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RE: Rural Preservation Study Implementation  
 
I. Background is as follows: 

 
A. Rural Preservation History – Prince William County has a long rural preservation 

history.  In 1964, Harland Bartholomew and Associates conducted a planning 
study for Prince William County and recommended a Comprehensive Plan that 
identified a significant portion of the County as “Large Estate and Agricultural.”  
The County’s 1972 Comprehensive Plan designates much of that area as 
Agricultural and Large Estate.  The preservation goals for this area became more 
formalized through designation of the Rural Area in the 1998 Comprehensive 
Plan.  At that time, the area was formally described with both a map and a series 
of policies and strategies.  In addition to the Rural Area, the County has over time 
adopted various rural preservation measures including policies and strategies in 
several Comprehensive Plan Chapters (e.g. Environment, Parks, Open Space, and 
Trails, Long Range Land Use, Sanitary Sewer), zoning ordinance provisions (e.g. 
large lot zoning, cluster ordinance), and subdivision ordinance standards.  
Together, these measures constitute the County’s overall rural preservation vision, 
goals, policies, and strategies.   
 

B. Rural Preservation Tools – On November 22, 2011, through Directive 11-120, 
Preserve Open Space – Rural Areas, the Board of County Supervisors (BOCS) 
directed the Planning Office to conduct research on appropriate planning tools to 
help in the preservation of open space in rural areas and to report its 
recommendations to the Board.   In addition, on March 20, 2012, the BOCS 
discussed the need to 1) evaluate whether the goals for the Rural Area have been 
effectively met through its implementation and 2) identify other rural preservation 
tools that may be effective and appropriate.  Staff noted that this could be 
accomplished by conducting a policy analysis of the Rural Area to review what 
has happened since its implementation and a review of what other conservation 
tools may be available.   
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On April 26, 2012, in response to Directive 11-120, the Planning Office provided 
a summary of the rural open space preservation tools available to Virginia 
localities and detailed which tools were currently available within Prince William 
County (Attachment A – Open Space Planning Tools).  Staff also noted that there 
are likely ways to improve upon several of our existing strategies, that additional 
rural preservation tools are available for use by Virginia localities but are not 
currently authorized or utilized in Prince William County, and that these tools 
warrant further study. 
 

C. Planning Office Work Program – On May 8, 2012, the Planning Office presented 
a two year Work Program to the BOCS.  This work program and the 
corresponding staff presentation noted that a variety of rural/open space 
preservation strategies identified in the Comprehensive Plan have been adopted 
by the BOCS, but have not yet been initiated and that staff does not have the 
resource capacity to develop and implement those strategies.   Given the fact that 
there are several rural preservation strategies authorized for use within Virginia 
but not currently available within Prince William County, the Board’s discussion 
regarding the need to evaluate the effectiveness of the Rural Area in meeting its 
objectives, and the many uninitiated rural preservation strategies from the 
County’s adopted Comprehensive Plan, staff recommended that the County 
procure consulting services to determine the effectiveness of the Rural Area and 
to identify additional rural preservation strategies.  The BOCS approved that 
request and the Planning Office prepared a scope of work and a request for 
proposals.   

 
D. Rural Preservation Study - In April 2013 a consultant team lead by the consulting 

firm Environmental Resources Management was selected to complete the Rural 
Preservation Study.  The purpose of the Rural Preservation Study was to provide 
an overview of the County’s rural preservation policies and an evaluation of their 
effectiveness, identify additional rural preservation tools that may be appropriate 
and effective, and make recommendations regarding possible amendments to the 
County’s land use planning policies.  The scope of work addressed the need to 
evaluate the effectiveness of the County’s rural preservation policies in meeting 
stated goals and objectives, evaluate the County’s rural preservation tools with 
respect to best practices, assist the County in developing a clear rural preservation 
policy statement and measureable goals and objectives based on stakeholder 
input, identified needs, and best practices, identify and recommend tools 
including policies, ordinances, etc. to implement rural preservation policies, goals, 
and objectives as appropriate, prepare a policy guidance framework for evaluating 
future Comprehensive Plan amendments and rezoning requests consistent with 
identified rural preservation policies, goals, and objectives, conduct stakeholder 
interviews and workshops and provide a written summary of the process and 
input, and present the results to the Board of County Supervisors. 

 
Community input was a key component of the Study.  The stakeholder input 
process was broad and provided a variety of ways in which to participate 
including public meetings, focus groups, interactive workshops, surveys, etc.  In 
addition, meetings were conducted at locations throughout the County and a 
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dedicated project web page was created to solicit input and keep stakeholders 
informed about the process.  This process and the input received allowed the 
consultant to better understand the character of the area and the community’s 
vision for rural preservation in Prince William County.   

 
The consultant team prepared the Rural Preservation Study report and presented a 
summary of their findings at the May 6, 2014 Board of County Supervisors 
meeting (see Attachment B – Rural Preservation Study).  The Study 
recommendations focused on suggested changes to the Comprehensive Plan, 
suggested changes to the County’s Zoning Ordinance, and recommendations 
regarding opportunities to promote and advance the County’s rural economy.  
Specific recommendations included the following:  
 
• Adopt a Vision Statement for the Rural Area. 
• Designate Rural Character Areas to recognize the different types of natural 

and man-made landscapes. 
• Preserve 60 percent of the remaining undeveloped land in the Rural Area 

(17,000 acres) as open space. Explore Purchase of Development Rights 
(PDR), Transfer of Development Rights (TDR), and Rural Cluster 
programs as potential implementation strategies. 

• Maintain the current residential density standards (A-1 zoning of one 
dwelling per ten acres), but create policy flexibility in locations where 
adjustments would advance the vision for the Rural Area. 

• Promote environmental protection that will have direct environmental 
benefits especially those related to land preservation, sewer, and open 
space corridor creation. 

• Enhance cultural resources and integrate them into a broad-ranging rural 
preservation strategy.  

• Plan for public facilities and recognize that while public facilities must be 
located within the Rural Area to meet the needs of both Rural Area 
residents and residents throughout the County, steps should be taken to 
ensure that these facilities are compatible with the rural character. 

• Support economic development (including farming and agribusiness) and 
recognize the contributions made by the County’s farming, agribusiness, 
agritourism, recreation, and rural business development.  Enhance the 
economic development potential of the rural economy. 

 
E. Board Directive – On July 8, 2014, through DIR 14-82, the Board directed staff to 

provide additional information regarding implementation of the Rural 
Preservation Study, review the Zoning Ordinance to look for opportunities to 
eliminate barriers or create new incentives for more rural economic development, 
look for remedies for farmers who raise and slaughter livestock specifically for 
religious events, and further investigate opportunities to purchase property 
development rights and how that relates to other elements of the Study’s 
recommendations (e.g. cluster development). 
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II. Current Situation – The following is a brief status report regarding 

recommendations from the Rural Preservation Study and the individual elements 
from the aforementioned BOCS directive.   

