer .  i rFami l y  Fa rn r

Valuerr was i .ncluded because farms owned by a single fami ly

fo r  genera t i ons  a re  no t  l i ke I y  to  be  specu la t i ve  ho ld ings .52

The committee also fel t  such farms deserve more protect ion

because  o f  t he i r  h i s to r i c  va lue  and  fo r  po l i t j - ca I  reasons .  s3

Ano the r  c r i t e r i on ,  "SCS Conserva t i on  p lan  F i l ed " ,  1s

used  and  measures  a  cha rac te r i s t i c  o f  t he  fa rmer .  Th i s

cr i ter ion is intended to ref lect  a farmerrs commitment to

farming. However,  th is cr i . ter ion may measure this

inaccurately s ince many farmers do not seek or fol low SCS

conserva t i on  adv i ce .  Th i s  c r i t e r i on  was  i nc luded  a t  l eas t

51  Comment  o f  W i l l i am Ruska ,  Ap r i l ,  1984 .

52 Comment of  Larry Wilkenson, Distr ict  Conse rvat i  oni  st ,
SCS,  Chr i s t i ansburg ,  Va .  May ,  1984 .

53 Comment of  Dr.  Alan Heath. Sierra Club representat ive on
the committee, May, 1984.
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part ly because the County requj-res a SCS Conservat ion plan

o f  f a rms  in  ag r i cu l t u ra l  d i s t r i c t s .  l nco rpo ra t i ng  th i s

cr i ter ion makes the Montgonery County LESA more useful  for

c rea t i ng  ag r i cu l t u ra l  d i  s t r i c t s .

I n  se t t i ng  up  the  S i te  Assessmen t  sys tem,  the  commi t tee

htas not part icular ly concerned with possible problems of

complexi ty in the LESA system. However,  the completed system

is not exceedingly complex. There are twelve cr i ter ia,  but

seven have only two or three possible values each.

Furthermore, cr i ter ia weights are whole numbers and

procedures for determining values are fair ly s inple.

Al though the LESA system is not complex, i t  is  rather

Iengthy, Ieading the County Assistant Planner to feel  that

usinq the system is part icular ly t ime consuming.

As with the complexi ty problem, the committee did not

have a concrete pr j -nciple establ ished concerning making LESA

compatible with the Comprehensive Plan. However,  the

Comprehensive Plan was given some considerat ion in the Si te

Assessment cr i ter ia.  I tConsistency r . / i  th the Comprehensive

Planrr and rrConsi  stency with Zoning" were given the hiqrhest

we igh ts  ass igned  to  c r i t e r i a .

The Montgomery County LESA system has not yet been

f i ne - tuned  no r  o f f i c i a l l y  app roved .  E ine - tun ing  i s  s t i l l

needed because the system is not suff ic ient ly f ree of
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subject iv i ty to produce repeatable resul ts.  The system is

not l ike1y to be approved unt i l  i t  is  reviewed and f ine-

tuned by the commj.t tee. Present ly,  the degree of

i ns t i t u t i ona l i za t i on  tha t  w i l l  be  p roposed  i s  unknown .

Probably the most important cbncern ly ing ahead for the

committee, f rom the standpoint  of  making LESA useful  and

de fens ib le ,  i s  t he  se lec t i on  o f  a  cu t -o f f  sco re .  A l though

SCS recommends a cut-of f  value equal to two-thirds of  the

h ighes t  poss ib le  LESA sco re ,  Coun ty  p lanners  fee l  t h i s  v r i L l

not be appropr iate.  Farrnland preservat ion in Montgomery

County is sought not only because farming is important

economica l l y .  Fa rm land  p rese rva t i on  i s  a l so  mo t i va ted  by  a

desire to protect ground r .rater,  maintain wi ld l i fe habi tats,

open space, and the rural  character of  the County.  sa

Furthermore, 60% of the land in the County gets the lowest

poss ib le  Land  Eva lua t i on  sco re  ( ze ro ) .  I n  o the r  words ,  mos t

of the County is marginal  farmland, Eew farms in the County

would rate at  2OO or above in the Montgomery County LESA.

