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Executive summary
Virginia’s Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan lists the following six major objectives: 

· Restore missing or inadequate buffers; 

· Conserve existing buffers; 

· Enhance program coordination and accountability; 

· Enhance incentives; 

· Promote education and outreach; and 

· Target, track, and conduct research.

As of June 30, 2005 Virginia has restored riparian buffers along 2,707 miles of rivers and streams statewide, 1,562 of which are located within the Chesapeake Bay watershed. 

Four major accomplishments of the last 6 years are:

· Meeting and exceeding the goal of restoring 610 miles in the Bay watershed.  Virginia has exceeded the original riparian buffers restoration goal set in 1996 by over 900 miles well ahead of the 2010 target date. 

· Committing to new restoration goals.  In December 2003, the Chesapeake Bay Executive Council adopted Directive 03-01 which commits the signatory states to a cumulative goal of 10,000 miles of riparian buffer establishment in the Bay watershed by 2010.  Virginia is committing to 3,200 miles of this total.  Subsequent recommendations through the state’s Bay Tributary Strategies have dramatically increased these targets to include establishment of buffers on 70% of the state’s perennial streams.  Virginia is now striving to achieve a much greater long-term goal on the order of 30,000 miles as part of the Tributary Strategies.

· Increasing collaboration between federal and state agencies, private groups, and nonprofit organizations.  Accomplishing the riparian buffer mileage goal has been a shared effort between federal and state natural resource agencies, universities, conservation groups and individuals.  The many new alliances that have been cultivated will significantly enhance future Bay conservation efforts. 

· Raising awareness of the value of forests in general and riparian forest buffers in particular among the public as well as the natural resources community.  The multiple benefits of riparian forest buffers, from improved water and air quality to greater recreational opportunities, fit the idea of “Working Forests,” forests that work to enhance the quality of life for all in the Commonwealth.  A growing number of Virginians understand these multiple benefits.  The concept of riparian buffers is now at the forefront of natural resources education and training
HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

In October 1994, the Chesapeake Bay Executive Council adopted Directive 94-1, which called upon the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Chesapeake Bay Program to develop a policy that would enhance protection of the riparian areas adjacent to streams, rivers and shorelines.  The Chesapeake Bay Program convened a Riparian Forest Buffer Panel in 1994.  The panel, chaired by Virginia’s State Forester, was charged with developing policies to achieve conservation and restoration of riparian forest buffers in the Bay watershed.  In October 1996, the Executive Council, following the recommendations from the Riparian Forest Buffer Panel, adopted these goals for member states and federal agencies:

· To assure, to the extent feasible, that all streams and shorelines will be protected by a forested or other riparian buffer;

· To conserve and manage existing forests along all streams and shorelines; and

· To increase the use of all types of riparian buffers and restore riparian forests on 2,010 miles (610 in Virginia) of stream and shoreline in the watershed by 2010, targeting efforts where they will be of the greatest value to water quality and living resources.

Also, the Executive Council adopted five policy recommendations:

· Establish mechanisms to streamline, enhance, and coordinate existing programs related to buffers and riparian system conservation;

· Build partnerships with the private sector to help support the promotion and implementation of riparian forest buffer retention and restoration activities;

· Develop and promote an adequate array of incentives for landowners and developers to encourage voluntary riparian buffer retention and restoration;

· Increase the level of scientific and technical knowledge of the function and management of riparian forest and other buffers, as well as their economic, social, ecological, and water quality values; and

· Encourage Bay Agreement signatories to implement education and outreach programs within their jurisdictions relevant to the benefits of riparian forest buffers and other stream protection measures.

During the Allen Administration the Governor committed Virginia to restoring 610 miles of riparian buffers.  The Virginia Riparian Forest Buffer Panel, originally convened by Virginia’s Secretary of Natural Resources in 1994, met regularly for a year to develop Virginia’s Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan.  A stakeholder meeting involving representatives of close to 40 Virginia agencies and private organizations was held in October 1997 to outline strategies for this initiative.  The panel created a draft implementation plan and conducted five public meetings around the state in March and April of 1998 to solicit comments for incorporation into the plan.  The final implementation plan, signed by Governor Gilmore, listed six major objectives: 

· Restore missing or inadequate buffers; 

· Conserve existing buffers; 

· Enhance program coordination and accountability; 

· Enhance incentives; 

· Promote education and outreach; and 

· Target, track, and conduct research.

