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INTRODUCTION
Agriculture is Virginia’s largest industry by many 
metrics — economic impact, jobs, and land area 
— it also represents the largest source of nutrient 
and sediment pollution reaching Virginia’s local 
streams, rivers, and the Chesapeake Bay.1 Fortunately, 
addressing these pollution loads offers an opportunity 
to improve the Commonwealth’s natural resources 
while also enhancing the positive economic impact of 
agriculture.  Over the past three decades Virginia has 
helped farmers reduce nutrient pollution by funding 
the Virginia Agricultural Cost Share Program (VACS). 
This voluntary program offers funding for farmers 
to accomplish a wide suite of practices that reduce 
pollution while offering benefits to the farmer and 
supporting local job creation. Although Virginia has 
made substantial progress, historic funding levels have 
fallen far short of demand. 

BACKGROUND
For many of Virginia’s waterways with poor water 
quality, nutrient, sediment, and bacteria pollution 
are to blame. The Chesapeake Bay is impaired for 
nutrients and sediment, and monitoring shows that 
nearly half of Virginia’s rivers and streams also have 
bacterial impairments. All of these pollutants negatively 
impact Virginia’s local waterways in unique ways. 
Nutrient pollution causes excessive algal blooms that 
degrade water quality and suffocates fish and shellfish. 
Sediment pollution buries important habitats at the 
bottom of our waterways, including gravel spawning 
beds for trout, mussel beds, and oyster reefs and blocks 
sunlight from underwater grasses. Bacterial pollution 
makes rivers and streams unsafe for swimming, 
recreation and shellfish harvests. 

As the largest source of nutrient and sediment 
pollution to the Chesapeake Bay, the agriculture sector 
plays a critical role in Virginia’s plan to clean up the 
Chesapeake Bay and address local stream health. The 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed Implementation Plan 
(WIP) and the 2020 Virginia General Assembly (HB1422/
SB704) set a distinct timeline for farmers to protect 
their streams and the Bay by installing voluntary 
conservation practices on their lands. However, to 
meet this timeline, farmers need sufficient financial 
and technical support from a fully-funded Virginia 
Agricultural Cost-Share Program. 

 
The Virginia Department of Conservation and 
Recreation administers VACS through the Soil and 
Water Conservation Board and Virginia’s 47 Soil and 
Water Conservation Districts. The Districts’ experienced 
staff work with farmers and landowners to identify the 
biggest problems facing local water quality, provide 
technical assistance in addressing those problems 
through conservation practices, and help to cover 
the cost of installation. VACS has assisted thousands 
of farmers in implementing more than 50 different 
types of best management practices (BMPs) to keep 
pollution from reaching Virginia’s waterways.2 These 
BMPs include stream fencing to keep livestock out 
of streams while providing alternative water sources; 
nutrient management plans, which help ensure 
farmers use a sustainable amount of fertilizer; riparian 
grass and forested buffers; conservation tillage; cover 
crops; and, many other practices essential to protecting 
Virginia’s streams, lakes, rivers, and bays. 

Investments in these agricultural BMPs not only 
improve water quality, but they create local jobs and 
deliver economic benefits for rural communities. 
Livestock exclusion from streams prevents calf losses 
and improves herd health.3 Increased efficiency of 
nutrient application helps reduce fertilizer loss while 
improving crop yield. Conservation tillage, cover 
crops, rotational grazing, and other practices further 
improve soil health and productivity.4 And, reduced 
agricultural runoff protects critically important sources 
of drinking water, mitigating against the risks that 
rural communities and communities of color face from 
aging and insufficient water infrastructure.5 At a time 
when Virginia’s farming community has been hard 
hit by market, trade, and supply chain disruptions, 
agricultural producers need to see a renewed 
commitment by the Commonwealth to invest in clean 
water and agriculture. 

Every other year, the Virginia Department of 
Conservation and Recreation — working with farmers, 

      MEETING OUR CHESAPEAKE BAY CLEAN-UP GOALS

INVESTMENTS IN AGRICULTURAL BEST MANAGEMENT 
PRACTICES NOT ONLY IMPROVE WATER QUALITY, BUT THEY 
CREATE LOCAL JOBS AND DELIVER ECONOMIC BENEFITS FOR 
RURAL COMMUNITIES.



POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fund the Virginia Agricultural Cost-Share 
Program at the documented need of at 
least $100 million per year according to the 
Agricultural Needs Assessment.

Provide sufficient and stable funding 
for technical assistance by Soil and Water 
Conservation Districts.

Uphold consistent and adequate annual 
funding to ensure certainty for Virginia farmers 
and those who help them.

Remain strong in Virginia’s commitment 
to maintain, enforce, and, where possible, 
improve our agricultural water quality and 
conservation initiatives. 

the Soil and Water Conservation Districts, and other 
stakeholders — compiles an Agricultural Needs 
Assessment detailing how much investment is needed 
for agricultural BMPs across the Commonwealth. 
The most recent assessment shows that, in order to 
maximize benefits to local and downstream waterways 
and Virginia communities, we need to fully fund VACS 
at no less than $100 million per year.6 During the 2020 
General Assembly, legislators approved $95 million 
for agriculture water quality programs over two years, 
including $4.5 million each year for technical assistance 
- the boots-on-the-ground at the Districts that make 
these programs possible. Several important pieces of 
legislation were also passed that advance water quality 
goals for agriculture. However, due to the budget 
uncertainty resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
almost $40 million has been put on hold. 

CONCLUSION
Historically, Virginia’s funding for agricultural BMPs 
and associated technical assistance has fluctuated 
significantly from year to year but has always fallen far 
below the state’s documented need. Strong, sustained 
funding at the level identified in the Agricultural Needs 
Assessment will improve water quality and invest 
in agricultural economies in hard-hit communities 
across the Commonwealth, both in and beyond the 
Chesapeake Bay Watershed.

VOLUNTEERS WITH THE PIEDMONT ENVIRONMENTAL COUNCIL AND FRIENDS 
OF THE RAPPAHANNOCK PLANT TREES AS PART OF A RIPARIAN BUFFER ON A 
VIRGINIA FARM. 
Image credit: Piedmont Environmental Council