Care fu l  t es t i ng  o f  LESA aga ins t  pas t  rezon ing  d .ec i s ions

may help establ ish a cut-of f  that is compat ible with the

Coun ty r  s  l and  use  goa ls .

5a Montgomery County Comprehensive Plan. Ci ted above.
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3 . 2 . 2 Lessons Learned

Because Montgomery County has just  begun to use LESA i t

is not possible at  th is t ime to comment extensively on what

makes the system useful .  Clear ly,  some of the problems and

issues ident i f ied in Clarke and l lanover Count ies were

addressed in Montgomery County.  But at  th is point ,  many of

the treatments of  these problems and issues cannot be

conc lusively evaluated.

Hohrever,  there are some lessons to be learned from the

Montgomery County experience with LESA. These are;

1.  Time can be a problen with LESA. The Montgotnery

County LESA has already drawn cr i t ic ism because i t  is

t ime consuming to use. The number of  cr i ter ia in the

S i te  Assessmen t  sys tem i s  l a rge l y  respons ib le  fo r

+ l '  i  <  ^ r ^ h l  a h

2.  The choice of  an indicator crop is a sensi t ive factor

in a LESA system. Montgomery Countyr s land, over

hal f  of  i t  covered with commercial  forests,  cannot be

p roper l y  eva lua ted  us ing  j us t  co rn  as  an  i nd i ca to r

c rop .  Fo res t  p roduc t i v i t y  and  v iab l l i t y  o f  f o res t r y

operat ions are not necessar i ly related to the same

fac to rs  as  fa rm v iab i l i t y  and  p roduc t i v i t y .6s  Wi thou t

As the LESA handbook notes (c i ted
system for forest Iands b.as been
cou ld  be  use fu l  i n  when  fo res t r y
as in Montgomery County.

above, note 1O), a LESA
developed. Such a system
is a prominent land use
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consider ing this,  important forests could be under-

protected from development pressure whi le some farms

could be over-protected. Having LESA take into

account the Comprehensive Plan helps mit igate this

p rob lem.  Bu t  t he  cho ice  o f  an  i nd i ca to r  c rop  i s  s t i l l

important in developing a technical ly and therefore

' r  a a a l  1 ! ,  ^ 6 € 6 h s i b l e  L E S A  s y s t e m .

3 .  S im i l a r l y ,  cho i ce  o f  a  cu t -o f f  sco re  i s  an  impor tan t

considerat ion in developing LESA. Bl indly accept ing

the SCS recommend.ed. tvro-thirds of  total  possible

score as the cut-of f  must be avoided. To do

otherwise might J-ead to too much or too l i t t le

fa rm land  p ro tec t i on  w i th  respec t  t o  l oca l  goa ls .

3.3 THE CULPEPER COUNTY LESA

Culpeper County is one of the f i rst  Virginia count ies

to use LESA after i t  had been tested in the tv/elve pi lot

p ro jec t  coun t i es  and  made  ava i l ab le  to  a l l  mun ic ipa l i t i es

na t i onw ide .  Cu lpeper  Coun ty ' s  use  o f  LESA i s  i n te res t i ng

because i t  was used in developing the Countyr s Comprehensive

P l a n .

The Site Assessment port ion of  the Culpeper County LESA

has not yet been completed, so many of the treatments of

problems and j -ssues cannot be evaluated present ly.  This
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l imits the nunber of  useful  lessons that can be learned from

this case. Ho$tever,  one important lesson regarding the LESA

in comprehensive planning can be learned from the Culpeper

County experience.

3 .3 .1  Backg round  on  Cu lpeper  Coun ty

Culpeper Countyr s economy is predominant ly

ag r i cu l t u ra l l y  based .66  The  Coun ty  has  exp ressed  conce rn  fo r

maintainlnq farming as a signi f icant port ion of  the economic

base by protect j -ng and enhanc j -ng farming opportuni t ies.6 ?

The County present ly has county-wide use value taxat ion and

45 ,000  ac res  i n  ag r i cu l t u ra l  and  fo res ta l  d i s t r i c t s .  LESA

was seen as another tool  for helpinq preserve farmland.