Executive Order 48 (1999) “Preserving Water Quality in the Chesapeake through Establishment of Riparian Buffers along Streams throughout the Commonwealth” named the Department of Forestry as lead agency for the implementation plan and as such was given the responsibility for tracking and reporting riparian buffer mileage.
Despite significant accomplishments towards improving the health of our tributaries and the Bay ecosystem in areas such as buffer restoration, a lack of overall improvement in the Bay itself indicated the need for more aggressive action.  Virginia, Maryland, Pennsylvania, the District of Columbia, the Chesapeake Bay Commission, and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency reaffirmed their commitment to restoring the Chesapeake Bay in June 2000 with the signing of the historic Chesapeake 2000 agreement.  One outcome of Chesapeake 2000 was Executive Council Directive 03-01 signed by each of the Bay partners in December 2003 which lays out an expanded set of riparian forest buffer goals.  These include:

· A long-term goal of conserving or restoring forests along at least 70% of all streams and shorelines with a near-term goal of achieving at least 10,000 miles in the Bay Watershed by 2010;

·  An urban tree canopy goal that calls for a complete assessment of urban forests with a local goal to increase urban tree cover and secure commitments for urban forest plans in 5 jurisdictions in each state; and
· A goal of promoting the adoption of tree canopy goals as tools for community watershed planning in urban and suburban areas.

Perhaps the most important outcome of Chesapeake 2000 has been the development of Tributary Strategies in each of the Bay states.  These strategies, developed with the input of many stakeholders both public and private, are comprehensive plans to reduce nutrient and sediment pollution in the Bay and its tributaries and to avoid federal regulatory action under Section 303(d) of the Clean Water Act.  Each of the strategies establishes implementation goals for a variety of Best Management Practices aimed at reducing point and non-point source pollution.  Riparian forest buffers are considered one of the most effective of these practices; hence, Virginia’s combined tributary strategies call for approximately 30,000 miles of riparian forest buffer restoration, well beyond the 10,000 mile goal established by Directive No. 03-01.  While an ambitious goal, this figure reflects the magnitude of effort that will be required to improve the water quality of Virginia’s Bay tributaries.  It underscores the need for continued agency collaboration, greater technical assistance, effective policies and incentives, and better outreach.  

In July of 2005, Executive Order 91, “Preserving Water Quality by Establishing Riparian Buffers in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed”, was signed by Governor Warner.  This Executive Order rescinds and replaces the previously referenced Executive Order 48 (1999). This new Order re-emphasizes the importance of riparian buffers in the state and their importance for the quality of our waters, living resources, flood protection, and erosion control.  The Order references the Bay Executive Council Directive 03-01 and affirms the state’s commitments to the goals prescribed therein.  The Virginia Riparian Working Group is tasked to encourage the voluntary establishment of riparian buffers by private landowners throughout the Commonwealth with emphasis given to the Bay drainage and to coordinate the actions recommended in the Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan. The Order identified the State Forester as the Working Group chair and lists the state agencies and institutions that will be represented.  A particular emphasis is placed on land-holding agencies to identify stream miles suitable for restoration and to create funding mechanisms to establish or restore riparian buffers to the extent possible by July 2010.
The Riparian Working Group is further instructed to:

· Coordinate the actions recommended in the State’s Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan;
· Review and report on the progress toward the Plan goals;
· Provide an estimate of the costs and opportunities for funding buffer establishment;
· Integrate private and government initiatives targeting significant and/or degraded streams;
· Review and advise on any changes to laws regarding riparian protection;
· Research planted buffer survival, and effectiveness; and
· Revise and update the Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan as necessary

Another of the Governor’s Executive Orders (90) in 2005, “Improving Stream Health and Water Quality by Restoring Streams throughout the Commonwealth”, formalizes the Virginia Stream Alliance and directs this group to facilitate cooperation among both government and non-government entities to effectively promote stream restoration activities at the state and local levels.  An integral part of any stream restoration is vegetative buffers and these are to be integrated into restoration designs along with fish passage and other living resource objectives.  
SIX-Year Results

The text describes the accomplishments to date for the goals as listed in Virginia’s Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan.  These accomplishments are broken down by the six major objectives as presented in the Executive Summary.

