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THE VIRGI IA OUTDOORS PLAN: A YEAR OF PROGRESS
By FITZGERALD BEMISS
The purpose of the Virginia Outdoors
Plan is the conservation and development of Virginia's outdoor recreation
resources for the enjoyment and general
benefit of people - today's people and
their children and grandchildren.
Thanks to the interest of many thousands of Virginians and the action of the
General Assembly, the Plan is now in
existence; the State and local governments are equipped with the policies,
machinery, and funds to undertake the
Plan. The Commission of Outdoor Recreation is steadily preparing itself to
perform its duties of leading and coordinating the broad plan of action called
the Virginia Outdoors Plan. Although the
Plan's first and most specific phase is the
1966-76 decade, it is designed to continue
beyond that period, improving and adju ting itself constantly to changing condition and demands.
BASIS OF THE PLAN

The Plan is based on five fundamental
findings stated in Virginia's Common
Wealth - The Report of the Outdoor
Recreation Study Commission:
I. There is a strong and growing demand for more outdoor recreation
opportunities. The population is
increasing dramatically.
ot only
are there more and more Virginians; increasingly, they are living
closer and closer together. Yet
they have nlore leisure time than
ever before, they have higher incomes, and they have more automobiles. These are the dynamic
factors behind Virginians' demand
for access to the Virginia outdoors
and for places to walk, to swim, to
launch a boat, to camp - to loaf
and re-create themselves.
The author is State Senator from Richmond and
Chairman of the Virginia Commission of Outdoor
Recreation.

2. Existing facilities are inadequate
for present demands. This is true
in all resource categories - from
neighborhood city parks to remote
natural areas. There is a serious
deficiency in number, location,
and variety of State Parks. And
the places to just get out of doors to a place that is quiet and clean
and beautiful - are scarcer and
further and further away.
3. The need for action is most urgent
in metropolitan areas. Threefourths of Virginia's population
will soon live in these areas.
Meanwhile open space for outdoor
recreation is being consumed,
spoiled, or made unavailable at an
alarming rate. An "open space"
in a metropolitan area can mean
a lot of things: a major park or
a little neighborhood grass plot,
a broad tree-lined avenue or a hiking trail along the river bank, a
tree-lined stream bed separating
the housing development from the
shopping center or a grassy place
without asphalt and automobiles.
4. The term "outdoor recreation"
must include the entire Virginia
outdoor environment. The most
popular forms of outdoor recreation are the simplest ones - driving, walking, swimming, and
picnicking. So outdoor recreation
must involve State Parks and the
roads which take people to them;
municipal parks and playgrounds
and habitable communities; access
to ample, unpolluted water, historical sites and harmonious countryside. All of these are outdoor
recreation resources and they must
be dealt with as interrelated parts
of the total environment in which
Virginians work, play, and live.

5. Action on the nece sary scale mu t
involve each indi idual and his
government at each level - local,
regional, State, and Federal. Each
level of government has a job to
do, and the State should lead, coordinate, and assist. But the continuing success of the Virginia
Outdoors Plan must rest basically
on the indi idual citizen who
cares about the quality of his enironment, feels a responsibility
to the natural and historic reources of the State, and is willing
to support the overall plan and do
his part in his own community.
The elements of the Virginia Outdoors
Plan itself are in five general categories:
1. A State policy and a continuing
comprehensive program of action
to protect the quality of the Virginia outdoors and to make its
resources available to its people.
2. A permanent Commission of Outdoor Recreation to analyze supply and demand, and to lead and
coordinate State, local, and Federal activities.
3. State action to plan, acquire, and
develop outdoor recreation resources and facilities and to encourage, assist, and guide local
and regional governments.
4. Local and regional action to meet
local and regional needs for planning, acquisition, and development.
5. Encouragement for individuals
and private enterprise to meet
their vital part in the total prograln.
These general categories embrace the
21 specific recommendations made by the
Study Commission and are implemented
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by the legislation offered by the Commission and enacted by the 1966 General Assembly.
Since this legislation is the backbone
of the Plan, it is useful to review it.
THE LEGISLATION