 
A. Rural Economic Development – One of the elements of the Rural Preservation 

Study involves promoting and advancing the County’s rural economy.  Among 
the principal recommendations is to establish a committee to assist with reviewing 
development regulations in order to ensure that our land use planning tools do not 
negatively impact rural businesses.  In January 2015, the BOCS reconstituted the 
Agricultural and Forestal District (AFD) Advisory Committee after a long 
dormant period and the Committee has begun to assist with this task, including 
reviewing proposed zoning text amendments (e.g. craft breweries, 
agribusiness/agritourism zoning text amendments, etc.) and participating in work 
sessions with the Planning Commission as part of the Comprehensive Plan 
Economic Development Chapter update.  On September 22, 2016 the Planning 
Office is facilitating a work session with the AFD Committee to continue our 
review of the Zoning Ordinance for potential changes that can benefit the rural 
economy.    

 
While the formation of the Committee is complete, the work of the Committee is 
ongoing.  No additional BOCS actions are necessary, however any proposed 
changes to the Zoning Ordinance recommended by the AFD would require a vote 
by the BOCS and would be subject to public hearings before both the Planning 
Commission and the Board of County Supervisors.   

 
B. Religious Slaughter of Livestock – The slaughter of livestock raised on a farm is 

generally part of an agricultural use that is not subject to zoning review.  
However, in the case of a religious event requiring the slaughter of livestock 
where the livestock is not raised on the property, zoning review is required.  To 
address the impacts of these events while providing clarity with regards to permit 
requirements, such uses are now permitted through a temporary activity 
permit.  As such, no changes to the Zoning Ordinance are necessary to address 
this use.  Unless otherwise directed, this task is considered complete and no 
additional BOCS actions are necessary. 

 
C. Comprehensive Plan Amendments – In addition to the land use planning tools 

described below which are the primary focus of this report (PDR, TDR, and Rural 
Cluster Development), the Rural Preservation Study also recommended certain 
revisions to the County’s land use policies.  In particular, the Study recommended 
a review of the vision for the Rural Area and the incorporation of Rural Character 
Areas to recognize the particular goals and unique aspects of preservation efforts 
within the Rural Area (e.g. protection of Marine Corps Base Quantico from 
encroachment, expansion of the conservation areas surrounding Prince William 
Forest Park, preservation of the small town character of Nokesville and promotion 
of agribusiness opportunities, protection of the cultural resources in and around 
the Manassas National Battlefield, etc.).  On August 3, 2016, the Board of County 
Supervisors accepted a scope of work to update the Comprehensive Plan which 
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included the consideration of recommendations from the Rural Preservation 
Study.   

The Comprehensive Plan update is ongoing and no additional BOCS actions are 
necessary at this time.  However, any proposed changes to the Comprehensive 
Plan (goals, policies, strategies, maps, etc.) would require a vote by the BOCS and 
would be subject to public hearings before both the Planning Commission and the 
Board of County Supervisors.   

D. Purchase of Development Rights – A PDR Program allows a landowner to 
voluntarily sell development rights from their land to a public body or land trust 
for the purpose of permanently protecting the land from being developed. The 
landowner retains the remaining ownership rights attached to their land, and can 
maintain the existing use, but they cannot develop the property for another use. A 
conservation easement is placed on their land, permanently protecting the land 
from development. In buying the development rights to the property, the 
purchasing body shall ensure, by conservation easement, that the property cannot 
be developed in the future. In selling the development rights to their property, the 
landowner receives proceeds from the sale and usually uses those proceeds to 
invest in their farming business, or to sell their property to another farmer at, 
presumably, a lower cost given that the property is no longer permitted to be 
developed.     

To date, the Planning Office has conducted additional research on Purchase of 
Development Rights for the Board’s consideration (see Attachment C) including 
examples of programs which have been established and financial resources that 
have been used to assist with program costs.  A County Code amendment would 
be required to implement a Purchase of Development Rights Program in Prince 
William County.  In addition, significant financial resources would be required to 
initially capitalize and to maintain such a program. Any proposed changes to the 
Code of Prince William County would require a vote by the BOCS and would be 
subject to public hearings before the Board of County Supervisors.   

E. Transfer of Development Rights – A TDR program features the creation of a 
development credits market by the County.  Under such a program, the County 
assigns development credits to landowners in a designated sending area from 
which the development credits will be sent.  The land is then preserved by a deed 
of easement (conservation easement). The development credits can be purchased 
by developers and landowners for use in designated receiving areas, and proposed 
developments are allowed to be built at a higher than normal density within those 
receiving areas. Sending areas should be the highest value agricultural, scenic, 
and culturally significant parts of the Rural Area. A TDR program enables a 
jurisdiction to preserve both working lands, such as farms and forest lands, as 
well as open space and natural areas, by restricting future development of the land 
while allowing the land’s continued use in its current state. TDRs are a voluntary, 
incentive-based, market driven approach to preserve land and relocate 
development growth away from rural areas and into urban areas.   
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 To date, the Planning Office has conducted additional research on Transfer of 

Development Rights for the Board’s consideration (see Attachment D), however 
amendments to the County’s Zoning Ordinance would be required to implement 
such a program and no zoning text amendments have been initiated.   Any 
proposed changes to the Zoning Ordinance would require a vote by the BOCS and 
would be subject to public hearings before both the Planning Commission and the 
Board of County Supervisors.    

F. Rural Cluster Development – A rural cluster development is a zoning tool in 
which residential subdivisions are designed with dwelling units clustered together 
on smaller than average lots on a small portion of the subject tract. The remaining 
land serves as farmland, open space, or a similar use. Typically, depending on the 
cluster ordinance, the remaining open space within a cluster development may be 
held in common and/or be strictly an agricultural or environmental area with no 
development rights remaining on it. Rural cluster development zoning provisions 
are typically aimed at agricultural and forest conservation or open space 
preservation.  

 
Prince William County has an existing voluntary rural cluster provision which 
allows a maximum density of one dwelling for every ten acres in the A-1, 
Agricultural zoning district.  The current rural cluster development method in the 
County allows a minimum lot size of three acres, a maximum lot size of five 
acres, and does not have a density bonus.  Further, there is an open space 
requirement of fifty percent (50%). A cluster development ordinance can be an 
effective preservation tool, but is not heavily used in Prince William County.  

 
To date, the Planning Office has conducted additional research on Rural Cluster 
Development for the Board’s consideration (see Attachment E), however 
amendments to the County’s Zoning Ordinance would be required to implement 
any changes to existing standards and no zoning text amendments have been 
initiated.   Any proposed changes to the Zoning Ordinance would require a vote 
by the BOCS and would be subject to public hearings before both the Planning 
Commission and the Board of County Supervisors.    

III. Issues in order of importance are: 
 

A. Policy – Does the initiation of the proposed amendments further the purposes of 
the Zoning Ordinance?  

 
B. Fiscal Impact – Are there budget or financial impacts? 
 
C. Legal – What legal requirements should guide decisions to initiate or not initiate 

proposed amendments? 
 
