
Objective 4:  Protect the biological diversity and ecological integrity of the County in 
both the Rural Area and Development Areas. 

 
Biological diversity “biodiversity” for short, is defined as “the diversity of life in all its forms, and at all 
levels of organization”. The most common ways of viewing biodiversity include species diversity, genetic 
diversity, and ecosystem diversity.   
 
The health of biological systems is often indicated by the amount of native variety they contain.  Native 
species have evolved to live in their current habitats and, generally, the more diverse a system is, the 
healthier it is.  The breadth of species creates strength for all species; when a species is lost, it signals a 
change that may affect all species.  
 
Biodiversity is important to human populations.  
Protection of biodiversity is important in 
both the Development Areas and the Rural 
Area.  Because the quantity of resources is 
so much greater in the Rural Area, most of 
the efforts in protecting biodiversity are 
focused in the Rural Area.  Different efforts 
to protect biodiversity exist for the 
Development Areas, such as identifying 
key species or systems that might be 
impacted by new development and 
considering how they should be protected.  
Preservation of environmental corridors, 
such as those shown on Parks and Green 
Systems plans in Development Area 
Master Plans, helps to maintain 
biodiversity in the Development Areas.  Equally important is the preservation of wooded corridors that 
extend from the Rural Area into the Development Areas.  
 
There are a variety of threats to biodiversity, ranging from the local to the global scale.  An ongoing 
threat in Albemarle County and beyond is habitat fragmentation.  When large patches of habitat are 
fragmented into smaller areas, species dependent on large “interior” habitats or ranges cannot survive.  
As shown in Figure 4, the size of the interior habitat is reduced, minimizing area for food, cover, and 
movement.  Fragmentation also reduces viability for species.  Loss of safe passages between habitats 
(shown in picture B of Figure 5) prevents species from reaching needed habitats or recolonizing habitats 
that have lost those species.  
 
 

 
 

Figure 4: Illustration of Habitat Size and Biodiversity 

Figure 5: Illustration of Habitat Range and Connectivity 

Source: Linfield College Department of Sustainability, Linfield, 
OR. Used with permission. 
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Conversion of wildlife habitat to land uses 
that remove the key elements for survival 
result in many fewer native species and 
pose the greatest threat to biodiversity.  As 
discussed in the Rural Area Chapter (page 
18), there is potential for much residential 
development in the Rural Area, which could 
negatively affect biodiversity. 
 
Aquatic habitats are also degraded by soil 
erosion when land is cleared for develop-
ment.  As a result, aquatic life declines and 
affects the health of rivers and streams.  
Any effort to protect the quality of ecosys-
tems must include both terrestrial (land-

based) and aquatic (water-based) ecosys-
tems. 

 
While the most important areas for biodiversity are in the Rural Area, the Development Areas also have a 
role to play in biodiversity protection.  The most important features to protect in the Development Areas 
are wooded riparian areas, wetlands, and habitat corridors.  
  

Strategy 4a:  Implement the Action Plan for Biodiversity including protection of significant areas of 
biological importance in the County.   
 
The Natural Heritage Committee (formerly the Biodiversity Committee) was appointed by the Board of 
Supervisors in 2005 to create and maintain the County's Biodiversity Assessment, advise the Board of 
Supervisors, the Planning Commission, and County staff on applying biodiversity information to land-
use decision-making, and support biodiversity education in the County.  Their mission is to help maintain 
and restore the County's native biological diversity and provide a healthy environment for the citizens 
of Albemarle County.   
 
After adoption of the 2015 Comprehensive Plan, County staff worked with the Natural Heritage 
Committee to develop a Biodiversity Action Plan which is included in the Reference Documents section 
of this document (hyperlink).  
 
 
 
The BAP should be reviewed and updated on a regular basis to account for changing conditions and 
to incorporate new knowledge and data.  The BAP was intended to cover a five year period and 
should be reviewed and updated as needed in 2023.  
 
The strategies that follow provide specific ways to protect and conserve biodiversity in Albemarle 
County.  
 

A:  A well connected landscape.  B:  A poorly connected landscape.   
Source:  Federal Interagency Stream Restoration Working Group (FISRWG) 
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Strategy 4b:  Use existing tools (e.g., conservation easements), develop strategies, and implement new 
voluntary conservation programs to protect lands in the three conservation focus areas, other conserva-
tion targets (e.g., examples of the five key ecosystems described below, large forest blocks or other 
intact, important habitat), and lands that can serve as habitat corridors or connections among important 
habitat areas.   
 
The BAP identifies three areas of the County that are rich in biodiversity and have significant 
conservation value (see Figure 8).    Five types of ecosystems are also identitifed as key for conserving 
biodiversity:  1) forests, 2) outcrops, bluffs, and other xeric habitats, 3) relict Piedmont prairies and 
grasslands, 4) rivers, streams, and riparian areas, and 5) wetlands.  These ecosystems may be important 
conservation targets regardless of their location.  That is, they do not need to be located within the 
conservation focus areas to merit protection.  Similarly, lands that can connect areas of habitat may be 
important conservation targets regardless of location in the County. 
 
