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Conservation Easements:

• What they are
• How they work
• How they help the County meet 

its goals for the Rural Area
• What the County’s easement 

programs have achieved



• 690 square miles 
(441,000 acres)

• 20,000+ Dwellings
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Development Areas:

35 square miles

The Rural Area
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Comprehensive Plan – Rural Area

GOAL: Albemarle’s Rural Area will have thriving farms and forests, traditional crossroads communities, 

protected scenic areas, historic sites, and preserved natural resources.

Objective 1: Support a strong agricultural and forestal economy.

Objective 2: Protect and preserve natural resources, which include mountains, hills, valleys, 

rivers, streams, groundwater, and continuous and unfragmented land for agriculture, forestry, biodiversity 
and natural resource protection.

Objective 3: Protect the County’s historic, archeological, and cultural resources.

Objective 4: Promote rural and historic landscapes that enhance visitors’ experience and 

give historic sites as authentic a setting as possible.

Objective 5: Recognize and support crossroads communities, which serve as rural-scale 

community meeting places and provide opportunities for residents to take part in community life.

Objective 6: Provide distinct boundaries between the Rural Area and 
Development Areas.

Objective 7: Provide information to citizens so they are well-informed and understand 

the cultural, economic, and ecological aspects of the Rural Area.
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Rural Area Plan:

“New homebuilding is not desired in the County’s Rural Area because it 
undermines the preferred uses. It can also cause rural landowners to 
feel financial pressure to subdivide their land. The County is interested 
in helping property owners find ways to keep properties intact rather 
than subdividing.”

Strategy 2a: Direct residential development to and continue to make  
the Development Areas more livable, attractive places.

Strategy 2b: Provide information to property owners in the Rural Area 
on alternatives to subdividing their land, including donating 
conservation easements and use value taxation

Strategy 2d: Continue to promote conservation easements to provide a 
financially attractive way for landowners  to  protect  family  farms  in  
Albemarle  County and their unique open space resources, to provide 
an opportunity for landowners to voluntarily sell a conservation 
easement to a public agency to be held in trust for perpetuity, and to 
preserve important features of the Rural Area for all.
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Goals vs. Reality
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Pre-recession Rates

Post-recession rates
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24.7% increase over 
current population



Conservation Easements

What are they?
How do they work?

How do they help the County?
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Conservation Easements

Landowner

Rights:

• Keeps ownership
• Keeps all rights not 

limited by easement

Responsibilities:

• Compliance with 
easement requirements

Easement Holder

Rights:

• Specific rights to restrict 
land uses
• Limiting subdivision & 

construction
• Requiring protection of 

important resources

Responsibilities:

• Permanent duty to monitor 
& ensure compliance

Voluntary, permanent agreements 
to protect land and natural and 

cultural resources
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How Do Easements Help the County?
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• Growth Management
• Protecting rural land from suburbanization
• Maintaining a rural land-use pattern
• Saving public funds by reducing the demand 

for suburban infrastructure & services where 
distances make them expensive
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• Growth Management
• Protecting rural land from suburbanization
• Maintaining a rural land-use pattern
• Saving public funds by reducing the demand 

for suburban infrastructure & services where 
distances make them expensive

13

Example: Easements & School Funding

Counties’ state school funding is affecting by the “composite 
index” of its ability to pay. Land value is 50% of this index.

1. Easements reduce assessed land value

2. Lower land values reduce the locality’s composite index

3. A lower composite index leads to a larger share of state 
education funds.



• Rural Land Uses
• Keeping rural land available for agriculture 

and forestry
• Maintaining large areas of land for a viable 

agricultural economy
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Quantifying the Benefits

Conservation easements lock 
in this benefit permanently

Study: “Conservation Easements: Fiscal Impacts to 
Localities in the Middle Peninsula,” 2010.  (Middle 
Peninsula Planning District Commission)



• Natural Resources
• Protecting drinking water from 

development impacts
• Protecting rivers and streams – less 

pollution & sedimentation, more 
vegetated stream buffers

• Protecting habitats for wildlife
• Reducing land clearing, erosion, and 

scenic impacts in mountain areas
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• Rural Landscapes
• Protecting the scenic character of 

the Rural Area
• Preserving the local rural landscape 

pattern (vs. generic suburbanization)
• Maintaining the scenic landscapes 

that attract tourists
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• Climate Protection
• Carbon sequestration – maintaining and 

increasing carbon storage with rural 
landcover (forests, grasslands, etc.)

