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Nelson County Comprehensive Plan 

Joint Worksession #3 
Agenda 
March 15, 2023 | 6:30pm  

1. Schedule & Progress Update 
 

2. Comment & Edit Review – Chapter 2, 6, 8 
o Updated Vision Statement  

Nelson County is a welcoming community that values its natural resources, encourages 
economic growth, and provides excellent quality of life for all community members. 

o Chapter 6 and 8 Outstanding Comments  
 

3. Review of Draft Chapters 5 and 7* 
o Chapter 5, Creating Livable Communities  

Chapter 5 outlines the current state of housing in Nelson County. This chapter provides a framework to 
address the diverse housing needs of all County residents. Specifically, the chapter examines housing 
need in terms of affordability, variety, age, quantity, and location. The chapter addresses forces and 
trends that play a role in the County’s housing market including short term rentals. This chapter is closely 
tied to the Land Use chapter and may require iterative revisions as the Land Use chapter is drafted and 
refined. Tasks 
• Review Focus Areas & Baseline Data 
• Review Goal & Strategy Statements 

 
o Chapter 7, Creating a Resilient Economy 

As traditional industries have evolved and scaled back, new trends in agritourism and remote work 
opportunities have been bolstered by a forward-thinking investment in broadband infrastructure. Nelson 
County is prime for fresh ideas and new economic investments while retaining the stunning rural 
character that makes it special for those who call it home. This chapter provides an overview of key 
issues and opportunities for economic development and recommends strategies to create a resilient 
economy. Tasks: 
• Review Focus Areas & Baseline Data 
• Review Goal & Strategy Statements 

 
4. Next Steps  
o Submit Comments on Chapters 5 and 7 by 3/22/23 (County) 
o Incorporate Edits, Refine Chapters, Draft Chapters 3 and 4 (BG) 
o County-Led Focus Group on Land Use and Transportation 4/13/23 (County) 

 
*Attachments 

• Draft Chapter 5, Creating Livable Communities 
• Draft Chapter 7, Creating a Resilient Economy 
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INTRODUCTION 
Housing is a basic need of all people regardless of income or status. Housing is also a source 

of financial security, health, and safety, and provides a sense of pride and belonging to its 

residents. Well-designed, safe, and affordable housing choices are vital to healthy 

communities and Nelson County is committed to ensuring that housing policies address the 

full spectrum of lifestyle considerations for residents of all ages, incomes, and abilities. This 

chapter identifies recent housing trends and discusses some of the key issues and opportunities 

moving forward to ensure safe, decent, diverse, and affordable housing for those who call 

Nelson County home. 
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WHAT WE HEARD | The Big Ideas 

PLAN + PROVIDE EQUITABLY FOR EVERYONE 

Community engagement cited the need for a broad spectrum of quality, attainable housing 

that fits the needs of all income levels and lifestyles. Residents noted that the existing housing 

stock is already limited and now at risk of over-conversion to short-term rentals, shutting out 

potential long-term buyers and renters. Protecting the existing housing stock for permanent 

residents and creating opportunities for affordable housing along with market-rate 

developments creates a fabric of stability that both uplifts and sustains the community. There 

is also a drive for simple housing alternatives such as accessory dwelling units. From young 

professionals just starting out to families with children or retirees seeking an active lifestyle with 

age-in-place potential, equitably providing housing will ensure that all who choose to live in 

Nelson County can do so comfortably.  

DIVERSIFY + BOLSTER THE LOCAL ECONOMY 

A diverse selection of quality housing attracts a quality workforce, which in turn attracts 

investments from employers and entrepreneurs who strengthen the economic landscape. 

Community engagement indicated that there is not enough affordable housing for the 

workers of Nelson County, leaving many to commute in from neighboring jurisdictions or 

commute out for better paying jobs. Providing a range of living options allows workers to upsize 

as their families grow or downsize as their needs simplify. A strong and diverse residential base 

provides a stable set of consumers and workers that attract businesses and grow the 

economy.  

IMPROVE + EXPAND VITAL COMMUNITY SERVICES 

Access to robust and reliable community services that play critical roles in everyday life is 

fundamental to attracting and retaining residents. The revenue generated from a stable 

housing stock can be leveraged and invested back into schools, emergency services, and 

infrastructure. Thoughtfully locating new development near existing services and identifying 

key areas for expanding services ensures that the positive benefits of new housing will not be 

offset by overloading local systems.  

PROTECT + CONNECT TO THE RURAL ENVIRONMENT 

Nelson County residents care deeply about the surrounding environment and value 

opportunities to connect with it. Targeting development within growth areas helps protect the 

rural countryside. Where development is necessary, the natural landscape can be left intact 

through clustering and green infrastructure principles, providing a positive balance between 
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the natural and built worlds. Enhancing opportunities for walking and biking within 

neighborhoods also encourages connection with the outdoors.  
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WHAT WE KNOW | Housing in Nelson County 
Nelson County’s rural terrain has historically limited development, with most modern 

development occurring along Routes 151 in the Rockfish Valley as well as Route 29 through 

Lovingston and Colleen. Community citizens expressed their concern about housing options 

and know that more affordable housing is needed to support the area’s workforce. Increases 

in broadband access make Nelson County an ideal refuge for remote workers seeking to 

relocate, which has contributed to a strong housing market during the pandemic years. 

Capitalizing on the County’s unique assets while proactively looking for opportunities to 

increase housing options will help Nelson maintain a quality, attainable housing stock for all.  
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Protect & Improve the Existing Housing Stock 

Market Forces & Trends 

Existing Housing Stock Characteristics 

The following figures represent the current housing characteristics as they exist in Nelson 

County today. Most of data presented was taken from the US Census and American 

Community Survey and while other sources of data may exist, that may or may not 

accurately reflect the statistics below, the US Census bureau is trusted throughout most state 

and federal agencies as the most accurate.  

Overall, while median rents and home values remain low, the median sales price for housing 

in the community continues to rise while construction of new housing has significantly slowed. 