Restore Missing or Inadequate Buffers

Virginia continues its efforts to restore riparian forest buffers throughout the Commonwealth.  As of June 30, 2005, 2,707 miles of buffers had been restored, 1,562 within the Chesapeake Bay watershed and 1,145 within the collective “Southern Rivers” watersheds.  The Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP), a federal cost-share program that provides incentives to landowners to protect their streams, remains the most successful program in the state for promoting riparian forest buffer restoration as well as a successful example of state and federal cooperation.  Soil and Water Conservation District staff, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) staff, and Department of Forestry (DOF) field staff continue to promote CREP and to provide private landowners with the necessary technical assistance to implement CREP projects.  DOF continues to provide the bulk of planting stock for CREP projects.  Districts, NRCS, and the Department of Conservation and Recreation also share in program administration.  Continuation, if not expansion, of CREP in the 2007 Farm Bill will be critical if Virginia is to meet its 2010 buffer restoration goals. 

There is a continued emphasis on identifying and targeting those stream segments most in need of buffer restoration.  In addition to efforts on the part of Virginia’s natural resources agencies, studies by various universities using remote sensing and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) have enabled agencies to target small watersheds where restoration is most critical to achieving Virginia’s water quality goals.  Virginia’s Tributary Strategies program has driven this process in that portion of the state that falls within the Chesapeake Bay watershed in an effort to develop local watershed-based plans for specific actions aimed ultimately at restoring the health of the Bay ecosystem.  Riparian buffers are recognized in many state programs addressing water quality protections such as the state “Impaired Waters” listing and subsequent Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) models and implementation plans that credit the effectiveness of buffers as a Best Management Practice.  The Department of Conservation and Recreation’s Nutrient Management Program calculates buffer effectiveness in the Phosphorus Index that predicts nutrient delivery to surface waters.  Buffers are also an integral part of stormwater management planning.   
Conserve Riparian Buffers

The conservation of existing riparian buffers will be necessary to ensure the success of Virginia’s riparian buffer initiative.  Efforts to coordinate the goals and priorities of the riparian buffer Plan with state and local integrated watershed management programs have been accomplished in part through the sharing of information with Save Our Streams programs, several local river associations, and through collaborative restoration projects such as those in the Roanoke River Basin, Madison County,  and through the Potomac Watershed Partnership, Rivanna Conservation Society, and urban Greenway/Blueway trail projects such as the work in Luray.  The Department of Forestry is supporting the county of Fauquier in the development of a riparian easement program.  The riparian forest buffer initiative is a major non-point source pollution reduction strategy for the ongoing Tributary Strategy process.  Several state lands projects are in the works, including a cooperative partnership with the local Soil and Water Conservation District and the Department of Forestry to achieve additional stream buffers at a correctional facility in Hanover.
The passage of the Water Quality Improvement Act in May 1999 established guidelines for model language about riparian buffers.  A survey to identify land trusts/conservancies was completed in June 2001 with the meeting of the Virginia United Land Trusts (VAULT) and followed with the publication of a conservation plan for Virginia that discusses both riparian forest buffers and conservation easements. Work is underway to document riparian buffer conservation on State and National Forest lands as well as to identify riparian buffers in easements held by land trusts and conservancies.  The Virginia Division of Natural Heritage has been given the task of tracking Virginia’s miles of conserved riparian buffers, including buffers in easements through U.S. Department of Agriculture programs.