• Reducing future carbon emissions – less 
rural development means reduced 
carbon outputs from transportation
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Albemarle’s Easement Programs:
What Have We Achieved?
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Together, these holders have 
protected:

• 107,959 acres

• 24.5 % of the Rural Area

• Virginia Outdoors Foundation
• Albemarle County & Albemarle Conservation Easement 

Authority
• The Nature Conservancy
• Virginia Dept. of Forestry
• Piedmont Environmental Council
• Thomas Jefferson Soil and Water Conservation District
• Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation
• Virginia Department of Historic Resources
• Land Trust of Virginia

Several organizations hold 
conservation easements in 
Albemarle County:
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The County is the 
second-largest 
easement holder in 
the County by 
acreage protected.
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Albemarle’s Three Easement Programs

Albemarle County created its conservation-easement 
programs to address three specific problems:

Problem

1. Farm owners with lower 
incomes are under 
pressure to sell land to 
meet expenses. Risk of 
farmland loss and rural 
development.

Solution

ACE – County purchase of 
development rights

Purchases are pro-rated by 
income to direct benefits to 
landowners most in need.
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How ACE Works

ACE purchases development rights on farms at risk of 
development.

ACE participants keep their farms intact and can 
continue farming, forestry, etc.

By design, ACE directs County funding to:
• Landowners most in need
• Farms with high conservation value (reflected 

by scoring system)

Our Core Values

Stewardship: We honor our 
role as stewards of the public 
trust by managing our natural, 
human and financial resources 
respectfully and responsibly.

Community: We expect 
diversity, equity and inclusion 
to be integrated into how we 
live our mission.
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ACE 
applications 
submitted 
by 
landowners

Staff reviews 
& ranks 
applications

ACE 
Committee 
reviews & 
approves 
rankings

Appraisals –
reviewed by 
ACE Appraisal 
Committee, 
Board of 
Supervisors

Purchase 
price 
determined, 
pro-rated by 
income

Albemarle 
County 
Easement 
Authority 
(co-holder) 
reviews deed

County invites 
owner to make 
offer based on 
easement value 
and owner’s 
income.

If owner 
offers, Board 
votes to 
authorize 
purchase & 
sign deed

Conservation 
easement is 
recorded
(co-held by County 
& ACEA)

Owner is paid. 
County is 
reimbursed by 
any grant 
providers.

The ACE Easement Acquisition Process



Problem

2. Many rural landowners 
with important small- to 
medium-sized properties 
couldn’t meet minimum 
acreage requirements for 
existing easement 
programs.

Solution

Albemarle Conservation 
Easement Authority 
accepts donated 
easements on a range of 
property sizes, provided 
that significant resources 
are protected.
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Problem

2. Many rural landowners 
with important small- to 
medium-sized properties 
couldn’t meet minimum 
acreage requirements for 
existing easement 
programs.

Solution

Albemarle Conservation 
Easement Authority 
accepts donated 
easements on a range of 
property sizes, provided 
that significant resources 
are protected.

26

County Benefits:
More land and resources 
protected in the Rural Area

Landowner Benefits:
• State and Federal tax benefits
• Lower local property-value 

assessments
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The County supports the Board-appointed ACEA with:
• CDD staffing

• 0.25 to 0.5 FTE for planner - easement 
negotiation/acquisitions, ACEA liaison & support, easement 
monitoring, etc.

• Recording Secretary for Zoom meeting support
• County Attorney’s Office legal support
• CDD vehicles & equipment for site visits, monitoring

The Virginia Department of Conservation & Recreation supports the 
ACEA (& other holders statewide) with funding for easement monitoring 
& enforcement

• Amounts vary, based on previous year’s number of new 
easements

• Funding permits occasional hiring of monitoring interns



Problem

3. Under RA zoning, 
subdivisions tend to 
convert entire properties 
to residential lots.

Solution

Clustered subdivisions –
“Rural Preservation 
Developments”: An 
optional form of 
residential development 
that groups small lots 
together and place the 
residue of the property 
under a conservation 
easement.
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All Development Lots
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Preservation Tract - EasementDevelopment Lots
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Problem Solution
1. Farm owners with lower incomes 

are under pressure to sell land to 
meet expenses. Risk of farmland 
loss and rural development.