Since 2010, the median assessed value of properties sold has decreased by 33.45% while the 

median sale value of houses has increased by 51.61%. This makes purchasing a home for 

new homeowners extremely difficult. In addition, the housing market in Nelson, when 

compared to other regional markets such as Albemarle County and Charlottesville, is 

significantly easier to navigate and cheaper. This creates an opportunity for those that don’t 

work in Nelson to buy up the new and existing housing stock and further exacerbate the 

difficulties for new homebuyers wishing to work and live within the County. In addition, these 

large amounts of commuters add additional strain to the County’s infrastructure and 

transportation issues.1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Editor’s Note: Section to be expanded upon and cross referenced with the drafting of the transportation 

Chapter of the Plan. 
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Figure 5.1 – Housing Unit Type Percentage 

 

Source: 2021 ACS 5-Year Estimates 

Figure 5.2 – Owner and Renter Occupied Housing Percentage 

 

Source: 2021 ACS 5-Year Estimates 
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Figure 5.3 – Home Value Distribution 

 

Source: 2021 ACS 5-Year Estimates 

Figure 5.4 – Average Home Value  

 

Source: Zillow Research Data 
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The Zillow Home Value Index is a measure of the typical home value and market changes 

across a given region and housing type. It reflects the typical value for homes in the 35th to 

65th percentile range. Available as a smoothed, seasonally adjusted measure and as a raw 

measure. 

 

Maps 5.2 – 5.10, below, show the various housing characteristics as they exist within Nelson 

County today. The data was taken from the U.S. Census and American Community Survey in 

the most recent year available and is broken down into the five census tracts the County is 

divided into.  

Map 5.1 -Census Tract Reference Map    Map 5.2 - Total Housing Units 
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Map 5.3 - Total Population     Map 5.4 - Average Household Size 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 5.5 – Percentage of Occupied Housing            Map 5.6 - Median Rent  
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Map 5.7 - Percentage of Owner-Occupied Housing   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 5.8 - Percentage of Renter Occupied Housing 

 

Post-Pandemic Housing Market Issues & Opportunities 

In the wake of the unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic, the housing market both nationwide 

and locally experienced an increased demand that outweighed the available stock. 

Contributing to the demand was the need for more time and space at home to work remotely, 

opening up opportunities for people to move away from cities into more suburban and rural 

areas.2 With the construction industry shuttered for much of 2020 and 2021, the housing stock 

became even more limited with fewer new units to offset demand. As shown in Figure 5.1, the 

number of residential building permits in the County had already declined since a peak in 

2005. Following a year when no permits were issued in 2021, the addition of 70 open permits in 

2022 indicates that there is new movement in the residential industry. 

 

 
2 Zillow and Census Bureau Data Show Pandemic Impact on Housing Market  

https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/10/zillow-and-census-bureau-data-show-pandemics-impact-on-housing-market.html
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Figure 5.5: Residential Building Permits 2000-2022 

 
Source: Virginia Realtors® 

Nationally, median home prices surged 39% between April 2019 and April 20223, influenced by 

both rising demand and supply chain costs. In Virginia and Nelson County, median home 

prices rose 32% and 58%, respectively, during the same time period.4 Interestingly, Nelson 

County had strong home sales in 2020 and 2021. According to Virginia Realtors, there was 37% 

sales growth in 2020 and 23% growth in 2021. This is likely attributable to Nelson County being 

a “Zoom Town” that attracts remote workers who take advantage of the County’s strong 

internet offerings. According to Virginia Realtors, three are three factors that help Zoom Towns 

continue to attract residents: 

• Reliable high speed internet access 

• Recreation and cultural amenities 

• Quality public schools 

Lessons learned from the pandemic can be applied locally to ease housing pressures and 

create livable communities in Nelson County. Opportunities include updating the zoning 

ordinance and land use policies to more specifically allow accessory dwelling units (ADUs), 

better regulate short-term rentals, and incentivize new affordable and workforce housing. 

 

 
3 US Census Bureau and Department of Housing and Urban Development via Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis 
4 Zillow Home Values Index and Virginia Realtors® 
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Short-Term Rentals 

Another factor contributing to the housing shortage is short-term rentals, which are a relatively 

new component of the housing market. The US Census bureau considers short-term rental units 

as vacant units for the sake of occupied housing status. Of the 3,821 vacant units of housing 

in the County, in 2020, 2,328 of them were considered for seasonal, recreational, or occasional 

use, which includes short-term rental units. This number accounts for 28% of all housing units in 

the County. 

The Commissioner of the Revenue requires operators of short-term rentals to obtain a business 

license and pay transient occupancy tax. Private homeowners associations may have 

additional requirements or restrictions for short-term rentals within their developments. 

Short-term rentals can have some positive economic impacts by providing a supplemental 

source of income to the owner and supporting increased tourism in the community. However, 

they are not without their own planning considerations. When unregulated, short-term rentals 

can negatively impact neighborhood character and quality of life with issues such as parking, 

traffic, and noise. Short-term rentals also reduce the amount of housing available for long-term 

residents, which adds to the increased housing and rental prices in constrained markets – a 

specific concern cited during community engagement. In addition to licensing and transient 

tax requirements, the County should also consider defining short-term rentals and specifying 

performance standards in the zoning ordinance to help mitigate negative impacts. 

Housing Quality & Maintenance 

Maintenance & Code Enforcement 

Roughly 60% of the County’s housing stock is 30 years old or older, and 37.9% of homes are 

considered vacant. This is relatively high compared to the statewide vacancy rate of 11%. 

While older units are an asset when well-maintained, they require upkeep and can present 

challenges related to weatherization, energy efficiency, accessibility, and building system 

repairs. Vacant homes are also at risk of falling into disrepair. Community engagement 

feedback supports repair and rehabilitation of existing homes whenever possible. 
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Figure 5.6: Age of Housing Stock 

 
Source: 2021 ACS 5-Year Estimates 

Through partnerships and available grants, the County can ensure that units are maintained 

and meet the changing needs of residents. The Nelson County Community Development 

Foundation offers grants and low-cost loans to those in need for routine and emergency 

maintenance and repair. The County should also evaluate whether incentives, such as tax 

relief for seniors or substantial rehabilitation projects, would be appropriate to encourage 

residents to reinvest in their homes. To address severe cases of dilapidated and blighted 

properties, the County may need to consider more proactive code enforcement in 

accordance with the Virginia Maintenance Code and Virginia Spot Blight Abatement (Code 

of Virginia § 36-49.1:1), particularly with the high percentage of vacant properties. 
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Expand Housing Opportunities 

Housing Choice & Affordability 

Map 5.9 – Percentage of Owner-Occupied Cost Burdened      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map 5.10 -Percentage of Renter Cost Burdened 

Affordable Housing 

The lack of affordable housing options, especially for vulnerable 

populations, was identified as a major challenge facing the 

County. 42% of renters and 27% of homeowners are considered 

cost burdened. Maps 5.7 and 5.8 show the distribution of cost 

burdened households across the County. Cost-burdened 

households often face challenges to meet other basic needs such 

as food, transportation, and healthcare. 