D. Timing – Is there a timeframe for the BOCS to take action? 
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IV. Alternatives – As noted above, work involving the establishment of a committee to assist 

with promoting rural economic development and improvements to the permitting process 
for the religious slaughtering of animals have been completed, and work involving 
potential changes to the Comprehensive Plan is ongoing.  As such, the focus of this 
section is on the items that have been recommended but have not yet been initiated (i.e. 
Purchase of Development Rights, Transfer of Development Rights, and Rural Cluster 
Development): 

 
A. Initiate a PDR Amendment to County Code 

 
1. Policy – The County’s adopted Comprehensive Plan includes Policies and 

Action Strategies aimed at rural preservation that are consistent with the 
establishment of a Purchase of Development Rights program.  Such 
policies and strategies include the following:   
 
OPEN SPACE POLICY 4: Retain existing open space in the county. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
1. Review and implement programs, including the purchase of 

development rights (PDR), transfer of development rights (TDR), 
and outreach highlighting opportunities available through private 
conservation easements in order to protect existing open space. 

 
2.  Review and implement programs that provide incentives for 

landowners in the rural area to preserve agricultural land uses, 
protect prime soils, and prevent non-agricultural uses from 
negatively impacting the primary land use. 

 
OPEN SPACE POLICY 5: A minimum of 39 percent of the total area in 
the County, (exclusive of acreage of Marine Corps Base Quantico for all 
calculation purposes), should be retained as protected open space. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
2. Review the open space development standards and definitions in 

the Zoning Ordinance, including the rural cluster component, and 
update them to reflect the goals and policies of this chapter. 

 
3. In the Comprehensive Plan, identify and map existing open space 

and other areas where acquisition of additional protected open 
space should be prioritized. 

 
4. Review opportunities, including the purchase of development 

rights (PDR) and transfer of development rights (TDRs) and 
implement appropriate programs in order to provide incentives for 
landowners to protect open space and to shift density to 
appropriate locations where infrastructure is planned or in place. 
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5. Actively seek to acquire easements or fee interest in property – 
through land purchases, grants, proffers, and donations – that is 
suitable for protected open space, including existing open spaces, 
or where an environmental constraints analysis shows that by-
right development would result in substantial community impacts. 
 

6. Acquire easements as authorized by the Virginia Open Space Land 
Act. 

 
7. Update the Zoning Ordinance to ensure increased requirements 

for protected open space. 
 
8. Consider open space acquisition as a regular component of the 

capital improvement program. 
 
EN-POLICY 3: To further support OS‐Policy 5, a minimum of 39 percent 
of the total area in the County exclusive of acreage of Marine Corps Base 
Quantico for all calculation purposes, should be retained as protected 
open space, as defined in the Open Space Plan. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
EN3.8 The County shall review and implement opportunities for a 

Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) program. 
 
EN3.9 Explore the use of available federal and state funding resources, 

including grants, foundations, and transportation related funds, to 
support green infrastructure planning initiatives and a PDR 
program. 

 
EN3.11 Investigate the benefits of involving a private conservancy for the 

purpose of purchasing privately held lands for preservation 
purposes and seeking perpetual conservation easements to 
preserve open space. 

 
If enacted, a Purchase of Development Rights program is a voluntary 
process which would extinguish development rights on participating 
parcels in perpetuity.  This is a powerful conservation tool and the impact 
on land use is permanent and binding.  As such, careful consideration 
should be given to the areas within which this tool is appropriate.  If 
initiated, staff would review and make recommendations regarding areas 
appropriate for such a tool.   
 
In addition, and as noted below, significant up front and ongoing financial 
and staff resources would be necessary to establish and maintain such a 
program.  These are resources which would otherwise be available to 
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support a variety of programs, services, and capital facility needs and are 
described in more detail below.         

 
2. Fiscal Impact – A Purchase of Development Rights program would 

require the allocation of financial capital and staff resources in order to 
purchase development rights and place the property in a permanent 
conservation easement.  During the discussion regarding the Board’s 
directive, staff was requested to investigate ways to keep the general fund 
contribution for such a program as low as possible.  As such, staff 
researched available program funding resources that, if secured, could 
reduce reliance on the general fund.  As noted in the attached analysis, 
there are many federal and state funding sources for PDR programs, 
particularly given the unique preservation goals within Prince William 
County (e.g. protection of Marine Corps Base Quantico from 
encroachment, expansion of the conservation areas surrounding Prince 
William Forest Park, preservation of the small town character of 
Nokesville and promotion of agribusiness opportunities, protection of the 
cultural resources in and around the Manassas National Battlefield, etc.).  
Potential funding sources for a Prince William County PDR program 
include: 

 
• Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services  
• Virginia Land Conservation Foundation 
• National Park Service 
• Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation 
• U.S. Department of Defense Readiness and Environmental 

Protection Integration Program  
 

While these programs could be utilized to augment local resources, such 
funding sources typically require local matching funds.  The Rural 
Preservation Study noted that the most powerful preservation strategy is to 
utilize all of the tools referenced in the report (e.g. PDR, TDR, and Rural 
Cluster Development).  As a way to link these tools, staff has also 
investigated the ability to utilize proffered open space funds to capitalize a 
program and serve as a source of local matching funds.  However, it is 
unclear at this time whether or not recent changes to state law regarding 
the ability to negotiate proffer contributions has reduced or eliminated our 
ability to utilize proffer funds as a potential resource.  If the BOCS 
chooses to initiate a PDR County Code amendment, staff would also 
continue to research sources of local and non-local funding to capitalize 
and maintain the program.  However, it should be noted that regardless of 
potential funding sources, it is likely that there would be significant up 
front and on-going monetary contributions from the general fund to 
capitalize and maintain a program.  In addition, creation and maintenance 
of such a program is beyond staff’s existing resource capacity.  If the 
BOCS chooses to initiate a PDR program, staff will present a budget 
request as part of the FY18 budget process for both financial resources to 
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capitalize the program and staff resources (one new position) to administer 
the program.  This position would also be utilized to support the ongoing 
work of the Agricultural and Forestal District Committee to promote the 
rural economy as outlined above and a Transfer of Development Rights 
Program should the BOCS choose to authorize such a program as further 
detailed below.   

 
3. Legal – Initiation of a County Code amendment does not mean that the 

Board must approve the amendment after it is studied; it instead begins the 
process for consideration. Other legal issues are appropriately addressed 
by the County Attorney’s Office. 

 
4. Timing – There is no requirement to take action within a certain amount of 

time for County Code amendment requests.  
 