ACE – County purchase of 
development rights

2. Many rural landowners with 
important small- to medium-sized 
properties couldn’t meet minimum 
acreage requirements for existing 
easement programs.

ACEA donated easements

3. Under RA zoning, subdivisions tend 
to convert entire properties to 
residential lots.

“Rural Preservation Developments”

3 Problems, 3 Voluntary Solutions
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All conservation easement programs 
require monitoring and enforcement to 
remain effective.

CDD staff carries out:

• Automated notification of building & 
development activity

• Field monitoring of easement properties 
(current target is once every two years)

Monitoring & Enforcement



Program Acres 
Protected

RA Dwellings 
Prevented

ACE 9,623 572

ACEA 
Donated

15,948 1,408

RPDs 1,773 n/a

Total 27,345 1,980
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Measures of Success
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1,980 dwellings are:

7.8 years’ worth of RA 
dwellings at pre-recession 
rates,
or
10 years’ worth at the 20-
year average rate

(This is just for Albemarle’s easements – we don’t know 
the total number of dwellings eliminated by all 
easements.)



Program Acres 
Protected

RA Dwellings 
Eliminated

ACE 9,623 572

ACEA 
Donated

15,948 1,408

RPDs 1,773 0

Total 27,345 1,980
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Measures of Success

Resources Protected:

• Prime farm and forest 

land (over 4,799 acres)

• Buffered streams (24 

miles)

• Scenic views (5 miles of 

frontages on scenic 

highways and Entrance 

Corridors)

• Mountain Protection 

Areas (1,100 acres)



Program Acres 
Protected

RA Dwellings 
Eliminated

ACE 9,623 572

ACEA 
Donated

15,948 1,408

RPDs 1,773 0

Total 27,345 1,980
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Measures of Success

• Supporting working farms 

and landowners in need: 

(44/53 were paid at least 

94% of easement value)

• Grants acquired: over 

$3,000,000 to protect 

nearly 10,000 acres
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In recent years, the ACEA-County program has become the 
most active holder of new easements in the County.
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Emerging Issues

ACE Funding:

• Post-recession reduction or 
elimination of annual ACE 
funding has significantly 
reduced the program’s ability 
to acquire easements. 

• Funding has never been 
restored to pre-recession 
levels.

• Causes uncertainly for 
landowners, who can’t easily 
plan to enter a program with 
unreliable funding.
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ACE Funding:

Post-recession reduction or 
elimination of annual ACE funding 
has significantly reduced the 
program’s ability to acquire 
easements. Funding has never 
been restored to pre-recession 
levels.

This situation also creates 
uncertainly for landowners, who 
can’t easily plan to enter a 
program with unreliable funding.
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Staffing & Program Capacity

As the number of County-held 
easements increases, the 
monitoring workload also 
increases.

Current staffing includes:

• Half-time ACE coordinator
• 0.25 to 0.5 FTE of one 

planner
• In some years, CDD hires 

part- or full-time interns for 
monitoring.

• Note that these staff 
resources are not entirely 
dedicated to monitoring.
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Emerging Issues

Albemarle County has more 
easements per program staff person 
than is typical for similarly-sized 
Virginia land trusts.
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Where Do We Go From Here?
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We have over 20 years of experience with these tools…

Problem Solution
1. Farm owners with lower incomes 

are under pressure to sell land to 
meet expenses. Risk of farmland 
loss and rural development.

ACE – County purchase of 
development rights

2. Many rural landowners with 
important small- to medium-sized 
properties couldn’t meet minimum 
acreage requirements for existing 
easement programs.

ACEA donated easements

3. Under RA zoning, subdivisions tend 
to convert entire properties to 
residential lots.

“Rural Preservation Developments”



…but we haven’t comprehensively reviewed or updated the 
programs since they were created. 
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Success & Change

• Can we make our easement 
programs more effective?

• As activity increases, how does 
staff capacity compare to 
program workload?

• Are there new needs requiring 
new solutions?