One way of addressing housing affordability is by diversifying the housing stock. Diverse 

housing options help create a strong economy that can satisfy different markets, provide 

housing options at all income levels, and ensure that each resident or family has access to 

housing that fits their unique needs and lifestyle.  

Cost Burdened 

42%      27% 
Renters      Owners   

 

 



Nelson County Comprehensive Plan Update 
Draft Chapter 5: Creating Livable Communities 

 
DRAFT 3/9/2023                                                                                                                                                                         16 

 

Nelson County contains predominantly single-family residential units with varying lot sizes, and 

residents have expressed a need for more diverse housing stock to fulfill the needs of the entire 

community. This includes more multi-family units, as well as options for smaller homes on smaller 

lots, such as duplexes and townhouses. Zoning that allows and encourages diversity in dwelling 

types is a critical component of an effective affordable housing strategy. 

DEFINITIONS REALTED TO AFFORDABLE HOUSING 

Affordable housing: housing that costs no more than 30% of gross income, including utilities. 

Workforce housing: housing options that are affordable to the region’s essential workforce 

and workers in the region’s large and growing industries, usually making 60-110% of the area 

median income (AMI). 

Cost burdened: total housing costs exceed 30% of a family’s income. 

Severely cost burdened: total housing costs exceed 50% of a family’s income. 

 

HOUSING TYPES FOR AFFODARDABILITY AND DIVERSITY 

Accessory Dwelling Units 

Accessory dwelling units, or ADUs, are an increasingly common tool used to respond to 

housing demand and expand housing options. Where traditional zoning practices have 

limited single-family neighborhoods to one home per lot, ADU ordinances allow a second small 

dwelling to be constructed on the same lot as a single-family home. An ADU can also be part 

of the principal structure, such a basement apartment. Updating the zoning ordinance to 

allow ADUs in residential and agricultural districts will be an effective way to accommodate 

multigenerational and workforce households while also providing supplemental income to 

cost-burned homeowners.  

Small Homes 

The rise of cottage communities and tiny homes offer additional alternatives for the housing 

stock. Cottage communities typically consist of small single-family homes grouped around a 

communal center. Tiny homes may or may not be portable and can be found clustered in 

communities, as accessory dwelling units, or as standalone dwellings. Small homes require less 

land, cost less to build, and provide innovative housing options for low- and moderate-income 

buyers and renters. Zoning regulations should be reviewed to allow small homes as principal 

or accessory units. 
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Manufactured Homes 

Manufactured homes can be an affordable housing option in rural communities, but they are 

not without challenges – long-term durability, energy efficiency, and ongoing maintenance 

do little to build equity for owners, as these homes are considered personal property versus 

real estate. Renters of manufactured homes may not have control over major repairs and 

upkeep, and can be displaced if the underlying property is sold. Substandard units can be 

difficult and expensive to replace, which can lead to abandonment on the property. 

Programs to promote replacement and refurbishment, combined with higher quality and 

permanent siting of manufactured units, can improve performance while maintaining 

affordability advantages. 

Housing a Diverse Population 

Workforce Housing 

Housing for essential workers, or workforce housing, is housing for individuals from low- to 

moderate-income households that do not require low-income housing assistance but need 

affordable homeownership and rental options. Workforce housing stock is an important part 

of the County’s housing needs that should be located near employment centers to reduce 

commuting times and offer easy access to jobs. Currently, 54% of commuters live in Nelson 

County and commute elsewhere for work. Meeting this housing need is important to attract a 

qualified workforce and retain a younger population who might otherwise relocate for better 

jobs and housing options. 

In addition to supporting housing diversity, homeownership programs can help provide safe 

and affordable homes for the workforce, while also achieving community benefits like 

stabilizing neighborhoods, reducing poverty, and creating economic opportunity. Programs 

through Virginia Housing and USDA Rural Housing provide low- and moderate-income 

households with a pathway to homeownership that promotes thriving communities and 

improved quality of life in rural areas. 

Aging in Place and Senior Housing 

With the County’s largest age demographic being 55 and older, it will be important to plan 

for independent and assisted living options for seniors, as well as supporting those who wish to 

age in place. Aging in place allows older adults to live in a familiar place where they have 

well-established social, medical, and family connections. The desire to age in place may also 

be an economical decision or attributed to health reasons in cases where physical mobility or 

mental capacity are limited. Connecting people to organizations such as the Jefferson Area 
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Board for Aging gives older adults the support they need to age in their home for as long as 

possible.  

Public engagement recognized the need for more senior housing options, and also noted that 

location is critical to creating a livable community for older adults. Lovingston was identified 

as the most appropriate place for new senior housing facilities. 

Table 5.1: Housing-Related Programs & Resources 

# Available Program Organization Link 

1 

Emergency Home 

and Accessibility 

Repair Program 

Virginia Department 

of Housing and 

Community 

Development 

dhcd.virginia.gov/eharp 

2 
Indoor Plumbing and 

Rehabilitation 

Virginia Department 

of Housing and 

Community 

Development 

dhcd.virginia.gov/ipr 

3 
Weatherization 

Assistance Program 

Virginia Department 

of Housing and 

Community 

Development 

dhcd.virginia.gov/wx 

4 
Weatherization 

Deferral Repair 

Virginia Department 

of Housing and 

Community 

Development 

dhcd.virginia.gov/wdr 

5 
Virginia Livable Home 

Tax Credit 

Virginia Department 

of Housing and 

Community 

Development 

dhcd.virginia.gov/lhtc 

6 

Single Family Housing 

Repair Loans and 

Grants 

USDA Rural Housing 

Service 
rd.usda.gov/programs-services 

7 
Virginia Housing Plus 

Second Mortgage 
Virginia Housing 

virginiahousing.com/homebuyers/plus-

second-mortgage 

8 
Down Payment 

Assistance Grant 
Virginia Housing 

virginiahousing.com/partners/lenders/down-

payment-assistance-grant 

9 

Rental Unit 

Accessibility 

Modification Program 

Virginia Housing 
virginiahousing.com/renters/accessibility-

grants 

10 
Low Income Housing 

Tax Credit Program 

Virginia Housing 
(Sponsored by U.S. 

