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BACKGROUND REPORT 
Planning Commission Meeting 
July 2016 

 
Prepared by A. McGee 

PROJECT SUMMARY 
Tom and Anna Lawson desire to place several lots they own into a conservation easement. The future land 
use map shows that a portion of the property that they wish to place in easement is slated for medium 
density residential development. The Lawsons  are requesting a letter of support from the  Board of 
Supervisors as to whether or not placing their properties into a Conservation Easement is consistent with the 
goals of the Comprehensive Plan. 

PLANNING COMMISSION ACTION   
The Planning Commission is requested to make a recommendation to the Board of Supervisors as to the 
approval or denial of this request.  

STAFF COMMENTS 
The Lawsons first approached staff with a request to put all of their land holdings in conservation easement 
through the Virginia Outdoors Foundation.  In order for VOF to take a property into the easement program, its 
permanent protection must be in compliance with the current comprehensive plan. Staff was unable to provide 
an affirmative response when asked, as required by state code, if this request was in compliance.  This was due 
to the  fact that much of the property in question was located in an area designated for Rural Low Density and 
Medium Density Residential development on the Future Land Use map located in the Comprehensive Plan and 
portions of the property are served by public water and sewer, and lastly, portions of the property are zoned 
Residential (R-1). A meeting was held on November 5, 2015 between staff, the Lawsons, and the VOF to discuss 
alternative methods to achieve the Lawsons’ goals for their property. The VOF informed staff that in other 
localities, citizens request confirmation in writing from an  elected body, that while the conservation easement 
may be inconsistent with the Future Land Use map, other characteristics of the property would support the 
conservation of land in accordance with the overall goals of the comprehensive plan.   
 
After some discussion regarding the conservation easement being granted on all of the parcels owned by the 
Lawsons, the request was amended  to include only the tax map numbers listed below, as opposed to the 
entirety of the properties owned by the Lawsons. 
 
An important aspect of the Lawsons’ request is the fact that Tinker Creek goes through their property. This 
leaves portions of all of the parcels in the current request within FEMA designated Flood Zone A. New 
construction is heavily restricted in flood zones by the Flood Hazard Overlay District, adopted to the County 
Zoning Ordinance in compliance with federal flood zone regulations. This does not completely limit new 
development of parcels 87-72, 87-76, and 87-83, but would impede the kinds of development that could take 
place there. 
 
Lastly, parcels 87-71 and 87-72 abut parcel 87-71A, which is owned by the National Forest Service and buffers 
the Appalachian Trail. Several maps of the properties in question are attached to this background report. 
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The principle concern that staff has regarding this request is the presence of a sewer line, which runs through 
these parcels. Parcels served by water or sewer in the county are typically slated for residential or 
commercial development. Developing areas which already have utility service is a smart plan in that it saves 
tax dollars by using existing infrastructure investments efficiently. It is staff’s belief that the designation of 
many of the Lawsons’ parcels as slated for future Medium Density Residential development is due to the 
presence of this sewer line. 
 

APPLICATION INFORMATION 
Applicant:  Tom and Anna Lawson 
Request:      Conservation Easement Determination 
Tax Map Numbers: 87-71, 87-72, 87-75, 87-76, 87-83 
Magisterial District:   Amsterdam 
Report Prepared By:  A. McGee 
PC Meeting:    July 11, 2016  
BOS Meeting:     July 26, 2016 
 
LEGAL ADVERTISEMENT 
No advertisement required. 
 
2010 COMPREHENSIVE PLAN  
The 2010 Comprehensive Plan identifies the future land use in this area as Agricultural, Rural Low Density 
Residential and Medium Density Residential.             

 
Agricultural 
This category includes land areas in the rural portions of the County where agricultural and forestal 
uses are the dominant land use. Large lot single family development may now exist within some of 
these areas. Future development of these properties at densities higher than allowed by the current 
agricultural zoning is not encouraged. 
 
Rural Low Density Residential 
This category includes areas where larger lot residential development is encouraged, as a transition 
between the County’s agricultural and medium density residential areas. Such development generally 
lacks public water and/or sewer. 
 
