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INTRODUCTION

LEGAL BASIS FOR COMPREHENSIVE PLANNING

Authority for local government planning in the Commonwealth of Virginia is contained
in the Code of Virginia, 1950, as amended, Title 15.1 Counties, Cities and Towns, Chapter 11.
As a Dillion Rule state, local government authority is limited to that provided for in the Code.
Therefore the tools available to local governments to carry out planning vary from those in
other states and can vary within the Commonwealth. Some of the major points are presented
here, but the reader may wish to review the complete code. Section 15.1-427 begins with the
General Assembly’s declaration of legislative intent relative to establishing laws for planning,
subdivision of land and zoning:

This chapter is intended to encourage local governments to improve public health, safety,
convenience and welfare of its citizens and to plan for the future development of communities
to the end that transportation systems be carefully planned; that new community centers be
developed with adequate highway, utility, health, educational, and recreational facilities; that
the needs of agriculture, industry and business be recognized in future growth; that residential
areas be provided with healthy surrounding for family life; that agricultural and forestal land
be preserved; and that the growth of the community be consonant with the efficient and
economical use of public funds.

Local planning commissions were required for every county and municipality as of July
1, 1976. Section 15.1-446.1 states: "The local commission shall prepare and recommend a
comprehensive plan for the physical development of the territory within its jurisdiction.” As
of July 1, 1980, every governing body in the Commonwealth was required to adopt a
comprehensive plan.

The purpose of the comprehensive plan, as set forth in Section 15.1-446.1, is to "guide
and accomplish a coordinated, adjusted and harmonious development of the territory which will,
in accordance with present and probable future needs and resources best promote the health,
safety, morals, order, convenience, prosperity and general welfare of the inhabitants."

The format of a comprehensive plan is not specified in the Code, that is left up to the
localities.

The Plan, "...with the accompanying maps, plats, charts, and descriptive matter, shows
the commission’s long-range recommendations for the general development of the territory
covered by the plan, including the location of proposed recycling centers.” In accordance with
the Code, it may include, but need not be limited to:
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INTRODUCTION

1. The designation of areas for various types of public and private development and
use, such as different kinds of residential, business, industrial, agricultural,
conservation, recreation, public service, flood plain and drainage, and other
areas;

2. The designation of a system of transportation facilities such as streets, roads, -
highways, parkways, railways, bridges, viaducts, waterways, airports, terminals,
and other like facilities;

3. ‘The designation of a system of community service facilities such as parks, forests,
schools, playgrounds, public buildings and institutions, hospitals, community
centers, waterworks, sewage disposal or waste disposal areas and the like;

4, The designation of historical areas and areas for urban renewal or other
treatment;
5. The designation of areas for the implementation of reasonable groundwater

protection measures;

6. An official map, a capital improvements program, a subdivision ordinance, and
a zoning ordinance and zoning district maps; and

7. The designation of areas for the implementation of measures to promote
construction and maintenance of affordable housing.

Once adopted, the comprehensive plan is to be reviewed by the planning commission at
least once every five years to determine whether is is advisable to amend the plan.

The legal status of a plah, once approved and adopted by the governing body, is that
"...it shall control the general or approximate location, character and extent of each feature
shown on the plan." Section 15.1-456

BACKGROUND

The Shenandoah County Comprehensive Plan 1990 was prepared in the early 1970’s by
staff of the then Division of State Planning and Community Affairs for the recently formed
County Planning Commission. It was adopted November 13, 1973 with little public input or
comment. Growth and development was relatively new for the County. From 1950 to 1965,
less than 100 lots per year were added in the rural county, but between 1966 and 1970 4,280
lots were created on 3,344 acres. Another 1,505 lots were added between 1970 and 1975.
Development of the interstate highway system opened the County to retirement and second
home development from Washington, D.C. and other metropolitan areas of Virginia. The
comprehensive planning process and implementing ordinances offered the County a way to deal
with growth.



INTRODUCTION

Although a subdivision ordinance was passed in 1972 prior to adoption of the plan, a
zoning ordinance, as recommended by the plan, failed in its first attempt. In 1977, due to
faster population growth than anticipated, a plan review was prepared by the staff of the Lord
Fairfax Planning District Commission and published as a supplement to the plan. Although
additional growth of 5,300 population by 1990 was projected, it was concluded that "Even with
greater land needs based on the expected increased population, the areas shown on the land use
plan map ... still exceed the newest estimates of need in each land use category.” Commission
staff also began working with the Planning Commission on a zoning ordinance.