Treasury Department) 

virginiahousing.com/partners/rental-

housing/rental-housing-tax-credits 

https://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/eharp
https://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/ipr
https://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/wx
https://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/wdr
https://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/lhtc
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/single-family-housing-programs/single-family-housing-repair-loans-grants
https://s-www.virginiahousing.com/homebuyers/plus-second-mortgage
https://s-www.virginiahousing.com/homebuyers/plus-second-mortgage
https://www.virginiahousing.com/partners/lenders/down-payment-assistance-grant
https://www.virginiahousing.com/partners/lenders/down-payment-assistance-grant
https://www.virginiahousing.com/renters/accessibility-grants
https://www.virginiahousing.com/renters/accessibility-grants
https://www.virginiahousing.com/partners/rental-housing/rental-housing-tax-credits
https://www.virginiahousing.com/partners/rental-housing/rental-housing-tax-credits
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# Available Program Organization Link 

11 
Home Equity 

Conversion Mortgage 

U.S. Department of 

Housing and Urban 

Development 

hud.gov/program_offices/housing/ 

sfh/hecm 

 

Callout Box: 

To Stay in Wintergreen is a non-profit community organization dedicated to making it easier 

for elderly community members to continue to live in the rural parts of Nelson by connecting 

them to the services they may need to age in place with dignity. Learn more about them at: 

https://www.heretostaywtg.org/ 

 

 

https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/housing/sfh/hecm
https://www.hud.gov/program_offices/housing/sfh/hecm
https://www.heretostaywtg.org/
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Support Livable Communities 

Housing & Land Use 

Zoning Ordinance and Policies 

Housing is inherently connected to local land use decisions and 

zoning ordinances. The location, type, size, density, and amenities 

of housing units are all informed by land use designations and 

zoning policies. In turn, these can directly impact the local housing 

market by influencing the value, quality, resiliency, and character 

of the County’s housing units. Table 5.3 provides an overview of current housing types allowed 

based on the zoning ordinance. This information serves as a useful baseline of current 

conditions that helps inform where zoning ordinance updates may be necessary. 

Table 5.2: Housing Types by Zoning District 

 

 

C-1 A-1 R-1 R-2 RPC B-1 B-2 SE M-1 M-2

Conservation 

District

Agricultural 

District

Low-Density 

Residential 

District

Medium-

Density 

Residential 

District

Residential 

Planned 

Community 

District

Business 

District

Business 

District

Service 

Enterprise 

District

Limited 

Industrial 

District

Industrial 

District

Accessory dwelling 

unit

Single-family detached P P P P P/SUP
1 SUP P

Single-family 

attached/townhomes
P/SUP

1 SUP

Duplex P P P P/SUP
1 SUP P

Multifamily SUP P P/SUP
1 SUP SUP

Manufactured/mobile 

homes
P SUP P

Mobile home parks SUP

Boarding house P SUP SUP P P P

Onsite caretaker 

quarters
P

2 SUP

Residential cluster 

development
P P P

P = Permitted By Right          SUP=Special Use Permit Required

1
SUP required if number of units exceed Master Plan designation          

2
 Permitted as an accessory use

Housing Type

Not permitted

57.4% 
Do not believe there is 

enough variety in housing 
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Many of Nelson County's current zoning regulations may unintentionally limit the housing 

market's ability to meet the demand for diversified housing types.  The Zoning Ordinance 

should be evaluated to identify standards and regulations that limit the housing market such 

as: limited allowable dwelling types, standards that cater solely to single-family detached 

dwellings, overly large minimum lot sizes, etc. Addressing these zoning regulations may allow 

for the market to more adequately meet demand.  

Clarifying the definition of accessory dwelling units and allowing them in agricultural and 

residential districts would fill in a gap that is not specifically addressed in the zoning ordinance. 

Varied housing types can also be encouraged by reviewing minimum density requirements 

and adding incentives that help offset the impacts of higher density developments. Bonus 

point incentives can be tied to enhanced appearance, landscaping, and stormwater 

management when a higher density is desired by developers. These could be particularly 

fitting in the R-1, R-2, RPC, and SE districts. Creating a mixed-use district could also spark new 

opportunities for both housing and economic development. 

Development Principles 

To accommodate the call for additional housing, residential cluster subdivisions can be used 

as a land development tool to preserve the rural landscape of the County. Cluster subdivisions 

group residential lots into smaller areas by decreasing lot size, creating denser neighborhoods 

that result in more preserved open space than a traditional neighborhood. Green 

infrastructure principles discussed in Chapter 6 can be applied to create subdivisions that 

permanently conserve large tracts of connected natural land. When sidewalks, benches, and 

other community amenities are provided, cluster subdivisions achieve the shared goal of rural 

preservation and livable communities.  

Opportunities for moderate- to high-density housing are constrained due to the terrain and 

the availability of public water and sewer connections. Public engagement cited Lovingston 

as the preferred area for new single-family units, apartments, condos, and townhomes. 

Residential clusters and green infrastructure principles would be appropriate here to provide 

housing units while maintaining as much natural green space and forest as possible. A housing 

study or small area plan for Lovingston, similar to what has already been done for Nellsyford, 

would be beneficial for better guiding development in these areas. 

Connected Communities 

Regional Housing Collaboration 

The Regional Housing Partnership serves as an official advisory board, created by the Thomas 

Jefferson Planning District Commission, in partnership with the public, private, nonprofit, and 
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citizen stakeholders. Composed of an overarching consortium of housing interests, the 

Partnership enhances regional coordination and effectiveness to address the housing needs 

of the TJPDC region, with a focus on housing production, diversity, accessibility, cost, location, 

design, and increasing stability for the region’s residents. The Partnership developed a regional 

housing strategies plan, Planning for Affordability: A Regional Approach, in August 2021 to 

recommend housing strategies for each of the counties of the TJPDC District. Strategies 

catered to Nelson County should be considered along with those from this Plan. 

Housing & Infrastructure 

New housing developments should be targeted to areas with public water and sewer systems 

that can accommodate growth. Where capacity may be an issue for local systems, mitigating 

the impacts of new development should be considered during any rezoning or special use 

permit process. Lovingston in particular will need upgraded sewer lines and expansion or 

renovation of the water treatment plant to accommodate the additional growth slated for 

this area. 

Given the County’s rural landscape, many housing units are naturally car-reliant. Livable 

communities are characterized by pedestrian-oriented neighborhoods, low traffic speed and 

congestion, and diverse housing options that are near to daily services. Internal and external 

pedestrian and bicycle paths should be provided to the extent possible. Traffic impacts should 

also be considered to determine if new residential development will warrant road 

improvements such as turn lanes or signalization.  
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HOW WE MOVE FORWARD 

Goal Statement  

Nelson County will provide quality, attainable housing for residents of all income levels and 

lifestyles by adding a variety of housing options, including affordable and workforce housing, 

and encouraging rehabilitation of existing vacant units. 