New Opportunities

The County has adopted or is developing new high-priority conservation 
policies that could partly be implemented with easements:

Stream Health
• Existing riparian-easement 

opportunities in the County are 
limited and can be costly for 
landowners.

Biodiversity Action Plan
• Plan recommends increasing options for 

biodiversity-focused land protection, 
including via easements

Climate Action Plan
• Easements can protect existing forests/vegetation
• Easement programs can adopt language permitting on-the-

ground carbon sequestration projects

47



48

Where Do We Go From Here?

From small beginnings, Albemarle County has built 
the equivalent of large, successful local land trust.

To continue our success, we need to:

o Identify potential updates to our programs 
that could meet new and existing needs

o Prepare for new opportunities
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Where Do We Go From Here?

Recommendation: Staff proposes to research 
and recommend updates to the easement 
program as part of the upcoming 
Comprehensive Plan review:

o Conservation Funding Mechanisms

o Staffing & Program Capacity

o Goal-setting for Increased Effectiveness
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AGENDA DATE:  9/15/2021 
 
TITLE: 
..Title 

Acquisition of Conservation Easements (ACE) Property Appraisal Request for Fiscal Year 2020 (FY 
20) Applicant Class 
..BODY  

 
SUBJECT/PROPOSAL/REQUEST:   Request approval to appraise the ACE Committee-
recommended easements from the FY 20 ACE applicant class 
 
ITEM TYPE:  Regular Action Item 
 
STAFF CONTACT(S):  Richardson, Walker, Kamptner, DeLoria, Rapp, Maliszewski, Goodall 
 
PRESENTER (S):  Ches Goodall 
 
LEGAL REVIEW:   Yes 
 
REVIEWED BY: Jeffrey B. Richardson  
 
BACKGROUND:  Pursuant to sections A.1-110(G) and A.1-110(H) of the ACE Ordinance, the Board of 
Supervisors reviews the list of parcels ranked by the ACE Committee and identifies parcels on which it 
desires to acquire conservation easements.  Each conservation easement identified by the Board for 
purchase is appraised by an independent appraiser chosen by the County.   
 
On October 31, 2019, three applicants enrolled in the FY 20 applicant class. Staff evaluated each property 
according to the ACE Ordinance ranking evaluation criteria. These criteria include: open space resources; 
threat of conversion to developed use; natural, scenic and cultural resources; and County fund leveraging 
from outside sources. An initial review of the applicant scoring and ranking resulted in only the Campbell 
property qualifying. This result was presented to the ACE Committee on March 9, 2020. The committee’s 
work then paused due to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Subsequently, one of the Henley parcels 
(40-12A) became eligible with an amended application to donate a portion of the easement value - 
according to Criterion D.1 of the ACE Ordinance (County fund leveraging), an applicant may receive one 
point for each ten percent of the purchase price they donate or leverage. Consequently, staff finds that 
both the Campbell and Henley properties meet eligibility requirements and recommends that both 
properties be appraised. Staff will present this recommendation to the ACE Committee at its upcoming 
meeting, which is scheduled for September 13, 2021 and staff will present the Committee’s 
recommendations at the September 15 Board meeting.   
 
STRATEGIC PLAN: Rural Areas - Preserve the character of rural life with thriving farms and forests, 
traditional crossroad communities, and protected scenic areas, historic sites, and biodiversity. 
 
DISCUSSION:  At its June 2, 2021 meeting, following a discussion on the FY 21 budget, the Board 
directed staff to conduct an “evaluation and analysis” of the Campbell and Henley properties to determine 
how much funding would be needed to acquire the two easements. This was not a directive to acquire the 
easements, just approval to scope and price them by means of an appraisal.   
 
If acquired, the easements would provide or protect:  
 
1) 200 acres of working farmland (Campbell is 180.48 acres; Henley is 19.10 acres) 
2) approximately 8,000 feet of riparian buffers with new fencing to exclude livestock  
3) 350 acres of “prime” farmland 
4) over 6,000 feet of common boundary with 5 other easements (including 3 ACE easements) 
5) nearly 4,000 feet of state road frontage   
6) eliminate 12 potential dwelling sites   
 
The Board must review the Committee’s recommended list of ranked parcels and identify and rank those 



parcels on which the Board desires conservation easements. The Board is not obligated to purchase any 
qualifying parcel and is not bound by staff or Committee recommendations. The ACE program is a non-
exclusive means by which the County may purchase conservation easements, County Code Sec. A.1-113. 
 