B. Initiate a TDR Zoning Text Amendment 
 

1. Policy - The County’s adopted Comprehensive Plan includes Policies and 
Action Strategies aimed at rural preservation that are consistent with the 
establishment of a Transfer of Development Rights program.  Such 
policies and strategies include the following:   
 
OPEN SPACE POLICY 4: Retain existing open space in the county. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
1. Review and implement programs, including the purchase of 

development rights (PDR), transfer of development rights (TDR), 
and outreach highlighting opportunities available through private 
conservation easements in order to protect existing open space. 

 
2.  Review and implement programs that provide incentives for 

landowners in the rural area to preserve agricultural land uses, 
protect prime soils, and prevent non-agricultural uses from 
negatively impacting the primary land use. 

 
OPEN SPACE POLICY 5: A minimum of 39 percent of the total area in 
the County, (exclusive of acreage of Marine Corps Base Quantico for all 
calculation purposes), should be retained as protected open space. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
2. Review the open space development standards and definitions in 

the Zoning Ordinance, including the rural cluster component, and 
update them to reflect the goals and policies of this chapter. 
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3. In the Comprehensive Plan, identify and map existing open space 

and other areas where acquisition of additional protected open 
space should be prioritized. 

 
4. Review opportunities, including the purchase of development 

rights (PDR) and transfer of development rights (TDRs) and 
implement appropriate programs in order to provide incentives for 
landowners to protect open space and to shift density to 
appropriate locations where infrastructure is planned or in place. 
 

5. Actively seek to acquire easements or fee interest in property – 
through land purchases, grants, proffers, and donations – that is 
suitable for protected open space, including existing open spaces, 
or where an environmental constraints analysis shows that by-
right development would result in substantial community impacts. 
 

7. Update the Zoning Ordinance to ensure increased requirements 
for protected open space. 

 
ENVIRONMENT POLICY 3: To further support OS-Policy 5, a minimum 
of 39 percent of the total area in the County exclusive of acreage of 
Marine Corps Base Quantico for all calculation purposes, should be 
retained as protected open space, as defined in the Open Space Plan. 
 
LONG RANGE LAND USE POLICY 2: Provide for a variety of land uses 
to allow a diversity of housing unit types and employment opportunities 
throughout the County. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
LU2.5  Direct new development to areas served by transit corridors; 

particularly designated centers of commerce, centers of community 
and Mass Transit Nodes. 

 
LU2.6 Ensure that the primary function of the Rural Area as reflected by 

the Long-Range Land Use Plan Map is to maintain open space, 
protect native habitats, allow for large-lot residential development, 
allow for agricultural activities, and provide potential sites for 
community facilities. 

 
LONG RANGE LAND USE POLICY 8 – To achieve centers of commerce 
at appropriate locations that promote high-density, mixed-use 
development near existing and planned multi-modal transit centers that 
will facilitate greater use of mass transit by County residents and bring 
new high-quality employment opportunities to Prince William County.  
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ACTION STRATEGIES:  
 
LU8.4 Review and evaluate programs, including the purchase of 

development rights (PDR) and transfer of development rights 
(TDR), in accordance with OS-Policy 4, Action Strategy 1 to 
provide clear goals and policies when considering these 
opportunities for additional density in centers of commerce. 

 
If enacted, a Transfer of Development Rights program is a voluntary 
process which would extinguish development rights on participating 
parcels in perpetuity.  Similar in some ways to a PDR program, this is a 
powerful conservation tool and the impact on land use is permanent and 
binding.  However, unlike a PDR policy, a TDR program would also 
require the designation of parcels within the County’s Development Area 
to which severed development rights could be transferred.  While such a 
transfer can ensure the efficient use of existing and planned capital 
facilities (e.g. VRE stations), it does require designated parts of the 
County to accept densities greater than present zoning would 
accommodate.  As such, careful consideration should be given to the areas 
within which this tool is appropriate.   If initiated, staff would review and 
make recommendations regarding areas appropriate for such a tool. 
 

2. Fiscal Impact – Unlike a PDR program, TDRs involve private market 
transactions rather than public fund expenditures to protect rural lands. 
However, while no direct expenditure of public funds is necessary, staff 
resources are needed to manage the program.  If the BOCS chooses to 
initiate a TDR zoning text amendment, staff will present a budget request 
as part of the FY18 budget process that includes the aforementioned staff 
position.  As previously noted, this position would also be utilized to 
support the ongoing work of the Agricultural and Forestal District 
Committee to promote the rural economy and a Purchase of Development 
Rights Program should the BOCS choose to authorize such a program.   
 

3. Legal – Initiation of a zoning text amendment does not mean that the 
Board must approve the amendment after it is studied; it instead begins the 
process for consideration. Other legal issues are appropriately addressed 
by the County Attorney’s Office. 

 
4. Timing – There is no requirement to take action within a certain amount of 

time for zoning text amendment requests. 
 
C. Initiate a review of the County’s Rural Cluster Development Provisions 
 

1. Policy – The County’s adopted Comprehensive Plan includes Policies and 
Action Strategies aimed at rural preservation that are consistent with the 
establishment of an incentive based Rural Cluster Development program.  
Such policies and strategies include the following:   
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OPEN SPACE POLICY 4: Retain existing open space in the county. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
2.  Review and implement programs that provide incentives for 

landowners in the rural area to preserve agricultural land uses, 
protect prime soils, and prevent non-agricultural uses from 
negatively impacting the primary land use. 

 
OPEN SPACE POLICY 5: A minimum of 39 percent of the total area in 
the County, (exclusive of acreage of Marine Corps Base Quantico for all 
calculation purposes), should be retained as protected open space. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
2. Review the open space development standards and definitions in 

the Zoning Ordinance, including the rural cluster component, and 
update them to reflect the goals and policies of this chapter. 

 
3. In the Comprehensive Plan, identify and map existing open space 

and other areas where acquisition of additional protected open 
space should be prioritized. 

 
5. Actively seek to acquire easements or fee interest in property – 

through land purchases, grants, proffers, and donations – that is 
suitable for protected open space, including existing open spaces, 
or where an environmental constraints analysis shows that by-
right development would result in substantial community impacts. 
 

7. Update the Zoning Ordinance to ensure increased requirements 
for protected open space. 

 
ENVIRONMENT POLICY 3: To further support OS‐Policy 5, a minimum 
of 39 percent of the total area in the County exclusive of acreage of 
Marine Corps Base Quantico for all calculation purposes, should be 
retained as protected open space, as defined in the Open Space Plan. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
EN3.1 Encourage cluster development to protect contiguous natural open 

space, as defined by the Zoning Ordinance. 
 
EN3.2 Amend the cluster ordinance to ensure that open space is 

permanently protected. 
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LONG RANGE LAND USE POLICY 2: Provide for a variety of land uses 
to allow a diversity of housing unit types and employment opportunities 
throughout the County. 
 
ACTION STRATEGIES: 
 
LU2.2  Review the effectiveness of planned development districts and 

cluster zoning districts. 
 
LU2.3  Open space created as part of cluster developments shall be 

preserved as permanent open space. 
 