Strategies 

Protect and Improve the Existing Housing Stock 

1. Review the zoning ordinance to more specifically define and regulate short term rentals; 

maintain an inventory of short-term rentals to better track their impacts on particular 

areas. 

2. Review the zoning ordinance to consider allowing accessory dwelling units by right to 

provide affordable rental options and ease cost burden for homeowners. 

3. Promote grant programs and partner with local organizations and businesses to 

educate homeowners about building systems, maintenance, and energy saving 

features suitable for existing buildings. 

4. Preserve existing residential areas by enforcing the County’s property maintenance and 

spot blight abatement ordinances. 

5. Explore opportunities to create incentives for housing rehabilitation and blight 

abatement programs within the County. 

6. Consider strong blight enforcement for at-risk vacant properties in accordance with  the 

Virginia Maintenance Code and Virginia Spot Blight Abatement (Code of Virginia § 36-

49.1:1). 

Expanding Housing Opportunities 

7. Expect residential rezonings to offer a mixture of housing types and sizes integrated 

within the development area, including affordable and senior housing. 

8. Consider expanding the types of allowable housing in appropriate areas to 

accommodate for multi-family housing units, such as townhouses, condominiums, and 

duplexes.  

9. Evaluate current zoning district densities and adjust them to allow for additional housing 

in appropriate areas. 
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10. Work with developers, non-profit agencies, and community groups to preserve and 

increase the supply of obtainable housing. 

11. Review and implement related strategies offered in regional housing study Planning for 

Affordability: A Regional Approach by the Thomas Jefferson Planning District 

Commission. 

Support Livable Communities 

12. Target housing near the County’s existing growth areas where public utilities are 

available with a range of housing types and densities. 

13. Consider development impacts on public water and sewer systems when reviewing 

residential rezoning and special use permits. 

14. Consider adding density bonuses and incentives to encourage affordable and senior 

housing options in denser developments. 

15. Explore opportunities to implement cluster subdivision provisions within the Subdivision 

ordinance. 

16. Protect and connect to the surrounding environment by encouraging cluster 

developments and green infrastructure principles for new developments. 

17. Consider conducting a neighborhood study for the village of Lovingston to identify 

community-based preservation, revitalization, and neighborhood improvement 

strategies. Pursue grant funding, as appropriate, to implement study recommendations. 

18. Ensure that any new housing development is strategically placed to complement the 

rural landscape and avoid burden to the existing public services. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Nestled on the sunrise side of the Blue Ridge Mountains, Nelson County is home to a wealth 
of resources that have supported the community’s evolving commerce profile. Once known 
primarily for its mineral and agricultural resources, the economic landscape has changed 
within a physical landscape that remains idyllic and rural. As traditional industries have 
evolved and scaled back, new trends in agritourism and remote work opportunities have 
been bolstered by a forward-thinking investment in broadband infrastructure. Nelson County 
is prime for fresh ideas and new investments while retaining the stunning rural character that 
makes it special for those who call it home. This chapter provides an overview of key issues 
and opportunities for economic development and recommends strategies to create a 
resilient economy. 
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WHAT WE HEARD | The Big Ideas 

PLAN + PROVIDE EQUITABLY FOR EVERYONE 
At the heart of any workforce are real people who desire long-term financial stability. 
Community engagement indicates that residents seek more workforce training and career-
oriented opportunities that can support the cost of living in Nelson County. Equitable 
economic development unlocks the full potential of the local economy by attracting quality 
jobs of all skill and education levels, creating new opportunities for workers, and providing 
career ladders for upward mobility. A workforce that feels valued and employable becomes 
the next generation of homeowners, community leaders, and entrepreneurs, laying the 
groundwork for a stable future for Nelson County. 

DIVERSIFY + BOLSTER THE LOCAL ECONOMY 
A resilient economy that diversifies its industries and services will be well-prepared to handle 
the unknown. As experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic, unpredictable global forces 
can greatly impact local markets – diversifying key industries will ensure that the proverbial 
eggs are not in one basket. Access to remote working positions as well as brick and mortar 
establishments both small and large are desired by the community to create options for 
workers and consumers, helping to spread the tax base and provide stable revenue for the 
local economy. 

IMPROVE + EXPAND VITAL COMMUNITY SERVICES 
A strong economy that creates jobs not only supports a healthy workforce – it also supports 
vital services that benefit the community, both public and private. Survey results indicate a 
need for better access to medical and emergency services, public transportation options, 
and recreation opportunities. The quality of healthcare, childcare, education, and outreach 
services reflect the quality of the local economy and investment back into the community.   

PROTECT + CONNECT TO THE RURAL ENVIRONMENT 
The community seeks to be stewards of the natural environment while also supporting 
economic development. Protecting and connecting to the rural environment in a 21st 
century world may seem counterintuitive at first, but investments in business and technology 
can actually protect the rural landscape from changing. Traditional agriculture has been 
bolstered by new trends in agritourism while remote workers seeking work-life balance have 
found refuge in Nelson’s idyllic setting. Broadband and wireless connections have allowed 
farmers and small businesses to keep pace with the modern world without sacrificing the 
land they call home.   
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WHAT WE KNOW | The Economy Today 
Public engagement identified a need for enhanced workforce development and career 
opportunities to retain young professionals and middle-class families. The County’s 
population is aging into retirement while the younger generations have declined in numbers. 
Tourism has become a backbone of the local economy, so it will be important to ensure that 
growth in tourism supports quality jobs for residents while retaining the integrity of the local 
resources that attract visitors. After experiencing the uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Nelson County is well-positioned to forge ahead with a renewed vision for a balanced, 
resilient economy that will set the stage for generational wealth and success. 
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Support & Cultivate Today’s Workforce 
Workforce Characteristics 

Commuting Patterns 

Fifty-seven percent of residents aged 16 and over are actively in the workforce, with an 
average commute of 31.7 minutes.1 Most workers (56%) live in Nelson County and commute 
elsewhere for their jobs, primarily traveling to Albemarle County, Charlottesville, Amherst 
County, Lynchburg, and Augusta County. This number has remained stable since 2004, with 
only a 1% increase. Twenty-five percent of workers live elsewhere and commute into Nelson, 
representing a 24% increase since 2004. The remaining 19% live and commute within the 
County, which represents a 21% decrease since 2004. This may be partly attributable to the 
rise in home-based remote work, which is not captured in commuting data and has 
increased 133% since 2010 and 216% since 2000.  