The first act created the Commission
of Outdoor Recreation. It states the basic
policy of the State and the purposes of
the Commission.
In unusually po"w"erful and all-embracing terms, the General Assembly set forth
the statement of purpose of the act and
the goals of the Commonwealth in outdoor recreation. The major conclusions
repeated the findings of the Outdoor Recreation Study Commission, noting especially the growing demand for recreation
facilities and the decrease in the available amount of open space, both occurring as a result of the rapid urbanization
of the State.
The Commission is composed of nine
members, incluillllg the heads of
epartments of Conservation and Economic
Development, Game and Inland Fisheries, Highways, and the new State Division
of Planning. The Commission will provide a single point at which are gathered
and coordinated all the local, regional,
State, and Federal recreation resource
and development plans. The professional
staff will analyze resources and demands
and ideas, and refine the plan in consultation and cooperation with private interests and with local, regional, and Federal
government agencies. The Commission is
not an operating agency. The Division
of Parks, the Commission of Game and
Inland Fisheries, and the Highway Department continue and, in fact, accelerate
heir activities. The Commission of Out-

door Recreation coordinates these varied
State agencies in relation to the goals of
the Virginia Outdoors Plan. The Commission also allocates the Virginia Outdoors Fund for both State projects and
to localities as matching grants-in-aid for
qualified local open space plans.
The second law is called the Open
Space Land Act. It is concerned mainly
with urban areas and its broad purpose
is to enable and encourage local governing bodies in urbanizing areas to plan
and acquire open space. It recognizes
that without some planning and action
to preserve open space, the quantity of
"progress" of suburban sprawl will blot
out quality of progress and result in an
unattractive, uneconomical, and unlivable IITess:- -- In the Open Space Land Act, the General Assembly underlined, once again, the
critical problems raised for the State and
local governments by the rapid growth
of population and the decrease in the
quality of urban and suburban living. In
order to preserve and enhance the welfare
of the citizens of the State, the General
Assembly pointed out the need for the
preservation of permanent open space
land and empo"wered governing bodies
to acquire land to meet this need.
The next act is an amendment to the
existing zoning enabling law. Though the
original law was regarded by some to be
'adequate, others had had doubt as to
the power of a locality to zone flood
plains. The amendment simply mentions
flood plains as a specific land use category
along with police and fire protection,
transportation, water, sewerage, schools,
parks, among others. Incidentally, parks,
forests, playgrounds, and recreation facilities were already specifically mentioned
in the law. The importance of flood
plai!LzQning cannot be overemphasized.
Natural drainage systems can provide buffer zones between developments, serve as
agreeable links between parks, allow access to rivers and lakes, and interrupt the
deadly housing development-shopping
center-borrow pit sequence. It might not
be overstating it to say that the first requirement of a good open space and
land use plan is flood plain loning.
In the same act other pertinent amendments were included in the following
paragraph:
Zoning ordinances and districts
shall be drawn with reasonable consideration for the existing use and
character of property, the suitability
of property for various uses, the