LU2.4 The purpose of both cluster development and planned district / 

planned unit development is to: 
 

• Provide locations for town centers. 
• Implement the development of centers of commerce and centers 

of community. 
• Promote the efficient use of land and minimize or limit cut and 

fill. 
• Preserve slopes and woodlands. 
• Better manage stormwater run-off and water quality. 
• Reduce the length of streets, utility lines, and stormwater 

piping. 
• Provide design flexibility. 
• Promote the most cost-effective provision of public services 

necessary to support the development. 
• Preserve open space. 
• Preserve cultural resources. 

 
LU2.5  Direct new development to areas served by transit corridors; 

particularly designated centers of commerce, centers of community 
and Mass Transit Nodes. 

 
LU2.6 Ensure that the primary function of the Rural Area as reflected by 

the Long-Range Land Use Plan Map is to maintain open space, 
protect native habitats, allow for large-lot residential development, 
allow for agricultural activities, and provide potential sites for 
community facilities. 

 
The Rural Preservation Study noted that our current land use planning 
tools generally promote large lot residential development rather than open 
space preservation and farming which are the stated goals of the Rural 
Area policies.  Further, per the Study, continuation of our existing 
development patterns will not likely yield large contiguous conservation 
areas.  Increased use of rural cluster development opportunities could 
yield larger tracts of contiguous open space (particularly if coupled with a 
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PDR and TDR program).  However, an incentive based rural cluster 
option would likely result in increased residential densities within, and 
could necessitate the extension of public sewer into, the Rural Area.  As 
such, this tool is not likely appropriate for a large portion of the Rural 
Area.   

 
2. Fiscal Impact – Existing staff resources would be utilized as part of the 

development review process. 
  

3. Legal – Initiation of a zoning text amendment does not mean that the 
Board must approve the amendment after it is studied; it instead begins the 
process for consideration. Other legal issues are appropriately addressed 
by the County Attorney’s Office. 

 
4. Timing – There is no requirement to take action within a certain amount of 

time for zoning text amendment requests. 
  
D. Take No Action  

 
1. Policy – There would be no change to the existing County code to address 

the recommendations of the Rural Preservation Study. 
 
2. Fiscal Impact – No fiscal impacts are identified if the Board of County 

Supervisors takes no action on the request. 
 
3. Legal – Legal issues are appropriately addressed by the County Attorney’s 

Office. 
 
4. Timing – There is no requirement to initiate County code amendment 

requests.  
 
V. Next Steps: 
 

As previously noted, certain recommendations from the Rural Preservation Study and 
certain elements of the Board’s subsequent directive have been implemented or are 
underway.  If the BOCS chooses to continue implementing the recommendations from 
the Rural Preservation Study, staff recommends the following: 
 
A. Initiate PDR, TDR, and rural cluster development Code amendments (see 

attached initiating resolutions).  If initiated, staff will seek input from citizens and 
stakeholder groups.  Amendments to the County Code require a public hearing 
before the Board of County Supervisors.  Any proposed changes to the Zoning 
Ordinance would be subject to public hearings before both the Planning 
Commission and the Board of County Supervisors.   
   

B. Begin to consider allocation of funds to capitalize and maintain a Purchase of 
Development Rights Program and to create a Rural Preservation Specialist 
position as part of the FY18 budget process in order to pursue funding for a 
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purchase of development rights program, manage such a program, manage a 
transfer of development rights program, and continue work with farmers, 
landowners, and stakeholders to promote rural economic development 
opportunities.  While no additional funds are necessary to accommodate a Rural 
Cluster Development option, establishment and maintenance of the PDR and 
TDR programs are beyond staff’s existing resources.   

 
 

Staff: Chris Price, AICP 
 
 
 
Attachments:  
 

A. Open Space Planning Tools 
B. Rural Preservation Study 
C. Purchase of Development Rights Summary 
D. Transfer of Development Rights Summary 
E. Rural Cluster Development Summary 
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Purchase of Development Rights 
 

A Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) Program is a voluntary program that allows a 
landowner to sell their development rights from their land to a locality or land trust for the 
purpose of permanently protecting the land from being developed.  In buying the development 
rights to the property, the locality or land trust, has purchased the rights to develop the land and 
will ensure that the property cannot be developed in the future by placing the property in a 
conservation easement. In selling the development rights to their property, the landowner 
receives proceeds from the sale and usually uses those proceeds to invest in their farming 
business, and can sell their property to another farmer at a lower cost (the property is no longer 
allowed to be developed and so the property’s resale value has lessened making it more 
affordable for another farmer to buy the property).  A conservation easement is a legal agreement 
between a landowner and a public body or land trust that limits the use of the land by recording 
deed restrictions that prohibit or severely restrict further development in order to protect the 
conservation value of the property, such as farmland, watersheds, wildlife habitat, forests, and/or 
historical lands.  Each easement is unique in terms of acreage, description, use restrictions, and 
duration.  These details are negotiated between the property owner granting the easement and the 
organization that will be holding the easement.   

 
Virginia Code, §§10.1-1700 et seq. allows any locality or land trust (defined in § 10.1-

1009) to purchase development rights through recordation of an open space easement.  In 
addition, § 10.1-1801.1 created a fund to assist landowners with the costs of preparing and 
conveying conservation easements.  Virginia localities are authorized within their general powers 
(§15.2-1800) to acquire property to initiate a purchase of development rights program (PDR).”  
Purchase of Development Rights (PDR) programs require a dedicated source of stable revenues 
in order to be most effective.  Counties may appropriate funds and issue general obligation bonds 
to purchase land and development rights for open space preservation. 

 
To assist localities in the preservation of farmland, Virginia has established the Office of 

Farmland Preservation in the Virginia Department of Agricultural and Consumer Services 
(VDACS).  The Office of Farmland Preservation is charged with working with other 
governmental and private organizations to help establish local purchase of development rights 
(PDR) programs by creating model policies and practices, establishing criteria to certify 
programs as eligible to receive funds from public sources, and determining methods and sources 
of funding for localities to purchase agricultural conservation easements.  In addition, the Office 
of Farmland Preservation administers a matching grant program to help localities purchase 
development rights. 

 
The Model PDR Program that the VDACS has developed for localities includes the 

following recommendations: 
• Ensure that the PDR Program is voluntary, in that the landowner is volunteering 

to participate in the Program.  
• Determine specific areas of farmland or forestland that will be targeted for being 

preserved, and these specific areas should be carefully selected to ensure that 
they are the areas that are more likely to be successfully preserved.  
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• Create and maintain other preservation strategies, like protective zoning and land 
use taxation, to ensure that the Program will be successful.  

• Follow the model program to help qualify for federal and state funding. 
• Ensure that the Local PDR Program has clearly defined goals as well as a set 

purpose. 
• Create a plan that contains various methods for educating the public on the local 

PDR Program 
• Adopt an ordinance to establish a PDR Program. 