Table 7.1: Commuting Patterns  

Commuters 2019 2014 2009 2004 
People who live and work in the area 1,660 1,769 1,852 2,094 
In-commuters 2,179 2,086 1,499 1,758 
Out-commuters 4,837 4,755 4,705 4,785 
Total Commuters 8,676 8,610 8,056 8,637 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, OnTheMap Application and LEHD Origin-Destination Employment Statistics, 2004-
2019 

Table 7.2: Remote Workers 

 
Source: 2021, 2010 ACS 5-Year Estimates and 2000 Census 

 
1 2021 ACS 5-Year Estimates 
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Unemployment 

From 2011 to 2021, Nelson County’s unemployment rate was consistently lower than both 
state and national averages each year. Unemployment saw a net decline from 6.3% in 2011 
to 3.5% in 2021, even after a notable increase to 5.6% in 2020, a likely result of the COVID-19 
pandemic. From November 2021 to November 2022, the unemployment rate fluctuated 
between a high of 3.1% (August 2022) and a low of 2.2% (December 2021). 

Table 7.3: Unemployment Trends 2011-2021 

 
Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics 
Table 7.4: Unemployment November 2021-November 2022 

 
Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics 
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Educational Attainment 

Nelson County residents have access to several colleges and universities within an hour’s 
drive, including the University of Virginia, Liberty University, Piedmont Virginia Community 
College, and Central Virginia Community College. 32% of the population are high school 
graduates, while 29% hold Bachelor’s degrees or higher. 

Table 7.5: Educational Attainment 

 
Source: 2021 ACS 5-Year Estimates 

Household Income and Weekly Wages 

As shown in Table 7.6, median household income ranks third highest among surrounding 
counties at $67,707. This is about 16% lower than the state median of $80,615. Average 
weekly wages by industry are shown in Table 7.7. 

Table 7.6: Regional Median Household Incomes 

Locality 
Median 

Household Income 
Albemarle County $90,568 
Augusta County $69,082 
Nelson County $67,707 
Amherst County $60,876 
Rockbridge County $57,828 
Appomattox County $55,268 
Buckingham County $49,841 

16%

32%

23%

29%

9%

25%
29%

37%

0%
5%

10%
15%
20%
25%
30%
35%
40%

Less than high school
graduate

High school graduate
(includes equivalency)

Some college or associate's
degree

Bachelor's degree or higher

Nelson VA



Nelson County Comprehensive Plan Update 
Draft Chapter 7: Creating a Resilient Economy 

 
DRAFT Chapter 7: Creating a Resilient Economy                                      3/2/2023                                                                       8 
 

Source: 2021 ACS 5-Year Estimates 

Table 7.7: Average Weekly Wages by Industry 

Industry Wage 

Total, All Industries $899 
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting $675 
Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction * 
Utilities * 
Construction $916 
Manufacturing $786 
Wholesale Trade $979 
Retail Trade $456 
Transportation and Warehousing $877 
Information $1,143 
Finance and Insurance $1,438 
Real Estate and Rental and Leasing $795 
Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services $1,627 
Management of Companies and Enterprises $2,864 
Administrative and Support and Waste Management and Remediation Services $1,176 
Educational Services $1,020 
Health Care and Social Assistance $914 
Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation $352 
Accommodation and Food Services $676 
Other Services (except Public Administration) $770 
Government Total $1,177 
Federal Government $1,645 
State Government $1,040 
Local Government $846 
Unclassified $982 

Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, Quarterly Census of Employment 
and Wages (QCEW), 3rd Quarter (July, August, September) 2022 
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Workforce Trends 

Residents aged 55 or older comprise 44% of the County’s population, a sharp rise from 2000 
when the same age group accounted for 29% of the population. Workers aged 55 or older 
comprise approximately 29% of the current workforce and are likely to retire by 2035. The 
next age group, ages 25-54, represents 31% of the County’s population and 57% of the 
current workforce. The youngest age group, aged 24 and under, represents 25% of the 
population and 14% of the current workforce. 

Table 7.8: Population Trends 

Age Group % Current 
Workforce 

% County 
Population 2020 

% County 
Population 2010 

% County 
Population 2000 

0 to 24 14% 25% 25% 28% 
25 to 54 57% 31% 37% 43% 
55+ 29% 44% 38% 29% 

Source: 2020, 2010, and 2000 Census 

As older workers enter retirement, a knowledge gap is created when fewer skilled workers 
are prepared to take their place in the workforce. Since this age group also represents the 
largest portion of the population, Nelson County should prepare for the needs of the next 
workforce generation to attract new workers and families. The knowledge gap can be 
closed with improved access to job training and trades programs, as well as more direct 
partnerships with nearby colleges and universities. Both traditional higher education and 
vocational trades will be beneficial for cultivating a versatile, capable workforce. 

The primary age demographic for working families in the County (ages 25-54) has declined 
from 43% in 2000 to 31% in 2020. Marketing Nelson as an ideal community for work-life 
balance could incentivize younger generations of workers to relocate permanently to the 
area with their families, which would help stabilize Nelson’s population and strengthen the 
future tax base. Diversified business opportunities, job training, and improvements to 
amenities, parks, and schools will help make Nelson attractive to working families. 

Nelson County has already made significant improvements to broadband access, making 
remote work a viable option for many employees. While the full impacts of the Covid-19 
pandemic on employment trends are still being experienced and analyzed, the paradigm 
shift to remote work will likely remain a permanent fixture of the working landscape. 
Attracting remote workers is one significant step that Nelson County has already taken to 
maintain a steady population. 
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Diversify & Enhance Local Industry 
Industry Characteristics 

Top 10 Employers2 

Leading employers in Nelson County reflect the community’s culture and assets – public 
schools, recreation and tourism, and local businesses top the list of major employers. 

1. Nelson County School Board 
2. Wintergreen Resort 
3. Devils Backbone Brewing Company 
4. Nelson County 
5. Blue Mountain Brewery 
6. Blue Ridge Health Care Center 
7. Artisanal Brewing Ventures (Bold Rock Cider) 
8. Saunders Brothers 
9. Veritas Vineyard & Winery 
10. Wintergreen Property Owners Association 

Employment by Industry 

The total number of working residents has remained consistent since 2000, with a net 
increase of 0.3%. As shown in Table 7.8, manufacturing, retail, and information have seen the 
largest employment decreases since 2000. Information, which includes publishing, 
broadcasting, and telecommunications, is distinct from information technology, which is 
categorized under professional services. Notable industry increases include professional and 
related services, finance and real estate, and education and health care.  