trends of growth or change, the current and future requirements of the
community as to land for various
purposes as detennined by population and economic studies and other
studies, the transportation requirements of the community, and the requirements for schools, parks, playgrounds, recreation areas} and other
public services; for the conservation
of natural resources; and preservation
of flood plains and for the conservation of properties and their values
and the encouragement of the most
appropriate use of land throughout
the county or municipality.
The fourth act created the Virginia
Hist-oric L.andmark Commission. ~he
Study Commission became convinced
that Virginia's historic landmarks - buildings, structures, and sites - are not separable from the Virginia landscape} and
that open space planning must involve
attention to landmarks. The Study Commission was also struck by the fact that
as rich as Virginia is in these landmarks,
there was no State agency directed or
equipped to identify them and aid in
their preservation. In fact, largely because no one has been in charge, an
alarming number of significant landmarks
disappear each year. The Historic Landmarks Commission will survey and
designate the landmarks, prepare a register of buildings and sites., and aid and
encourage landowners in the establishment of standards for care and management of landmarks. It will assume the
responsibility for roadside historical
markers and probably develop improved
historical interpretive systems in coordination with roadside rest area and scenic
and recreational points.
Two additional acts are related to
roa s:- The first estab IS es t e Virginia
Scenic Highway and Virginia Byway systems. The Study Commission felt that
there are numerous beautiful and historic
secondary roads throughout Virginia
which should be identified and protected
for general public enjoyment and for
the economic benefit of many regions
now bypassed by arterial and interstate
roads. The Virginia Byway system does
not require building new roads, but
rather retaining and enhancing the character of existing roads. With the support
of local governing bodies and individual
landowners, attractive scenic features can
be protected through slightly wider corridors, occasionally by outright purchase
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but more often through reasonable zoning, voluntary scenic easements, and purchase of less than fee development rights.
The Virginia Byway system provides local
governing bodies a great opportunity to
preserve local features for their own
economic benefit.
The other act relating specifically to
roads is the Recreation Access Road Fund.
There is now established within the
Highway Commission a fund of $1,500,000
for the coming biennium for the construction of roads leading to recreation areas.
There are many needs for these roads; a
dramatic example is in the Smith Mountain Lake area which is now served only
by inadequate rural roads.
Another act which will prove of great
value created the Virginia Outdoors
Foundation. Its purpose is to aid and
encourage private philanthropy. There
are many generous Virginians interested
in the preservation of a particular historic
and scenic place. This legislation facilitates outright donations to the State. But
the most valuable innovation is the open
space easement. The open space easement
is a legal restriction on land uses placed
on the land by the landowner to maintain
forever its character as open space land.
This easement can be created by gift or
purchase. While it prohibits industrial
or commercial development, it does not
prevent the landowner from using the
land for agricultural or residential purposes so long as he does it in a way that
will not destroy the basic rural setting.
Since the land is no longer available
for commercial development it also provides specifically that property assessments
will be reduced to the extent that the
fair market value is lowered. The open
space easement is an excellent device for
conserving open space, keeping it productive as rural land, and avoiding unnecessary large scale fee ownership of
land by the State.
The last act is an amendment to the
State Park Development Revenue Bond
Act. This was a technical change which
gives greater flexibility in the issuance
of revenue bonds for the construction
of buildings and campsites within the
State park system.
FUNDS AVAILABLE

The funds to implement the program
were provided in the appropriations act.
Both Governor Harrison and Governor
Godwin supported the Study Commission's budget request for $4.8 million of
general fund money to be matched by an
equal sum of Federal Land and Water

Conservation Funds - making a total of
$9.6 million for the 1966-68 biennium.
The General Assembly appropriated the
funds substantially as recommended.
Specific appropriations are made for the
Commission of Outdoor Recreation and
for the Historic Landmarks Commission.
But the bulk of the money is appropriated
ufor implementing recommendations of
the Virginia Outdoor Recreation Study
Commission." The Commission of Outdoor Recreation has the responsibility
for making allocations to implement the
Virginia Outdoors Plan as generally outlined in the Report of the Study Commission.
The largest single allocation suggested
by the Study Commission was $5,280,000
for acquisition and development of new
State parks. An adequate State park system, based on the character of the lands
and waters in relation to what people enjoy and demand and on accessibility to
population centers will afford great
pleasure and profit to every Virginian.
Further, it ,vill preserve the distinctive
but rapidly disappearing parts of our
Commonwealth for the benefit of future
generations.
The second largest allocation was
$2,400,000 for grants to local governments
and regional agencies for recreation planning and capital improvements. The
Study Report recommended that grants
be made on two conditions. The first is
that the local government or regional
authority have a basic land use plan supported by conservation zoning and in
general conformance with the principles
of the State Plan. The second condition
is that the local government or regional
authority match the grant. In the case
of a single locality, the suggested matching ratio is 25 percent local money and
75 percent Virginia Outdoors Fund. As
an incentive to regional action, in the
case of a regional authority, the suggested
ratio is 20 percent regional funds and 80
percent Virginia Outdoors Fund. The
Commission of Outdoor Recreation, of
course, will be free to alter and apply
these conditions in the manner it considers fair and productive. But, in any
event, local and regional action is vital
to the total plan.
Localities and regional agencies desiring to participate in the Virginia Outdoors Fund would be well advised to
begin preparation of plans for submission to the Commission of Outdoor Recreation. To achieve significant results
it is highly important that grants be
made for projects which are part of a