Speci f ical ly,  the County hoped to use LESA to ident i fy areas

that should be aI lor^red to be converted to non- acrr icul tural

I a n d  u s e s .

55  Op in ion  o f  Char les  Car te r ,  D j . rec to r  o f  P lann ing ,  Cu lpeper
County PIannj.ng Department,  Culpeper,  Va. Apr i l ,  1984.

5? Culpeper County Comprehenslve PIan. 1984. Culpeper County
Planning Commission, Culpeper,  Va.
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3 .3 .2  Use  o f  LESA in  Cu lpeper  Coun ty

LESA was used in Culpeper County as an analyt ical

planningf tool  to help develop the Comprehensive P1an. LESA

prov lded  use fu l  quan t i f i ca t i on  o f  t he  ag r i cu l t u ra l

importance of land in the County.  By determining the

relat ive importance of aI I  the Countyrs land, the farmland

worth retaining was ident i f ied for the ent i re County.  This

informat ion was then used to constrai .n the future

development pattern pI  an.

The  me thodo logy  used  cons i s ted  o f  f ou r  bas i c  s teps .

F i r s t ,  t he  theo re t i ca l  max imum popu la t i on  capac i t y  f o r  each

of 2OA separate subdlvi .s ions (cel ls)  of  the County was

asce r ta ined  (  see  F igu re  5 ) .  Th i s  was  done  by  ana lyz ing  each

ce l l ' s  so i l  cha rac te r i s t i cs  i n  t e rms  o f  i t s  ab i l i t v  t o

support  deve lopment.  6I

The second step was interpretat ion of  adopted qoals and

ob jec t i ves  i n to  l and  use  cons t ra in t s .  Based  on  a  su rvey  o f

Coun ty  c i t i zens ,  a  I i s t  o f  goa ls ,  i nc lud ing  goa ls  fo r

maintaining, protect ing, enhancing, and expanding Culpeper

County 's agr icul ture was formal ly adopted by the Board of

Supervisors.  The Land Evaluat lon component of  LESA $/as then

58 Culpeper County Cornprehensive PIan. 1984. The soi l
cha rac te r i s t i cs  examined  were  s lope ,  sh r i nk -swe I I ,  sep t i c
tank sui tabi l i ty,  depth to bedrock, and depth to vrater
table.  No publ ic se\^rers were assumed to be bui l t  e i ther.
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used to rate aI I  land in the County in terms of soi l

sui tabi  J- i ty for agr icul ture.

Based on the Land Evaluat ion, i t  was ascertained that

75/.  of  the County was rated as ei ther pr ime farmland,

farmland of statewide importance, or farmland of l_ocal

impor tance .6e  The  Board  o f  Superv i so rs  then  fo rma l l y

resolved to reserve, where appropr iate,  al l  agr icul tural

l and  su i tab le  fo r  con t i nued  fa rm ing  ( i . e . ,  t he  p r ime ,

s ta tew ide  i npo r tan t ,  and  l oca l l y  impor tan t  f a rm lands ) .

Theoret ical  maximum populat ion capaci t ies were then reduced

to  ag r j . cu l t u ra l  dens i t i es  i n  ce l l s  hav ing  so i l s  su i t ab le  fo r

bo th  fa rm ing  and  deve lopmen t  ( see  F igu re  7 ) .

The third step involved adjust ing the st i I I  theoret ical

populat ion capaci t ies to account for exist ing land use and

populat ion condit ions. The Site Assessment system of LESA

was  used  i n  th i s  s tep  to  he lp  i den t j . f y  ce l l s  wh ich  cou ld  no t

be  rea l i s t i ca l l y  re ta ined  i n  ag r i cu l t u re .  V iab i t i t y  o f

ag r i cu l t u re  was  asce r ta ined  fo r  each  ce I l ;  ce l l s  i n  wh ich

agricul ture was rated as not v iable even though their  soi ls

v/ere sui table for agr icul ture were assigned rural-

res iden t i a l  o r  subu rban  popu la t i on  dens i t i es  ( see  F igu re  8 ) .