Enhance Program Coordination and Accountability

The Virginia Riparian Buffer Work Group organized in October 1998 is continuing on task.  One the group’s accomplishments was realized with the signing of the Governor’s Executive Order 91 (2005) acknowledging the importance of riparian buffers for water quality and ecosystem health in Virginia.  One recommendation in the Order is the restoration of riparian buffers on state-owned lands.  Other accomplishments of the group have been a Memorandum of Agreement between American Forests and the Department of Forestry, and designation of the Department of Forestry and Soil and Water Conservation Districts as field contacts.  A riparian buffer sourcebook was developed and a webpage on buffers was added to the DOF website.  Efforts are underway to improve tracking of buffer restoration projects, including an on-line tracking tool developed by the Chesapeake Bay Program and upgrades to the Department of Forestry’s information management system.  

The Department of Forestry has created and filled a full-time staff position to focus on riparian buffers.  The Chesapeake Bay Coordinator works with state agencies and private groups to pursue the Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan goals.  Similar positions have been created in our partner states of Maryland and Pennsylvania and the Chesapeake Bay Program provides opportunities for interstate partnerships in promoting riparian buffers.   The Bay Program has hired a Riparian Specialist in Annapolis to concentrate on buffer issues throughout the Chesapeake watershed. 
A buffer survival study has been conducted at 10 sites in Virginia’s portion of the Potomac watershed including water monitoring to gauge the effectiveness of maturing buffer plantings.
Enhance Incentives

A variety of incentives have been created to encourage landowners to conserve or restore riparian buffers.  These include:

· Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) funding acquired from the U.S. Department of Agriculture in June 2000 is now extended through 2007. Virginia CREP is divided into two regions. The Chesapeake Bay CREP targets Virginia's entire Bay watershed and calls for the planting of 22,000 acres of riparian buffer and filter strips as well as 3,000 acres of wetland restoration. The Southern Rivers CREP targets watersheds outside the Bay drainage basin and will establish 13,500 acres of riparian buffer and filter strip plantings and 1,500 acres of wetland restoration.  There are added monetary incentives for landowners that have buffers that are at least one hundred feet wide and for those that agree to permanently protect these areas through conservation easements.
· Implementation of enabling legislation (H.B 1419 signed July 1998) authorizing tax incentives for riparian forest buffer lands in easements.  

· Enactment of a riparian buffer tax credit (2000) for individuals or S corporations who own land on which timber is harvested and who forbear timber harvesting on portions of land abutting waterways for fifteen consecutive years.  

· Local government revenue losses due to buffer land tax breaks made eligible for reimbursement from Water Quality Improvement Fund grants.

· Advocating enabling legislation to exempt riparian forest buffers from estate taxes.
· Encourage localities to use stormwater utility fees for establishing riparian buffers.  Riparian buffers are recognized as a creditable Best Management Practice in a developer’s required stormwater management plans.  
· Ongoing effort to consolidate and improve cost-share programs.  There has been significant improvement in the coordination of cost-share programs among agencies to date.  Within the Farm Bill, the Forest Land Enhancement Program and Environmental Quality Incentive Program target riparian plantings.

· Supporting flexibility in local subdivision and zoning requirements.

· Promotion of the expansion of local government land-use tools. 

· Continued efforts to increase funding for conservation through General Assembly appropriations to the Virginia Land Conservation Foundation.

· Recognition programs established through the Department of Conservation and Recreation watershed awards program and the Soil and Water Conservation District awards program.

Promote Education and Outreach

Education and outreach are critical to the ongoing success of buffer restoration and conservation in Virginia.  The state natural resources agencies continue to engage volunteer groups and nonprofit organizations.  A survey of such groups was completed in 1999 and numerous workshops have been conducted with information included on riparian buffers, the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, and other cost-share programs.  Riparian buffer information is incorporated in school curricula through the Department of Forestry’s Project Learning Tree.  The agencies promote activities by local watershed organizations.  For example, work with the Potomac Conservancy to sponsor Growing Native, a seed-collection program that involved hundreds of volunteers, resulted in tens of thousands of pounds of tree seeds collected for use by Department of Forestry nurseries.  Demonstration sites have been and continue to be established with a target that several be created in each major river basin.  Buffer information is distributed to local real estate associations, homebuilders associations, and local Chambers of Commerce.  Funds are being applied to marketing the riparian buffer initiatives in the lower Rappahannock River drainage including a staff position to serve as a Watershed Forester.   Department of Forestry (DOF) staff receives pertinent technical information for application to buffer promotion and establishment in their respective areas.  The DOF employs a Forest Hydrologist who communicates research findings to the public and agency staff.  Field personnel have attended DOF training through its Natural Resource Management Academy and visited the Bay Foundation’s Smith Island educational facility.   
Targeting, Tracking, and Research