  

 
2 Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, Quarterly Census of Employment and 
Wages (QCEW), 3rd Quarter (July, August, September) 2022 
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Table 7.9: Employment by Industry 

Industry 
Estimated 
Number of 

Workers 2021 
Percent Change 

From 2010 
Percent Change 

From 2000 

Civilian employed population 16 
years and over 6,797 -5.6% +0.3% 

Agriculture, forestry, fishing and 
hunting, and mining 320 +15.5% +11.5% 

Construction 758 -10.9% -7.4% 
Manufacturing 345 -47.4% -59.6% 
Wholesale trade 136 -6.8% -17.6% 
Retail trade 408 -26.4% -29.8% 
Transportation and warehousing, and 
utilities 208 -5.5% -49.5% 

Information 56 -39.8% -58.5% 

Finance and insurance, and real 
estate and rental and leasing 454 +1.6% +117.2% 

Professional, scientific, and 
management, and administrative 
and waste management services 

789 +19.0% +53.8% 

Educational services, and health care 
and social assistance 2,044 +21.8% +30.8% 

Arts, entertainment, and recreation, 
and accommodation and food 
services 

705 -24.4% +16.1% 

Other services, except public 
administration 323 -16.8% -17.4% 

Public administration 251 -14.9% +5.9% 
Source: 2021, 2010 ACS 5-Yer Estimates and 2000 Census 
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Industry Trends 

Manufacturing & Processing 

Mineral mining and processing was a successful venture for the County after the world’s 
largest deposit of architectural soapstone was discovered near Schuyler, sparking an 
economic engine that thrived throughout the late 19th and 20th centuries. According to the 
Central Virginia Partnership for Economic Development, Nelson County is a prime location 
for manufacturing and industrial-related businesses such as food processing and wood 
products. The abundance of forest cover presents opportunities for timbering, which can be 
successfully managed as a renewable product while preserving the majority of remaining 
forest.  

Industrial and manufacturing jobs offer an important alternative for a rural workforce. 
However, community engagement also indicated that the least desired land uses in Nelson 
County are industrial and timbering-related. The County strives to manage a positive 
balance between manufacturing jobs and the community’s desires by focusing industrial 
development within specific areas, such as Colleen Business Park, and ensuring that facilities 
can adequately connect to public utilities without disrupting undeveloped rural parcels. Infill 
and adaptive reuse of vacant sites can also be targeted for manufacturing. Timbering 
should be done with thoughtful consideration to prevent unnecessary destruction of pristine 
forests. Appropriate rotation, erosion mitigation, and replanting schedules can ensure that 
timbering remains a reliable, environmentally conscious industry. The Virginia Department of 
Forestry can assist with forest management plans that implement best practices to protect 
the environment while maximizing the profit potential of wood resources. 

Agriculture & Agritourism 

Nelson County has been anchored by traditional agriculture for generations. Prime 
agricultural soils account for only 12% of the County’s soils,3 but farmers have successfully 
maximized the growing potential of both prime and non-prime soils for cattle grazing, grains, 
orchards, and vineyards on lands of varying terrain. According to the 2017 Census of 
Agriculture, there are over 67,800 acres of land currently being used across 409 farms. This 
represents a decrease in farming lands of 10% and 15%, respectively, since 2012. Despite the 
decrease in land area, market value of products sold increased 69% between 2012 and 
2017, and 115% from 2007 to 2017. By comparison, state sales as a whole increased by 6% 
and 36%, respectively, during the same time periods. These trends show that the value per 
acre has increased 131% from 2007 to 2017. 

 
3 Soil Survey of Nelson County 
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Table 7.10: Agriculture Trends 

 
Source: 2007, 2012, and 2017 Census of Agriculture 

While there has been some decline in the farming footprint in Nelson County and throughout 
Virginia, agriculture remains a foundational component of local economic identity and 
cultural heritage. Challenges facing today’s farmers include increased production and 
supply chain costs, recovery after severe weather or drought events, adapting to new 
technology, and inspiring the next generation of farmers to carry on the land’s agricultural 
legacy. When farmers face economic burdens and uncertainties about the long-term 
viability of their business, there is increased pressure to sell the land for financial stability.  

Utilizing land preservation tools as discussed in Chapter 6 can help sustain agricultural 
properties for the long-term and maximize their economic impact. Other methods to assist 
farmers include streamlining local permitting processes to remove unnecessary procedural 
barriers and connecting farmers to programs such as the Virginia Department of 
Agriculture’s Farm Link Program, which links farm owners interested in exiting agriculture with 
those seeking farms and farm business. In addition to supporting farmers directly, community 
engagement indicated a need for more agriculture education programs for students. 

Agritourism provides new opportunities for historically agricultural lands, breathing new life 
into business models while retaining the pristine condition of the land itself. Breweries, 
wineries, cideries, and distilleries have taken advantage of Nelson County’s mild climate to 
grow their own ingredients for craft beverage production, which evolved into popular tourist 
trails along Routes 6, 29, and 151. Traditional farms and orchards have diversified and 

County State County State County State
Total Farms 409 43,225 455 46,030 462 47,383

Total Land in Farms (acres) 67,841 7,797,979 79,981 8,302,444 73,149 8,103,925

Avg. Size of Farm (acres) 166 180 176 180 158 171

Total Cropland (farms) 319 32,091 358 34,525 365 35,954

Total Cropland (acres) 20,163 3,084,067 22,429 2,990,561 22,898 3,274,137

Total Market Value $26.72 mil $3.96 bil $15.81 mil $3.75 bil $12.45 mil $2.91 bil

Total Market Value % Change Since 2012 69% 6% - - - -

Total Market Value % Change Since 2007 115% 36% 27% 29% - -

Total Market Value per Farm $65,328 $91,625 $34,741 $81,540 $26,937 $61,334

Total Market Value per Acre $394 $508 $198 $452 $170 $359

2017 2012 2007
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expanded their services, ranging from hosting events to supplying local restaurants. 
Preserving traditional agriculture while also supporting evolving agritourism opportunities will 
ensure that this vital industry remains a permanent fixture of Nelson’s economic identity. 

Tourism 

Historically, Nelson County’s economy has been driven by agriculture and raw materials 
processing, but in recent decades it has shifted to one centered more around tourism. 
Offering a perfect balance of picturesque beauty, outdoor recreation, shopping and 
culinary destinations, and unique lodging opportunities, Nelson County has something to 
offer for every interest. While the initial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic caused revenue 
losses in the County’s tourism sector, there was a remarkable post-pandemic comeback. As 
shown in Table 7.11, tourism revenues fell 18% between 2019 and 2020, then grew 28% 
between 2020 and 2021. Not only did this return Nelson’s tourism revenue to pre-pandemic 
levels, it actually increased by 4% over 2019 and 13% over 2017.  