BUDGET IMPACT: The County currently has $75,619 for the FY 20 applicant pool. The Virginia 
Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services (VDACS), through an Intergovernmental Agreement 
with the County, holds $54,000 in reserve to match up to 50% of the County’s eligible easement purchase 
expenses (i.e., purchase price, appraisal, title search, and title insurance). With approximately $129,619 
available to apply to purchase prices, there may be sufficient funds to acquire the Henley easement, but 
additional funding by the County would be needed to acquire either only the Campbell easement or both 
easements, if desired. The appraisals will determine how much each easement will cost. Funding for the 
purchase of these conservation easements would come from the existing Capital Improvement Plan’s 
Community Development Conservation budget. Funds for the appraisal have been accounted for in the 
department budget and will have no additional budget impact. 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 
..Recommendation 

Staff recommends that the Board authorize appraisals of the Campbell (tax parcel 99-36D) and Henley (tax 
parcel 40-12A) properties. 
 
.. 
ATTACHMENTS:   
A – ACE Scorecard for FY 20 
 



“….protecting open space & farmland through the voluntary 

acquisition of conservation easements”.

Acquisition of Conservation Easements (ACE) Program 

Request approval to appraise the ACE Committee recommended easements from 

the FY 20 ACE applicant class



Timeline

• In March 2020, staff presented ACE Committee with information about current 

applicant class (enrolled October 31, 2019) - preliminary scoring and ranking of 

applicants

• Next step for staff was to finalize scoring and ranking of applicants and obtain approval 

to have qualifying properties appraised

• COVID struck and ACE funding was paused

• On June 2, 2021, BOS directed staff to do an evaluation and analysis of current ACE 

class to “get some numbers” for possible special funding 

• Staff asked Wesley Woods (County easement appraiser) to conduct preliminary 

appraisals of easement value for 2 qualifying properties – Campbell and Henley

• Staff received appraisals on September 13, 2021 and held ACE Committee meeting to 

consider appraisals and make recommendations to BOS





Lawson Farm near Gordonsville - 251 acres in the Southwest Mountains RHD





Vieille Farm on Stockton Mill Creek near Crozet – 269 acres

CAMPBELL PROPERTY

• 180.48 acres

• 3,400 feet of road frontage

• 12 development rights (4 and 8)



Moon Farm with 18th century “hall and parlor” house adjoining Walnut Creek Park





HENLEY PROPERTY

• 19.10 acres

• 620 feet of road frontage

• 5 development rights  



New Information

RECOMMENDATIONS

Staff’s Original Recommendation in Executive Summary:  

Staff recommends that the Board authorize appraisals of the Campbell (tax parcel 

99-36D) and Henley (tax parcel 40-12A) properties.

ACE Committee’s Recommendation following 9/13/2021 Meeting:  

1. Defer consideration of the Henley easement and

2. Pursue the purchase of the Campbell easement, subject to a final appraisal.

APPRAISALS

• Staff’s guesstimate for Campbell was $425,000 and for Henley was $150,000 

(based on comparison to other easements)

• Preliminary appraisals received 9/13/2021 for Campbell = $722,000 and for 

Henley = $133,500.



Considerations of Funding ACE Easements

• BOS has the discretion to fund either or both properties.

• BOS does not have to fund the entire easement value. Lesser 

amounts can be offered. 

• Any amount paid that is below the appraised easement value 

may be used for state and federal tax deductions and/or sold as 

tax credits (40% of the unpaid amount).

• Current ACE budget = $129,619.00



Suggested Motions

Campbell

Authorize an appraisal of the Campbell easement (tax parcel 99-36D) 

for consideration of the County purchasing a perpetual conservation 

easement

Henley 

1. Authorize an appraisal of the Henley easement (tax parcel 40-12A) for 

consideration of the County purchasing a perpetual conservation 

easement  OR

2. Defer an appraisal of the Henley easement (tax parcel 40-12A) for 

consideration of the County purchasing a perpetual conservation 

easement