 
The purposes of the ordinance are to create fixed standards for the process involved in 
determining the values of the development rights, to ensure that the deed of easement is a 
consistent document that contains particular content, to define forestland and agricultural areas to 
target purchases, to create a required monitoring program, and to establish a review program to 
evaluate the PDR Program. 
 
A successful PDR Program can leverage federal and state funding to substantially advance open 
space, historic preservation and farmland preservation goals.  An example of a successful 
program is the Acquisition of Conservation Easements (ACE) Program in Albemarle County. 

 
Albemarle County’s Acquisition of Conservation Easements (ACE) Program 

 
Albemarle County is located in central Virginia, and is known for its rural countryside, natural 

beauty, and agricultural heritage.  Albemarle County’s PDR Program, the Acquisition of Conservation 
Easements (ACE) Program, was one of the first three PDR Programs that was created in Virginia, and 
it is also one of the first PDR Programs to be established in the southeast.  From 2000-2015, Albemarle 
County received over $2,225,000 in grants and donations for their ACE Program.  During this time 
frame Albemarle County’s ACE Program protected 8,508 acres, eliminated 484 development lots, and 
acquired easements on 44 properties.  

 
Albemarle County’s “Open Space and Critical Resource Plan” was adopted as an amendment to 

their Comprehensive Plan in 1992.  This Open Space Plan stated clear goals and objectives related to 
protecting open spaces throughout Albemarle County.  Albemarle County’s Open Space Plan also 
recognized that purchase of development right (PDR) programs are a critical tool for protecting open 
space from development pressures and fragmentation.  Albemarle County’s Board of Supervisors 
(BOS) created a committee in 1997 to oversee the development of a PDR Program, and ensuring that it 
was aligned with their Comprehensive Plan.  In 1998 the Albemarle BOS directed this committee to 
gather public input on creating a PDR Program.  This exploratory committee created and tested the 
ranking evaluation criteria that is now used to determine if a property is appropriate to be preserved 
through their PDR Program.  The Albemarle BOS passed an ordinance in 2000, which established their 
PDR Program, also known as the ACE Program.  Albemarle County has an ACE Program Coordinator 
whose main focus is monitoring the ACE Program.  

 
Albemarle County’s BOS provided initial funding for their PDR Program by using transient 

lodging tax money and sources from their General Fund.  Albemarle County’s Code discusses funding 
for their ACE Program.  Albemarle County’s BOS may provide annual funding in the County Budget 
for the ACE Program, but the County should be seeking other means of funding, like state, federal, or 
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private funding.  From 2000-2015, Albemarle County received over $2,200,000 in grant money for 
their ACE Program from preservation groups like the Virginia Outdoors Foundation, the Office of 
Farmland Preservation, and the Virginia Land Conservation Fund.  The Piedmont Environmental 
Council (PEC) also donated $22,500 to the Albemarle County’s ACE Program during this same fifteen 
year time frame.  Albemarle County also receives private funding through their ACE Contribution 
Fund, which only uses these donations to purchase conservation easements under their ACE Program. 
Currently, Albemarle County no longer utilizes transient lodging or tourism tax money as a funding 
source for their PDR Program, but they do continue to use sources from their General Fund.  Albemarle 
County mostly obtains state funding from the Virginia Department of Agriculture and Consumer 
Services (VDACS) and the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) to supplement 
the local funding sources for their PDR Program. 

 
Rural Preservation Study Recommendations 

 
Consultants from Environmental Resources Management (ERM) conducted the Rural 

Preservation Study and produced the final report which included some recommendations for improving 
Prince William County’s current rural preservation policies. One of these recommendations was to 
create a PDR Program.   

 
This Rural Preservation Study Report included several recommendations to develop a PDR 

Program that is specifically tailored for Prince William County. According to the study, the Rural Area 
contains approximately 28,000 acres of privately held land that has not been developed or preserved, 
and about 20,000 acres within this undeveloped, unpreserved area have an agricultural use. The Study 
recommended that the County’s PDR Program contain an obtainable preservation goal, and it was 
suggested to aim to preserve 10,000 acres. 
 

The County could fund a PDR Program with the help of state and federal funding and 
partnering with private land trusts or other preservation related non-profit organizations; however, a 
dedicated source of local funding must be identified.  
 

Next Steps 
 

To create the PDR Program, the following steps would be needed: 
   

1. Amend the Comprehensive Plan to identify targeted areas for use of the 
PDR program. 
 

2. Adopt an amendment to the Zoning Ordinance to establish the PDR 
Program processes and procedures. 

 
3. Appropriate funding for the PDR Program and pursue a combination of 

state, federal, and private funding sources. 
  

4. Add staff resource to administer the PDR Program. 
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5. Carry out an educational/outreach plan to inform the public about the 
Program. 

 
The Purchase of Development Rights program as an open space preservation tool provides the 
locality with the most control over the locations to be preserved, but requires the most in 
financial resources to implement. 
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Transfer of Development Rights 
 

A transfer of development rights (TDR) program features the creation of a market in 
development credits through the county government. The county gives development credits to 
landowners in a designated sending area from which the development credits will be sent and the land 
is preserved by a deed of easement (conservation easement). The development credits can be purchased 
by developers and landowners for use in designated receiving areas, and proposed developments are 
allowed to be built at a higher than normal density. Sending areas should be the highest value 
agricultural, scenic, and culturally significant parts of the Rural Area. Receiving areas would be: 
appropriate locations in the Comprehensive Plan’s Development Area such as within Sector Plans, 
mixed-use districts, areas designated for high density development, and areas appropriate for transit-
oriented development. A TDR program enables a jurisdiction to preserve both working lands, such as 
farms and forest lands, as well as open space and natural areas, by restricting future development of the 
land while allowing the land’s continued use in its current state. TDRs are a voluntary, incentive-based, 
market driven approach to preserve land and relocate development growth away from rural areas and 
into urban areas. TDRs use private, rather than public funds, to protect rural lands. 

 
Virginia Transfer of Development Rights Legislation  

 
The Virginia General Assembly adopted statewide enabling legislation for local zoning 

ordinances permitting the transfer of development rights (“TDRs”) in 2006.   Virginia Code §§15.2-
2316.1 and 15.2-2316.2 defines terms and procedures for development of a TDR program.  The law 
focuses on the mechanisms for transferring development rights including establishing sending and 
receiving areas, severing rights, taxing development rights, and the provision of density bonuses for the 
receiving property. 