5e  Based  on  comments  o f  Char les  Car te r .  May ,  1984 .  Loca l l y
lmportant farmlands were lands whose soi ls vrere nei ther
pr ime nor of  statev/ j -de importance but were found adjacent
to and had only minor addi t ional  I lmltat ions compared to
statewide important farmlands. Corn-for-s i lage was the
i  r A i  n : { - n r  a r ^ *
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(Source :  Cu lpeper  Coun ty  P lann ing  Depar lmen t ,  Cu Ipeper ,  Va .  )
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F igu re  8 .  Ac tua l  popu la t i on  Capac i t i es  o f  Cu lpeper  Coun ty ,
V i r g i n i a  ( s t e p  3 ) .

(Source :  Cu lpeper  Coun ty  p lann ing  Depar tmen t ,  Cu lpeper ,  Va . )
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V iab i l i t y  l r as  no t  assessed  as  p rec i . se l y  as  has  been

done with other Virginia count j .esr Si te Assessment systems,

Ins tead ,  a  re la t i ve l y  un re f i ned  S i te  Assessmen t  sys tem was

used as a general  f ramework to help roughly est imate

v iab i l i t y .70  Sco res  were  no t  ca l cu la ted  fo r  each  ce1 l ,  bu t

the Si te Assessment cr i ter ia helped planners standardize

the i r  app ra i sa l s  o f  ag r i cu l t u ra l  v i ab i l i t y .  Th i s  was

considered an adequate level  of  precis ion because the future

land  use  map  does  no t  requ i re  the  spec i f i c i t y  o f ,  f o r

examp le ,  a  zon ing  map .

The  f i na l  s tep  i n  deve lop ing  the  Coun ty rs  Iand  use  p lan

vras to account for the inf luences of rr focal  pointsr l

(ex i s t i ng  v i l l ages ,  r -e ta i I  a reas ,  e t c .  )  and  the

transportat ion network on the development pattern.  The

resul t  was a map shor.r ing the var iat ions in maximum desired

populat ion densi t ies across the County.  The f inal  land use

p lan  i s  a  conve rs ion  o f  t hese  dens i t i es  i n to  l and  uses  and

in tens i t i es  (  see  F igu re  9 ) .

In developing the Plan, LESA serwed two purposes.

Eirst ,  the Land Evaluat ion port ion was used to ascertain the

su i tab i l i t y  o f  I and  fo r  ag r i cu l t u re  i n  t e rms  o f  so i l

character i  st i  c s .  The Board of  Supervisors decided aII  land

that is sui table for agr icul ture should be preserved. The

70  Comment  o f  Char les  Car te r .  May ,  1984 .
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F igu re  9 .  Concep tua l  Land  Use  p lan  o f  Cu lpeper  Coun ty ,  V i r -
g i n i a  (  s t e p  4 ) .

(Source :  Cu lpeper  Coun ty  P lann ing  Depar tmen t .  Cu lpeper ,  Va . )
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Land Evaluat ion component ident i f ied which land, given this

pol icy,  vrarranted protect j .on.

Secondly,  the Si te Assessment system aided in

determining which of  the lands warrant ing protect ion could

feasibly be preserved. Farmland having low viabi l i ty

rat ings, as est inated in l ight of  the Si te Assessment

c r i t e r i a ,  was  no t  p lanned  fo r  con t i nued  ag r i cu l t u re .  The

Site Assessment system served to make the Comprehen6ive plan

more real ist ic in terms of what i t  sought to achieve in

f  a rm land  p rese rva t i on .

3 .3 ,3  Lesson  Lea rned  f rom the  Cu lpeper  Coun ty  LESA

Perhaps the most important lesson that can be gleaned

from Culpeper County 's experience with LESA is that the

sys tem can  be  success fu l l y  used  as  a  p lan  p roduc ing  too l .

LESA need  no t  be  seen  as  mere l y  a  p lan  o r  po l i cy  re in fo rc ing r

tool .  LESA can be used to help determine a technical ly and

therefore legal Iy appropr iate development plan for achieving

Iand  use  goa ls .