Medium Density Residential 
This category includes areas where suburban patterns of residential development have occurred and 
are encouraged to occur in the future. Although single family homes are the predominant land use in 
this category, higher density residential development such as townhomes and apartments may also be 
suitable. Allowable future densities in these areas should be based upon the availability and adequacy 
of public facilities and the compatibility of the proposed land use with surrounding properties. Public 
water and/or sewer typically serve or are planned for these areas. Most of these areas are and will be 
located in the southern portions of the county. 
 

EXISTING CONDITIONS & BACKGROUND 
The following properties contained within the current Lawson request are currently zoned Residential (R-1) 
and are shown on the Future Land Use map as being Medium Density Residential: 87-76, a portion of 87-75, 
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and a portion of 87-71. Staff estimates that this includes around 13 acres of the request. The boundary for 
Medium Density Residential properties on the Future Land Use map is approximately equivalent to the 
boundary for the current R-1 zoning for these parcels. 
 
The remainder of 87-75, as well as parcel 87-83, are shown on the Future Land Use map as being Rural Low 
Density residential. This constitutes approximately 5 acres of the request. 
 
The remaining properties, the remainder of 87-71 and parcel 87-72, are zoned Agricultural (A-1) and shown on 
the Future Land Use map as being Agricultural. Staff estimates this constitutes around 27 acres of the request. 
The entire acreage therefore totals around 45 acres. 
 
The Lawsons’ initial request included the following properties, which are not included in the current request: 
87-80&81, 87B(2)BK4-12, 87B(2)BK6-1, 87B(2)BK6-2, and 87B(2)BK6-5. Of those properties, only 87-80&81 was 
zoned Agricultural, and this parcel is shown as Low Density Residential on the Future Land Use map. The Future 
Land Use map designation for Low Density Residential development follows the railroad tracks north to 
Blacksburg Road. 
 
Tinker Creek crosses the property, and portions of all of the parcels in the current request are within FEMA 
designated Flood Zone A. New construction is heavily restricted in flood zones by the Flood Hazard Overlay 
District, adopted to the County Zoning Ordinance in compliance with federal flood zone regulations. This does 
not completely limit new development of parcels 87-72, 87-76, and 87-83, but would restrict the kinds of 
development that could take place there. 
 
Lastly, parcels 87-71 and 87-72 abut parcel 87-71A, which is owned by the National Forest Service and buffers 
the Appalachian Trail. Several maps of the properties in question are attached to this background report. 
 
UTILITIES 
One concern regarding this request is the presence of a sewer line which runs through these parcels. Parcels 
served by water or sewer in the county are typically slated for residential or commercial development. 
Developing areas which already have utility service is a smart plan in that it saves tax dollars by using existing 
infrastructure investments efficiently. The designation of the Lawsons’ parcels as Medium Density Residential 
in the Comprehensive Plan is in part due to the presence of this sewer line and nearby public water availability. 
 
ADJACENT PROPERTIES AND SURROUNDING AREA 
The properties in question are adjacent to the Green Acres subdivision, a Residential (R-1) development. A 
railroad bisects the Lawsons’ property going north to south. This railroad runs parallel to Tinker Creek and the 
aforementioned sewer line. To the west of the railroad, the land use is predominantly agricultural. The 
Appalachian Trail is also to the west of the railroad. Information regarding the surrounding properties is 
included in the table below. 
 

 Zoning Owner (Land Use) 
North Agricultural (A-1) Agriculture/Natural Area/Single-family Dwelling 
East Residential (R-1) Green Acres subdivision 

West 
Agricultural (A-1), Forest 

Conservation (FC) Agriculture/Natural Area/Single-family Dwelling, Appalachian Trail 

South  Residential (R-1), 
Agricultural (A-1) Green Acres subdivision, Agriculture/Natural Area/Single-family Dwelling 
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PROPOSED ACTION 
The Planning Commission is requested to make a recommendation to the Board of Supervisors as to a letter 
in support or opposition of the conservation easement. 
 
 
DRAFT MOTIONS 
 

Approval:   
 
I move that the request by the Lawsons be forwarded to the Board of Supervisors with a 
recommendation of support for placing the selected parcels into a conservation easement  on the basis 
that the conservation easement in question is consistent with the overall vision of the Comprehensive 
Plan. 
 
Denial: 
 
I move that the request by the Lawsons be forwarded to the Board of Supervisors with a 
recommendation of opposition to place the selected parcels into a conservation easement  on the 
basis that the conservation easement in question is not consistent with the overall vision of the 
Comprehensive Plan. 
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