 
A Model Transfer of Development Rights Ordinance for Virginia Localities 

  
 To facilitate implementation of TDRs, a usable model ordinance was developed.  When setting 
up their programs, local governments need to determine several critical design features including: 
 

• Designation of sending areas: Land from which development rights can be transferred 
• Designation of receiving areas: Land to which development rights can be transferred to get 

additional density 
• TDR allocation rate: Number of TDRs that landowners in sending area are permitted to sell, 

usually expressed per acre 
• Density bonus in receiving areas: Additional density allowed above the baseline with TDRs, 

usually expressed as dwelling units per acre 
• TDR requirement in receiving areas: Number of TDRs required for an additional dwelling unit 

 
Economic opportunities for land parcels in undeveloped or in developed uses are key in 

the functioning of TDR markets. Because the TDR program is added to existing zoning rules, the 
supply and demand for TDRs will depend on the profitability of development under existing 
zoning, and the demand (or lack thereof) for higher density in some areas. As an example, if 
local zoning rules have set density limits in receiving areas that reflect the current market 
demand, there may not be much demand for additional density and thus little demand for TDRs. 
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Setting a high density bonus will do nothing to spur demand. Similarly, if sending areas have 
high potential values in development, few properties will be offered to the program even if TDR 
allocation rates are high, and little land will be preserved. 

 
TDRs cannot be expected to achieve all of a community’s land use goals. TDRs work best when 

they are used in conjunction with other policies, such as PDRs, land purchase programs for public open 
space, and zoning. TDRs can help attain land preservation goals at little public cost, but they cannot be 
used to preserve particular properties or to achieve spatial patterns of preservation that a community 
may consider important. They also retain land in private ownership and are thus not a substitute for 
public lands such as parks and recreation areas. Communities should consider a well-designed and 
implemented TDR program as one tool in their land conservation kits. 
 

Prince William County Rural Preservation Study 
 

 Consultants from Environmental Resources Management (ERM) conducted the Rural 
Preservation Study and produced the final report which included some recommendations for improving 
Prince William County’s current rural preservation policies. One of these recommendations was to 
create a TDR Program for Prince William County.   
 

Sending areas should be the highest value agricultural, scenic, and culturally significant parts of 
the Rural Area, including two character areas; the Valley Agriculture and Forests rural character area 
and the Route 15 (Journey through Hallowed Ground) rural gateway corridor character area. 

 
Receiving areas would be: 

• Appropriate locations in the Comprehensive Plan’s Development Area such as Centers of 
Commerce and Centers of Community. 

• Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments Regional Activity Centers. There are five in 
the County: Gainesville, Innovation, Potomac Shores, Potomac Town Center/Potomac Mills, 
and North Woodbridge. 

• Nokesville Village – Sector Plan Core Area only. 
 

Most TDR programs fail for lack of market demand. While the County would want to 
conduct a market assessment before adopting a program, ERM’s preliminary observation is that 
Prince William County’s strong real estate market is a good candidate for a functioning TDR 
program. A successful TDR program would help the County meet both its rural preservation 
goals (by helping preserve rural land) and its urban development goals (by increasing 
development density in appropriate locations in the Development Area). The prior designation of 
the Rural Area and Development Area should facilitate establishing sending areas and 
identifying receiving areas. 

Next Steps 
  
Below are the next steps for creating a successful TDR program for Prince William County: 
 

1. Utilize the Model Transfer of Development Rights Ordinance for Virginia 
Localities as a basis for creating Prince William County’s TDR program. 
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2. Conduct a market assessment before adopting a program.  

 
3. Add a staff resource to manage the TDR program. TDR programs can be 

complicated to design and implement, and take a good deal of ongoing analysis 
and management to be successful.  

 
4. Designate receiving areas in areas with demand for density above the baseline 

zoning. Virginia code requires TDR development densities to be by-right, which 
is best to encourage use of the program.  

 
5. Promote the program by providing information, periodically participating in the 

market, and collecting and analyzing data from the program. 
 

The Transfer of Development Rights program as an open space preservation tool provides the locality 
with less control over the locations to be preserved than a PDR program, but requires less in financial 
resources to implement.
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Rural Cluster Development 
 

A rural cluster development/subdivision is a zoning tool in which residential subdivisions 
are designed with dwelling units clustered together on smaller than average lots only on a portion 
of the tract.  The remaining land would then serve as open space or similar uses. Typically, 
depending on the cluster ordinance, the remaining open space within a cluster development may 
be held in common and/or be strictly an agricultural or environmental area with no development 
rights remaining on it.  The open space parcel may be permitted to have a dwelling unit with a 
permanent easement that prohibits further subdivision or additional dwellings. Rural cluster 
subdivision/zoning provisions are typically aimed at agricultural and forest conservation. There 
are a number of variations of the cluster subdivision/zoning technique which includes the 
following: 
 

a) Percent of land Developed: Specifies a maximum percentage of the parent parcel 
or tract can be converted to non-agricultural or non-open space uses. Such 
provision can be relatively simple and may permit a great deal of flexibility to the 
developer in terms of lot size and unit type on that portion of the land that is 
permitted to be converted. 
 

b) Lot Size Averaging: Specifies the average by creating some lots that are larger 
and some smaller. The advantage of this particular variation is to provide more 
design flexibility in order to respond to unique site conditions and to the local 
market demand.   
 

c) Maximum Size of Building Lots: Set a maximum number rather than minimum 
lot size for current subdivision, thereby forcing a clustered layout.  The 
percentage of open space remaining will be determined by the actual maximum 
lot size required in relation to the maximum overall site density required. 

 
Virginia Cluster Subdivision Legislation  

 
Virginia Code §15.2-2286.1 authorizes and requires zoning ordinances to incorporate provisions 

for cluster subdivisions.  The cluster provisions must be permitted by right and allow the same density.  
Virginia Code §15.2-2286.1.C states, “Additionally, a locality may, at its option, provide for the 
clustering of single-family dwellings and the preservation of open space at a density calculation greater 
than the density permitted in the applicable land use ordinance.”  It continues, “To implement and 
approve such increased density development, the locality may, at its option, (i) establish and provide, in 
its zoning or subdivision ordinances, standards, conditions, and criteria for such development, and if the 
proposed development complies with those standards, conditions, and criteria, it shall be permitted by 
right and approved administratively by the locality's staff in the same manner provided in subsection A, 
or (ii) approve the increased density development upon approval of a special exception, special use 
permit, conditional use permit, or rezoning.”   
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Prince William County Rural Cluster Subdivision 
 

Prince William County has a voluntary cluster provision which allows a maximum 
density of one dwelling for every ten acres in the A-1, Agricultural zoning district.  The current 
rural cluster subdivision/zoning method in the County allows a minimum lot size of three acres, a 
maximum lot size of five acres, and does not have a density bonus. Further, there is an open 
space requirement of fifty percent (50%). The cluster tool can be an effective tool, but is not 
heavily used in Prince William County. 
 

Other jurisdictions that have included density bonuses for rural cluster subdivision 
include Howard County, MD, Hanover County, VA, and Loudoun County, VA.    The following 
is a summary of their rural cluster subdivision provisions. 
 

Howard County Rural Cluster Subdivision 
 

With the creation of rural clustering in 1992, the Howard County was able to obtain 
dedicated preservation easements through the land development process.  The purpose of rural 
cluster provisions in Howard County was to provide a form of subdivision that would conserve 
farmland and preserve the rural and scenic quality of the landscape, while creating attractive 
rural residential developments.  
 

