
The Nature Conservancy
Protecting Our Virginia

Blue Ridge Mountains. Chesapeake Bay. Atlantic Ocean. Ask Virginians what we love about our home state, 
and the answers inevitably turn to our iconic lands and waters. 

Thanks to visionary supporters such as the Universal Leaf Foundation, The Nature Conservancy (TNC) has 
protected nearly 350,000 acres of the commonwealth’s most important lands and waters. More than a third are 
public lands open for everyone to enjoy, as are many TNC preserves.

Pursuing our mission to protect the lands and waters on which all life depends, TNC tackles the most urgent 
environmental challenges of our time. How do we protect clean, abundant water for drinking, growing food and 
fueling industry? How do we conserve forest and marine life, while still using wood products and harvesting 
seafood? How do we achieve a stable climate, prosperous economy and resilient communities? 

As world population fast approaches 9 billion, putting unprecedented pressures on natural resources in Virginia 
and around the world, we have only a short time to get things right. 

RESTORING OUR LAND

Natural lands help clean our air and water, moderate our climate, 
provide habitat for wildlife, and offer world-class outdoor recreation. 
But every year Virginia loses well over 90,000 acres of open space, 
including forests, farmlands and marshes. 

Across the South, once-vast longleaf pine forests provided timber to 
build colonial America, along with tar, pitch and turpentine to con-
struct and maintain wooden sailing ships. Demand for these products 
led to the near-disappearance of longleaf from most of its former 
range, which stretched from coastal Texas to southeastern Virginia. 
New longleaf plantings at The Mariners’ Museum and Park in New-
port News and in Virginia Beach parks are reconnecting Virginians 
to our heritage. Visitors to these sites learn about TNC’s ambitious 
efforts to restore longleaf at our Piney Grove Preserve and across 
thousands of additional acres in the countryside between Hampton 
Roads and Richmond. P
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From the coast to the mountains, controlled burning 
remains one of our most effective restoration tools. 
Fire encourages longleaf seeds to germinate and 
provides young oaks the space and sunlight they 
need to thrive. Every year, our TNC fire team joins 
with public-land agencies to conduct burns on thou-
sands of acres across the state. “We had, by far, our 
most productive spring burn season in 2018,” says 
preserve manager Bobby Clontz. “But we need more 
public-private resources to keep pace with the urgent 
need for more fire in our forests.”

PROTECTING OUR CLEAN WATER

Clean, abundant water is the lifeblood of our communities, our wildlife and our economy, and The Nature 
Conservancy fosters innovative partnerships to protect our most vital natural resource. 

In southwestern Virginia, for example, TNC protects some of the nation’s most diverse and imperiled aquatic 
wildlife in the Clinch and Powell rivers. With recent support from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, we have 
steered nearly $7 million to farms where improvements such as livestock-exclusion fences will make the 
greatest difference in water quality.

To date, participating farmers are ensuring clean-
er water along 80 stream miles. “Working as 
partners with these farmers, we can help improve 
both their bottom lines and the health of streams 
that run through their farms and feed into our 
rivers,” says project manager Ronald Lambert.  

Conservation that benefits local economies and 
our environment is also the impetus behind our 
partnership with the commonwealth to acquire 
land for the forthcoming Clinch River State Park 
and water trail. The state will soon acquire its 
first anchor site for the park, while TNC will 
transfer several river landings to increase public 

access for fishing and float trips. The park project is already spurring excitement and inspiring entrepreneurship 
in river towns such as St. Paul, which see conservation and nature tourism as vital to a more diversified, sustain-
able economy.     

COMBATING CLIMATE CHANGE AND CREATING RESILIENT COMMUNITIES

An unstable climate and rising seas threaten the health of our lands and waters, the well-being and prosperity of 
our communities, and all of our investments in protecting the natural world. The urgency of the climate crisis 
demands innovation, and science tells us that nature must be central to our solutions.

Through our Conservation Forestry Program, landowners have banked 22,000 acres of private forestland with 
TNC, earning annual dividends and helping protect clean water. As these forests grow, they absorb carbon 
dioxide like a giant sponge—a service that, under California’s cap-and-trade program, allows polluters to offset 
their emissions by paying into forestry projects here in Virginia. According to program director Greg Meade,          
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“In 2018 alone, we successfully verified 158,905 tons of carbon captured—equivalent to emissions from con-
suming almost 18 million gallons of gasoline.”
   
Along the Virginia coast, oysters and eelgrass are helping counter climate impacts by binding sediment, reduc-
ing wave energy and—in the case of oyster reefs—growing upward as sea levels rise. In July 2018, TNC joined 
with partners to deploy 4,000 tons of crushed granite in the Piankatank River to jump-start new oyster reefs. 
“This rock provides a foundation on which oysters can build,” says Chesapeake Bay director Andy Lacatell. 

Underwater eelgrass meadows comprise another key part of the mosaic of healthy habitats that form our first 
line of defense against erosion, inundation and storms. From near total collapse during the 1930s, eelgrass in 
coastal bays off the Eastern Shore has rebounded to cover a remarkable 7,200 acres since TNC and the Virginia 
Institute of Marine Science launched a joint restoration project. “Speeding up natural processes here improves 
nature’s chances of keeping pace with climate change,” says coastal scientist Bo Lusk. 

LOCAL ACTION, GLOBAL IMPACT

TNC’s oyster and eelgrass restoration partnerships are the largest, most successful of their kind on the planet, 
inspiring and informing additional efforts around the world. In return, we also benefit from the shared knowl-
edge and experience of global experts. 

The Nature Conservancy thanks our Virginia supporters who make lasting, transformative conservation possible 
so that nature and people can thrive on Earth for many generations to come.

For more information, go online to nature.org/virginia.
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