Buffer restoration is emphasized where the greatest benefits can be achieved.  The availability of Geographic Information System mapping and higher resolution imagery (Virginia Base Map photography) has significantly improved our ability to prioritize restoration opportunities.  One application developed by the Department of Forestry, ForestRIM (Resource Information Mapper), is a web-based internet mapping program that shows the extent of forest buffers and is used to target and track riparian projects.  

Tracking responsibilities have been shared between the Department of Forestry (DOF) and the Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR), with DCR reporting state cost-share and CREP numbers to DOF and DOF tallying volunteer projects to achieve the final buffer totals.  Additional buffer projects accomplished by non-profit groups and through other wildlife and forestry cost-share programs are also reported.
Valuable research has been completed in Virginia and across the country on riparian forest buffers.  A multi-disciplinary research team coordinated by the Virginia Institute of Marine Sciences was established to address this issue.  Applications of research findings have improved our understanding of riparian forest buffer function and effectiveness in various physiographic settings.  We continue to examine the costs and benefits of riparian buffers, including a riparian buffer “attainment strategy” by the Department of Forestry and the Chesapeake Bay Program that looks at the costs of implementing the Bay state’s Tributary Strategy goals. Work continues through partnerships utilizing the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Agroforestry Center’s buffer targeting software and Virginia Commonwealth University’s INSTAR (Interactive Stream Resource Assessment) program to assess living resources’ responses to stream protection efforts.  There is an increased appreciation for the effectiveness of trees to remediate poor air quality in the state’s non-attainment areas.  Virginia’s goal to enlist the participation of localities in adopting formal urban canopy goals is progressing in Leesburg, Alexandria, Manassas, and Arlington and Fairfax counties.
RESTORATION ACCOMPLISHMENTS

[image: image1.wmf]From October 1996 to June 2005, the Commonwealth of Virginia has restored 2,707 miles of riparian buffer, of which 1,562 miles are located within the Chesapeake Bay watershed.  The chart below summarizes annual riparian buffer establishment for the Chesapeake Bay watershed and the Southern Rivers watersheds. Virginia’s Bay watershed goal of 610 miles by the year 2010 was met early.  A new goal of 10,000 miles was established by the Bay-partner states with Virginia committing to 3,200 miles in the Bay Watershed.  The map on the following page shows the locations of buffers installed across the state through June 2005.
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FUTURE CONSIDERATIONS

The Virginia Riparian Working Group will continue to work closely to fulfill the goals and objectives of the Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan.  The Department of Forestry will encourage and support riparian planting and protection on eligible state-owned lands.  Some of these lands have now been identified, and several sites have had buffers installed or had plans developed for implementation pending funding availability.  Technical assistance from the Department of Forestry, Soil and Water Conservation Districts, and the Natural Resources Conservation Service will continue to be provided to these state agencies and institutions to restore their riparian areas.  

Other objectives include:

· Continued documentation of the location and extent of riparian easements across Virginia. 
· Revision of the Commonwealth of Virginia’s Riparian Buffer Implementation Plan. 
· Pursue a Remote Sensing/Geographic Information System targeting of lands needing riparian buffers in the lower Rappahannock River basin to serve as a model for application to other waters.
· Assessment of buffer planting success and methods to evaluate five years of program progress.
· Research and quantification of vegetation survival, species selection, site preparation methods, and invasive species control within restored buffers.  

· Continued implementation of the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, now extended through 2007. 
· Development of implementation approaches for achieving the new Riparian Forest Buffer Directive calling for at least 3,200 new miles by 2010 and urban canopy goals in five localities.

· Partnering with the correctional facilities, the Virginia Department of Transportation, state educational institutions and others to achieve additional riparian buffer mileage.

· Continued collaboration on and promotion of Virginia’s Tributary Strategies.
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