The County’s conservation easement programs, Acquisition of Conservation Easements (ACE) and Albe-
marle Conservation Easement Authority (ACEA), can be effective tools for helping conserve biodiversity.  
In addition to revising the criteria for these programs to include biodiversity values (as stated in Strat-
egy 4e of this chapter), these programs should be evaluated.  This is consistent with Strategy 5d of this 
chapter and Strategies 2b, 2d, 2e, and 2f (hyperlink) of the Rural Area chapter. 

 
Other land and resource protection tools should be investigated for use in Albemarle County.  Including 
Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) as well as other proactive resource protection tools 
 
Strategy 4c:  Protect and conserve natural resources on County-owned land to enhance biodiversity.   
 
Public lands provide opportunity to test and evaluate biodiversity enhasement.  There are XX,XXX 
publicly owned acres in Albemarle County.  Public lands and the ways they are managed play an 
important role in protecting open space, wildlife habitat, and biodiversity.  Several land management 
practices, if implemented consistently on publicly-owned land, will contribute to enhancing biodiversity.  
Examples include controlling non-native invasive species, using locally native plants in landscaping, pro-
moting natural plant communities on site when possible (e.g., establishing native grassland habitat in 
place of turf or large lawn areas), maintaining wide riparian buffers along waterways, and reducing 
stormwater runoff.   
 
 
 
Strategy 4d:  Preserve/repopulate existing vegetation in areas shown as Parks and Green Systems on 
Development Area Master Plans. 
 
Each Development Area Master Plan describes the importance of preserving stream corridors and other 
environmentally sensitive areas.  Wooded areas, riparian areas, and undeveloped well-vegetated 
land connecting these areas help retain habitat corridors. 
 
Strategy 4e:  Review and consider revising criteria for ACE (Acquisition of Conservation Easement Pro-
gram) and ACEA (Albemarle Conservation Easement Authority, formerly the Public Recreational 
Facilities Authority) easement applications to more accurately identify biodiversity resources and con-
servation needs.   
 
Strategy 4f:  Evaluate opportunities to conserve and protect high priority Important Sites in the County. 
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Important Sites are defined as “locations of special plant communities, unusual habitats, or species rare 
to scarce in the County.”  An initial list of Important Sites was developed by the Biodiversity Work 
Group in 2004.  The Natural Heritage Committee (NHC) has maintained and revised the list in the 
ensuing years.  Appendix C of the BAP provides descriptions of all 53 sites and a list of the 24 high 
priority sites.  Map 3 of the BAP shows generalized locations of the sites.   
 
 
Strategy 4g:  Encourage the use of locally native plants in landscaping to protect and provide habitat 
for native biodiversity, to save water, and to connect landowners to the local ecosystem.  
 
The use of locally native plants in landscaping, land management, and development projects is im-
portant to protect native biodiversity against invasive species, to save water compared to plantings 
not adapted to the local climate, to provide additional habitat for native species, and to help connect 
residents to the local ecosystems.  In 2012, Albemarle County Department of General Services (since 
renamed Facilities and Environmental Services) staff developed a native plants database and currently 
strives to plant at least 80% native plants in County projects.  Community Development Department 
staff should also encourage use of native plants in conjunction with the site development process. 
 
Strategy 4h:  Collaborate with resource management agencies, partners, and landowners to manage 
non-native invasive species to reduce their impacts and limit their spread.  
 
 
Strategy 4i:  Evaluate inclusion of aquatic and riparian habitat enhancement with strategies for water 
quality when developing the comprehensive water resources plan.   
 
 
The County’s network of rivers, streams, and riparian areas are a vital component of regional biodi-
versity, as stated under Strategy 4b of this chapter.  Efforts should be evaluated to protect these 
resources, for purposes of both improving water quality and protecting biodiversity.   
 
Strategy 4j:  Increase the community’s awareness of the importance of biodiversity to encourage 
protection of biological resources. 
 
Volunteers and the County can support private conservation efforts by developing and disseminating 
educational and technical material to the general public, developers, and private land owners, including 
residents of the Development Areas.  The material should contain information on the value of 
biodiversity and voluntary techniques that can be used to protect biological resources located on their 
land.  
 
Strategy 4k:  Continue to collaborate with federal, State, and regional partners, who have geographic 
information on biological resources, to help build a biodiversity inventory.  
 

Strategy 4l:   Evaluate County Resources (staff) required to implement Natural Resources Chapter. 
 
Staff is in a unique situation to help make the connections between science, conservation management, 
and planning in the County.  Staff time for conservation enables the County to be more effective and 
ensure that resources expended on these programs are put to the best use. 
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Strategy 4m:  Develop indicators and monitor data that reflect the state of biodiversity in the County.  
Regularly repeat the land use/land-cover data-gathering process (as begun in 2009) for the purpose 
of monitoring landscape changes. 
 

 
 
 (The maps below will become Figures 6, 7 and 8 after review & editing is complete.)  
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