In 1978, the County Zoning Ordinance was adopted, implementing with the designation
of the zoning districts, areas of the future land use map. Because a conservative approach was
taken in the designation of land, the County did not create a legacy of vested rights as many
counties did in their initial zoning. Wide areas of other counties were put in three-acre
residential zoning because of optimistic growth projections in the 1960’s and 1970’s. The
technology of package treatment plants and the cost of private water supplies were relatively
low, giving the impression housing development could go anywhere. Groundwater protection
and soil limitations for septic systems were not issues at that time. The 1990 plan included 12
rural development centers outside the towns, each having 500 to 1000 residents on package
treatment plants.

During the next ten years County planning focused on economic issues and
administration of existing ordinances. The Towns, with the exception of Toms Brook,
developed their own plans and implementing ordinances. Due to increasing environmental
regulations and the limitations of County soils for septic systems, the importance of the Towns
as suppliers of central services increased. The multi-center concept of growth proposed in the
1973 plan was proving valid for the towns, but rural development did not concentrate around
rural centers because there were no public facilities.

COMPREHENSIVE PLAN UPDATE PROCESS

In this environment, the work of updating the information base for the comprehensive
plan was undertaken by the Lord Fairfax Planning District Commission staff. An analysis was
made of the six existing comprehensive plans (county and towns) and available data sources.

The 1990 Plan consisted of two parts with five sections each. The content easily
converted to a ten section format compatible with the town and regional plans. Natural
Resources, Housing and Implementation were kept as individual sections. Alternative
Development Concepts was added to Land Use. Sections "1. Population and Economy" and
"2. Community Facilities and Transportation Facilities" were divided into four separate sections.
A "Growth Management Policies" sections combined the "Goals and Objectives" and "The
Plan" sections. The "Estimation of Future Space Needs" was not updated, since the original
methodology was not effective in actually projecting what might happen.

X1



INTRODUCTION

A major problem with local government comprehensive plans is that they are bound
- documents which can not easily be updated section by section as data becomes available. A
looseleaf format, such as developed for the County marketing book, was chosen. Using
individually numbered sections allows topics to be expanded upon and be inserted as updates,
without affecting the structure of any other plan sections. By extension and reference, the plan
can utilize other supporting documents. To extend the plan, a second 20 year horizon was
picked, the year 2010. To the extent possible, information and mapping developed for the
Virginia Community Certification Program was used in preparation of the plan analyses.

The Shenandoah County Comprehensive Plan Committee was organized from members
of the Planning Commission, Economic Development Council, and Board of Supervisors as an
ad hoc group. They reviewed the plan sections: Regional Setting & History; Natural Resources;
Land Use; Economy; Population; Housing; Community Facilities; and Transportation. The
goals of the 1973 plan were reviewed along with examples from Clarke County and Front
Royal. It was recognized that the key to a successful community planning effort is agreement
on the long-term goals which represent the vision for the future of the County. Proposed goal
statements were developed for the Planning Commission and the Board of Supervisors to apply
for guidance in decisions affecting the County’s growth through the year 2010.

The Shenandoah County Comprehensive Plan Committee used the data and projections
of plan sections 1 through 8 to identify issues and draft recommended growth management
policy options as a means of achieving the goals. A citizen participation process was developed
and implemented. Beginning in December, 1989, meetings were held with representatives from
each incorporated town in the County. The Extension Service was asked to summarize the
elements of the draft comprehensive plan for a series of six advertised public meetings. These
were held throughout the County in February and March, 1990. The presentations were made
to explain the planning process to date; to present the proposed growth management policies
prepared by the Committee; and to stimulate public comment on the issues. After this process
was completed, Section 10, Implementation was prepared as part of the May, 1990 draft.

An advertised Public Hearing was held on the draft plan on June 19, 1990. The
Comprehensive Plan Committee, having completed the task of proposing the 2010 Plan was
ended and the Planning Commission took responsibility for completing the plan. A citizens
review committee process was developed and comments about the May, 1990 draft were
incorporated into a November 1990 draft as proposed amendments to amend the 1990 Plan to
become the 2010 Plan.