One of the goals outlined in Howard County’s Comprehensive Plan aims to protect the 
land and character of the Rural West.  The Rural West is considered the area of the County 
outside the Planned Service Area for public water and sewer through strategies to enhance the 
farm economy and to balance agricultural, residential, and commercial uses.  Howard County 
permits rural cluster development in the Rural Conservation (RC) District and the Rural 
Residential (RR) District.  The Rural Conservation and Rural Residential districts in the Rural 
West allow low density, clustered residential development to protect natural resources and 
agricultural lands. This type of clustering may also be appropriate to enhance environmental 
protection in other residential zoning districts.  
 

Howard County’s rural cluster subdivision allows clustered residential lots, by right, at a 
maximum density of one dwelling unit per 4.25 gross acres in the Rural Conservation (RC) 
District and the Rural Residential (RR) District. The remaining area of the parcel being 
subdivided is placed in one or more preservation parcels.  A preservation parcel is considered the 
residual area after the residential lots, roads, and stormwater management facilities are created 
which is then protected by permanent easements that prohibit further development. In the RC 
and RR districts where the size of a parcel is twenty or more acres, cluster subdivision is 
required. Howard County’s rural cluster provision also provides density incentives. If a 
preservation parcel is larger than 25 acres, one additional dwelling unit is permitted for every 25 
acres of area within that preservation parcel.  
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Hanover County Rural Cluster Subdivision 
 

Prior to 1996 Hanover County permitted rural cluster with a base development of one 
unit for every 6.25 acres which would yield four lots for every twenty-five acres by right.  In 
1996 the Board of County Supervisors revised the requirements of the Agricultural (A-1) zoning 
district to change base development density to one unit for every ten (10) acres.  In order to 
address the issue of lost density for agricultural property owners, two new zoning districts were 
created—agricultural-residential district and a rural conservation district. The years between 
1996 and 2010 Hanover County approved thirty-seven (37) Rural Conservation cluster 
applications which has preserved over 5,700 acres of rural land.     
 

Rural clusters are permitted in the Rural Conservation Area and are mandatory in order to 
obtain the maximum permitted density required. The permitted density allows one dwelling unit 
for every ten acres. Sixteen clustered lots are permitted for each 100 acres with a minimum of 
70% of open space required.   
 

Loudoun County Rural Cluster Subdivision 
 
 In 1984, the Loudoun County Board of Supervisors adopted the Rural Land Management 
Plan (RLMP) to “guide future rural land use changes, increase the opportunities and choices of 
farm-land owners, establish a healthy and affordable pattern of growth in the rural areas, and 
conserve irreplaceable agricultural and environmental resources”. It established Urban Growth 
Areas (UGAs) around the County’s seven incorporated Towns in the hope that new residents and 
public facilities would locate there and theoretically enable large amounts of open land to be 
preserved for farming and for maintaining the area’s rural character. The plan offered 
landowners a variety of voluntary conservation measures that included clustering development, 
leasing of easements, and transferring development density but none were used extensively. 
Within four years of the adoption of the Rural Land Management Plan, one-third of the 
countryside had been re-platted into lots smaller than 12 acres. In July 1988, the Board of 
Supervisors adopted a “Vision for Rural Loudoun” that introduced the concept of clustered 
development in a traditional pattern of small hamlets and new rural villages surrounded by farms 
and forests, similar to the pattern of Loudoun’s historic settlements. It was hoped the clustered 
development pattern would replace 3-acre lot subdivisions and accommodate residential 
development that would not eradicate the County’s treasured landscape and rural heritage. 
 

Rural Cluster is voluntary in Loudoun County and is permitted in the Agricultural Rural – 
1 (AR-1) and Agricultural Rural – 2 (AR-2) district.  In the AR-1 district, a minimum lot size of 
twenty (20) acres is required unless it the lots are clustered.  In this case a lot yield of one lot per 
5 acres is permitted, with cluster lots at least 20,000 square feet (with off-site sewer) and not 
more than four acres in size, with at least one lot of at least 15 acres, and at least 70% of the land 
in the cluster subdivision is common open space.  AR-2 requires a minimum lot size of forty (40) 
acres unless lots are clustered. In this case a lot yield of one lot per fifteen (15) acres is allowed 
with cluster lots at least 20,000 square feet and not more than four acres in size, with at least one 
lot of at least 25 acres, and at least 70% of the land in the cluster subdivision is common open 
space. 
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Prince William County Rural Preservation Study 

 
  Prince William County completed their Rural Preservation Study earlier this year and the 
Prince William County Rural Preservation Study Report was developed with the findings of this 
Study. Consultants from Environmental Resources Management (ERM) conducted the Study and 
produced the final report which included some recommendations for improving Prince William 
County’s current rural preservation policies. Below are recommendations for the existing rural 
cluster provisions for Prince William County.   
 

• Provide incentives for rural clusters to allow an increase density in areas dominated by 
farming such as the Valley and Forestry rural character areas while increasing the open 
space requirements for the development.  

 
• Maintain current sewer policies except in specific rural character areas where cluster 

would be consistent with their rural character, in order to advance the preservation of 
open space and help protect the environment. 

 
• Create a Rural Cluster Committee to oversee the Program. 

 
• Dedicate a staff position to maintain and evaluate the effectiveness of the Rural Cluster 

zoning tool. 
 

• Carry out an educational/outreach plan to inform the public about the Program. 
 

Prince William County should adopt additional rural preservation tools in combination 
with Rural Clusters such as Purchase Development Rights and Transfer Development Rights for 
an effective rural preservation program. According to the Center for Rural Virginia, cluster 
provisions, can protect “rural character” as viewed from the road and in some localities also 
allow for some continued agricultural use of the remaining land, but because development still 
occurs in the rural part of the locality, cluster provisions do not completely protect agricultural 
land from encroachment of potentially conflicting land uses. However, if a locality implements a 
combination of the programs available that are most appropriate to the community and its 
farmers, agriculture can remain viable, even while accommodating additional development. 

 
Next Steps 

 
 Below are the next steps for promoting rural cluster development: 
 

1. Amend the Comprehensive Plan to identify targeted areas for use of the 
Rural Cluster program. 
 

2. Adopt an amendment to the Zoning Ordinance to provide for additional 
density in rural cluster development in the Rural Area. 
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3. Carry out an educational/outreach plan to inform the public about the 
Program. 

 
The Rural Cluster program as an open space preservation tool provides the locality with less 
control over the locations to be preserved than a PDR program, but requires less in financial 
resources to implement.  However, the rural cluster subdivision process may not allow the 
County to protect the most productive or strategically located farms. Even with improved design 
requirements, preservation parcels created within cluster subdivisions will be smaller and more 
fragmented than most purchased easements.  Thus, this tool is not as effective in preserving 
agriculture or rural character, but it is preferable to conventional subdivision. 
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