Chapter IV

CONCLUS I ONS

There are advantages in looking at  several  appl icat ions

o f  LESA ins tead  o f  j us t  one  case .  Fo r  one ,  a  more

comprehensi .ve understanding of the problems and issues and

their  t reatments can be gained. The universal  problems and

use fu lness  o f  t he  sys tem can  be  recogn ized  as  such .

Successful  t reatments of  these problems may be direct ly

transferable to future appl icat ions of  LESA. Another

advantage is that LESAT s issues are put into a broad.er

perspect ive than can be achieved by looking a single case.

This helps in recognizing that when using LESA, pr inciples

important to fol low in one communj. ty wiI I  not necessar i ly be

appropr iate in an other.

Based  on  the  p reced ing  case  s tud ies ,  some conc lus ions

can be made regarding the problems and issues involved in

making and using an effect ive and useful  LESA system:

1 .  The  commun i t y  and  po l i t i ca l  se t t i ng  i s  impor tan t .

LESA was not accepted in Hanover County,  where

community and pol i t ical  sent inents l rere turning

against agr icul tural  preservat ion. The other three

count ies al I  had a strong consensus for farmland

preservat lon vrhen LESA was introduced.



However,  merely having farmland preservat ion as

an adopted cotnmunity goal does not ensure that the

sett ing wiI I  be conducive to LESA. In Clarke County,

addit ional  steps v/ere taken to raise ci t izenst and

dec i  s i  on-makers '  consciousness of  their  farmland

conversion problem and increase their  wi l I  to take

ac t i on .  Educa t i ona l  e f fo r t s  a imed  a t  cha rac te r i z i ng

the  p rob lem he lped  accomp l i sh  th i s .

fn contrast,  c i t izen involvement ef forts in

Hanover County vrere aimed at including ci t izens in

the development of  LESA and informlng the publ ic

about the system. However these efforts backf i red;

complaints that many of the LESA conmit tee members

were unqual i f ied for making land use decis ion were

voiced. Furthermore, the nehrslet ter about LESA that

was  pub l i c l y  c i r cu la ted  h ras  no t  he lp fu l  because  i t

dwel led too much on LESA instead of the problems LESA

was to address. ! ' lhen try ing to make the sett ing more

conducive to LESA, emphasizing the threats and

problems of farmland conversi .on wiI I  probably be more

frui t fu l  than try inq to explain the detai ls of  LESA.

2. Compatibi l i ty wj . th the comprehensive plan is

important in makinq LESA useful .  By having the Si te

Assessment ref lect  the aims of the comprehensive
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p lan, some potent ial  problems can be avoided. These

prob lems  inc lude  i ncons i s ten t  dec i s ion -mak ing ,

forcing development into non- agr i  cu I  tura I

env i ronmen ta l l y  sens i t i ve  a reas ,  and  d i so rde r l y

development patterns.

In addit ion to making LESA compat ible with the

comprehens ive  p lan ,  LESA can  ac tua l l y  be  used  i n

developing the plan. This was demonstrated by

Cu lpeper  Coun ty rs  use  o f  LESA.  In  th i s  way ,  LESA

becomes  a  comprehens ive  ana ly t i ca l  p lann ing  too l .

3.  Time is an important considerat ion in developinq and

us ing  LESA.  I f  t he  S i te  Assessmen t  componen t  i s

complex or has a large number of  cr i ter ia,  the system

can be extremely t ime consuming to use. Even with a

streamlined LESA, Clarke County planners had

d i f f i cu l t y  p rocess ing  1OO ag r i cu l t u ra l  d i s t r i c t

app l i ca t i ons  w i th in  30  days ,  as  requ i red  by  l aw .

When developinq LESA and when making provis ions for

i t s  use ,  t he  sys tem 's  t i ne  consuming  na tu re  shou ld  be

cons ide red .