total and continuing plan backed up by
local action, rather than one-shot, isolated
projects on a hand-out basis. At the
beginning, the efforts should certainly be
to encourage sound land use planning
and the acquisition of the open space
elements of the local or regional plan.
In addition to the eight bills included
in the Study Report, the Commission
recommended the creation of an agency
with adequate staff and funds for comprehensive water resource and river basin
studies. This recommendation led to a
special study to develop the necessary
legislation. The General Assembly enacted this legislation and the State has
recognized Uthe necessity for continuous
cooperative planning and effective Statelevel guidance in the use of water resources" and has given the Board of
Conservation and Economic Development
the authority and the funds to "proceed
as rapidly as possible to study the existing water resources of this State, means
and methods of conserving and augmenting such water resources, and existing and
contemplated uses and needs of water for
all purposes." This first step in putting
the Commonwealth in a position to attend to its most vital natural resource
will be of great value to localities which
find themselves in conflict over water supplies and uses.
THE BEGINNINGS

These Acts of the General Assembly
provide the State and its local governments with the policy directive, the
operating machinery, and the funds to
get started on the implementation of the
Virginia Outdoors Plan. The beginnings
are encouraging. Many individual citizens
have indicated interest in donating open
space easements for the protection of
scenic and historic places; a major paper
company is cooperating in studies on the
best means of conserving a significant
natural area; conservation groups are
more active than ever in programs for
cleaning up streams and protecting the
countryside; local and regional planning
commissions are growing and are at work
on the development of their plans for
participating in the Virginia Outdoors
Plan.
The Commission of Outdoor Recreation is in operation. Its Director, Mr.
Elbert Cox, has established his office and
is assembling his staff. The Commission
has already allocated funds for land
acquisition for State parks in the Mason
Neck area on the Potomac, and the Sand
Ridge area south of Virginia Beach. It
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has allocated funds for the acquisition
of atural Tunnel in Scott County, for
a road system in Mount Rogers State
Park, and for the first major improvements in the lifetime of Virginia's existing State parks. In the near future it intends to undertake the planning and
development of the first Virginia Byway.
Many other projects are on the agenda
for action within the coming year.
The Historic Landmarks Commission
will soon be about its important business
of developing a register of historic landInarks and policies for future action in
historic preservation. Already the Historic
Landmarks Commission is working with
the Commission of Outdoor Recreation
and the Highway Department to help
develop the Virginia Byway system.

The Division of Water Resources, under Commissioner J. M. Alexander, is
making progress in assembling the staff
necessary to conduct comprehensive river
basin studies and to give guidance on the
priorities which must be established in
the use of water resources.
These, of course, are only beginnings;
but they are good beginnings and before
long Virginians will be seeing and enjoying the results of their wise investment
in their heritage. Obviously, the Virginia
Outdoors Plan is a program of such
magnitude and variety that real and lasting progress can only be made over the
long pull. It will accomplish things of
immense value if we attend to it on a
comprehensive and continuing basis and
if we bear In mind the following injunc-

tion which appeared at the conclusion of
Virginia's Common Wealth:
If Virginia continues to grow and
develop over the years to come at
even the present rate, we can see
plainly that individual citizens will
have to give to the quality of development the same emphasis which
over the past generation they have
been giving to quantity of developmen t. After all, the purpose of all
our struggles is not just for more
money, ,more goods and more impressive statistics - but for a good
life, for an opportunity to enjoy the
things we 'have acquired; a place of
pleasure, dignity, and permanence
which we can pass on to future generations WIt satis action an pria~ - - - -
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