The Citizens Review Committee consisted of persons appointed from each district by the
Planning Commissioners, the Planning Commission, and three members of the Board of
Supervisors. An organizational meeting of the committee was held and complete copies of the
draft plan distributed. The committee was divided into three groups so that each group could
concentrate its review on specific plan sections. Three additional meetings were held, and all
of the comments and questions of the committee were incorporated into the draft plan sections.
Individual meetings were then held with each group to review those specific sections and to be
sure that all comments and concerns were addressed.

xii



INTRODUCTION

As a part of the committee’s work, a subsection to the draft plan was developed which
describes Shenandoah County twenty years from now, based on a concensus of aspirations and
projection of trends.

SHENANDOAH COUNTY 2010 - "THE VISION"

Shenandoah County, Virginia lies at the heart of the I-81 growth corridor between
Hagerstown, Maryland and Staunton, Virginia. It offers a unique alternative life style to the
megalopolis that characterizes much of the Mid-Atlantic section of the United States today.
Over the last twenty-five years it has experienced steady, moderate population growth, yet has
generally maintained its traditional rural landscape. At least 85 percent of the County is
forested or in agricultural usages. Seven compact towns and villages lie along the historic
Valley Turnpike (U.S. Route 11). A diverse and thriving economic base and predominantly
middle class population have ameliorated many of the socio-economic ills that plague several
other parts of the Mid-Atlantic. Shenandoah County residents and visitors alike have always
appreciated their quality of life. Today, it is obvious that this quality of life is better than ever.

The landscape of Shenandoah County is highly influenced by Mother Nature, traditional
Germanic settlement patterns and historical transportation routes. The mountain ridges and
primary roads all run in a northeast-southwest direction. Two sparsely populated valleys--Cedar
Creek and Fort--define the western and eastern flanks of the County, respectively. The Little
North and Massanutten mountain ranges are almost entirely forested. The central Shenandoah
River Valley (North Fork) has a relatively high rural population density for Virginia because
of the Germanic origins of its settlers, but still has a very open, agricultural feeling.

The towns and villages are compact and focus on historic districts which contain two
hundred year old plus architecture. Seven of these towns and villages cluster in a line along
U.S. Route 11 and Interstate 81. Much of the northern top of the County is within the
Shenandoah County National Battlefield Park, but is protected by an overlay zone, not public
ownership. The New Market Battlefield, in the southern tip of the County, is owned by the
Virginia Military Institute. A water conservation-open space system created by an overlay zone
over the County’s river, streams, and wetlands ties the north-south axis of the Shenandoah River
with the east-west axis of its tributary streams.

Over the last twenty years, the citizens have utilized the capital and energy created by
steady population and economic growth to improve on their heritage. Agriculture--in particular
capital-intensive specialized agriculture--was encouraged and actively promoted by government
and the general public. Shenandoah County is now a nationally recognized location for
farmstead gourmet food/beverage production. Poultry and fish farming are extremely important
economic activities. New residents who were not interested in agricultural life styles have
tended to locate in urbanized areas, either in restored historic buildings or in compact
developments which have urban utilities and services. Only non-polluting industries are
recruited into the County. Strict water and air pollution regulations have been enforced with
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INTRODUCTION

new and old industry alike. Several community facilities such as libraries, schools, and teen
centers have been constructed to correct past deficiencies. All of these are networked with
activities at the Shenandoah Armory, which functions as a county-wide civic center. The "good
life" enjoyed by Shenandoah Valley residents for two hundred and fifty years continues on into
the Twenty-first Century.

The general goals were re-worded in accordance with committee recommendations, and
follow below. The entire draft plan was then re-printed so that the committee could review it
in its entirety.

GENERAL DEVELOPMENT GOALS

GOAL 1 - Retain the rural and open-space character of the unincorporated area of the
County.

GOAL 2 -  Preserve and enhance the environmental quality and historic features of the
County and its quality of life.

GOAL 3 -  Guide, and direct growth into and around the towns and areas served by the road
network and other public facilities, while preserving the rural and open space
character of those areas outside of public service areas.

GOAL 4 -  Encourage the concentration of economic development within the public service
areas.

GOAL 5 - Promote affordable housing for all segments of the population, particularly for
semi-skilled and unskilled workers.

GOAL 6 -  Provide for the improvement of the road network and other public facilities and
for the delivery of necessary public services consistent with these goals.

GOAL 7 -  Integrate transportation planning with land use planning.

Following the citizens review committee meeting, another advertised public hearing was
held on November 25th. Several suggestions were made in the format and contents of Sections
9 and 10, and they were incorporated.

After the Planning Commission recommended approval of the Plan at its meeting of
December 5, 1991, it was adopted by the Board of Supervisors on December 10, 1991.
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