4. LESA is most useful  when l t  accounts for local

cond i t i ons .  A  LESA tha t  does  no t  i s  l i ke l y  t o  be

techn ica l l y  and  poss i .b l y  I ega l l y  i nva l i d .  Ca re  shou ld

be taken in developing LESA to el iminate i r relevant
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and inaccurate cr i ter ia,  to choose the proper

ind i ca to r  c rop (s ) ,  t o  make  p rov i s ions  to  accoun t  f o r

unique agr icul ture and forestry,  and select an

approp r ia te  cu t -o f f  sco re .

5 .  Whe the r  LESA shou ld  measure  ag r i cu l t u ra l  v i ab i l i t y  o r

farmers'  performance should be decided based on the

commun i t y ' s  de f i n j " t i on  o f  impor tan t  f a rm lands  ( i . e . ,

the lands to be preserved).  The Clarke County

committee establ ished the pr inciple that

character ist ics of  the farmer should not be measured.

In Clarke County,  important farmlands are farms that

a re  po ten t i a l l y  v iab le ,  no t  necessa r i l y  a I l  cu r ren t l y

product ive farms. Important farmlands v/ere seen as a

resource that should be retained regardless of  the

farmer 's performance and intent ions for the land.

In Montgornery County,  the farmer was seen as the

most important factor in farmland preservat ion.

There fo re ,  c r i t e r i a  measur ing  cha rac te r i s t i cs  o f  t he

farmer were included in LESA. Montgomery County 's

j .mportant farmlands are farms that miqht not be

h igh l y  v iab le  and  f i nanc ia l l y  se l f - sus ta in ing  bu t  a re

important in preserving groundwater,  wi ld l i fe

habitats,  and the County 's rural  atmosphere.
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LESATs conplexi ty can inhibi t  support  of  the system.

In Hanover County,  their  complex LESA system was

opposed part ly on the grounds that i t  v/as too

technical  and bureaucrat ic.  Even Clarke Countyr s

relat ively s i .mple LESA is not ent i rely understood by

dec i  s i  on-makers,  al though they accept and appreciate

i t ,  Clarke County planners feel  addi t ional  steps are

needed to help decis ion-makers understand LESA so

they can support  i t  independent ly of  the planners'

h A r c r  r .  c i  ^ h

To get the support  of  deci  s ion-makers,  LESA must

not be too compl icated to be understood by them.

Eurthermore, to make LESA more enduring, i t  rnay be

necessary to make dec i  s j -  on-makers understand

precisely horr ,  LESA works.

Because  o f  LESATs  techn ica l  na tu re ,  a t tempts  to

fo rma l l y  i ns t i  t u t i ona l  i  ze  i t  can  i n t im lda te  c i t i zens

and dec i  s i  on-makers .  In Hanover County,  even a non

binding, but formal ly inst i  tut ional i  zed LESA lead to

concerns that the system would preempt decis ion-

mak ing  au tho r i t y .

There are some advantages in not formal ly

inst i  tut ional i  z ing LESA. First ,  f ine-tuning of  the

system can be accompl ished more readi ly.  Secondly,

7 .
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dec is ion -makers  s t i l l  have  d i sc re t i on  i n  a l I  cases ,

This is part icular ly important wi th indeterminate

trmiddle- range'r  LESA scores, c lose to the cut-of f

value. LESA hel-ps obviate the worst  decis ions, but

should not be counted on to actual ly make decisions.

Use of LESA by state and local  governments wi l l  be

increasingly common in the near future. LESA is at t ract ive

as  a  p lann ing  too l  because  i t  can  p rov ide  a  ra t i ona l ,

cons i s ten t ,  t echn ica l l y  sound ,  and  the re fo re  l eqa l l y

de fens ib le  f ramework  fo r  a  w ide  va r ie t y  o f  l and  use

decision-making appl icat ions. Ho\, /ever,  LESA needs to be

carefulJ.y devised and judic iously used in order to be

effect i .ve and useful .  I t  is  hoped that the lessons learned

f rom these  case  s tud ies  o f  LESATs  app l " i ca t i ons  i n  V i rg in ia

w i l l  be  he lp fu l  t o  p lanners ,  admin i s t ra to rs ,  and  o the rs

cons ide r ing  deve lop ing  a  LESA a  sys tem.