Table 7.11: Tourism Revenue 

Economic Impacts 2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 

Travel Employment 603 583 717 709 709 

Traveler Spending $82,958,644 $64,983,266 $79,507,426 $75,301,895 $73,560,223 

Travel Payroll $16,534,933 $15,075,139 $17,458,901 $16,876,763 $16,735,219 

Local Travel Taxes $3,253,347 $2,661,802 $3,259,226 $3,097,122 $3,143,045 

State Travel Taxes $1,793,439 $1,477,333 $1,960,126 $1,865,255 $1,830,124 
Source: Virginia Tourism Corporation 

Diversification is important not only between industries, but within industries as well. As 
outdoor recreation tourism becomes more popular, there is a risk of overwhelming rustic trails 
and rural roads. The development of new physical trails, such as rail-to-trail conversions and 
blueways, has helped spread out visitors to relieve congestion. Expanded options for craft 
beverages, local dining, and retail also provide a well-rounded experience that prompt 
tourists to visit multiple areas of the County. 

Wintergreen Resort, a key tourist destination and major employer for Nelson County, can also 
benefit from diversification. As temperatures trend warmer, artificial snow-making equipment 
may struggle to keep up with demand. The ski resort industry has proactively prepared for 
potential climate challenges by diversifying recreational offerings in summer months and 
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upgrading facilities with warm-weather amenities such as water parks and mountain bike 
trails. Wintergreen has already successfully incorporated year-round resort offerings with 
outdoor recreation, spa amenities, and dining, while also having capacity to host large 
professional conferences and events. Continuing to evolve with industry and climate trends 
will ensure that Wintergreen Resort will remain a tourism and employment powerhouse for 
Nelson County. 

DRIVE 2.0 

In 2019, Virginia Tourism Corporation (VTC) completed a long-term strategic plan, titled “DRIVE 2.0,” 
to help increase tourism visitation and spending across the Commonwealth. DRIVE 2.0 positions 
Virginia communities to grow in directions that provide greater economic opportunities. The DRIVE 2.0 
initiative can help Nelson County get funding to implement strategies that will increase tourism. 
Components of DRIVE 2.0 include: 

• DRIVE 2.0 Statewide Strategic Tourism Plan  
• DRIVE 2.0 Regional Plan specific to Central Virginia 
• How-To Guides to assist with implementing DRIVE 2.0 recommendations 
• DRIVE Outdoor Grant Program providing up to $20,000 for outdoor recreation development 

projects 
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Craft Beverage Producers 

• 12 Wineries 
• 10 Breweries 
• 3 Cideries 
• 3 Distilleries 

Tourist Trails 

Nelson 151 – Virginia Route 151 is a state-
designated scenic byway on the sunrise side of 
the Blue Ridge Mountains that is home to the 
Nelson 151 community. The Nelson 151 trail 
offers seven wineries, four breweries, three 
cideries, and two distilleries. 

Brew Ridge Trail – Virginia’s original beer trail, 
three Nelson County breweries are featured on 
the Brew Ridge Trail, which shares some overlap 
with Nelson 151.  

Nelson 29 – Nelson’s newest craft beverage trail 
situated along Virginia Route 29, Nelson 29 
includes three wineries, three breweries, and 
one distillery. 

Fruit Loop – From May until December, taste 
and tour the places that grow the freshest fruits 
and berries in Nelson County.  

 

Outdoor Recreation 

• Appalachian Trail 
• Blue Ridge Parkway 
• Blue Ridge Tunnel 
• Crabtree Falls 
• Fortune’s Cove Nature Preserve 
• Henry Lanum Memorial Trail and the 

Mt. Pleasant Spur 
• Humpback Rocks Trail 
• James River State Park & Wildlife 

Management Area 
• Kids in Parks TRACK Trails at the Blue 

Ridge Railway Trail and Rockfish 
River Trailhead 

• Love Mountain Ridge Wildlife Loop 
• Lower Rockfish Valley Wildlife Loop 
• Mau-Har Trail 
• Montebello Nature Trail 
• Montreal Park 
• Nature Foundation at Wintergreen 
• Nelson County Wayside 
• Nelson County Wilderness Area 
• North Fork of the Piney River 
• Rockfish Valley Loop Trails 
• Rockfish Gap Hawk Watch 
• Rockfish Ruritan Park 
• Virginia Blue Ridge Trail 
• White Rock Falls 



Nelson County Comprehensive Plan Update 
Draft Chapter 7: Creating a Resilient Economy 

 
DRAFT Chapter 7: Creating a Resilient Economy                                      3/2/2023                                                                       17 
 

Bolster & Promote Economic Growth 
Economic Development 

Business Support Services 

Economic development is guided by the Nelson County Economic Development Authority, 
whose mission is to promote the diversity and growth of the County’s economic base. 
Support for business owners includes small business toolkits and checklists, cashflow 
worksheets, and sample marketing outlines. Local businesses are also supported by the 
Nelson County Chamber of Commerce, a membership-based non-profit organization that 
provides resources to area businesses. Regionally, the Thomas Jefferson Planning District 
Commission was awarded a grant in August 2022 to create a Comprehensive Economic 
Development Strategy (CEDS) plan. The timeframe for completion is typically 18 months. 
Strategies and recommendations from the CEDS plan that positively impact Nelson County 
should be implemented along with the economic development strategies from this chapter. 

Other support agencies include: 

• Central Virginia Partnership for Economic Development is a 501(c)6 non-profit, public-
private partnership formed in 1995 to help create new jobs and investment in Central 
Virginia.  The Partnership has integrated staff and resources with GO Virginia Region 9 
and Virginia Career Works-Piedmont Region to expand its services for existing 
businesses, entrepreneurs, job seekers and employers. 

• SCORE is a nonprofit association dedicated to educating entrepreneurs and helping 
small businesses start, grow, and succeed nationwide. SCORE is a resource partner 
with the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA), and has been mentoring small 
business owners for more than forty years. 
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Incentive Zones 

Currently, there are no incentive zones in Nelson County. An Enterprise, Opportunity, or 
Tourism zone may be a good fit in areas that would benefit from new investment. These 
zones provide access to grants and tax incentives to increase investment by job creators in 
targeted areas, and can also provide tourism marketing. Pursuing a zone application, 
particularly around the Route 29 and 151 corridors where growth is targeted, could be a 
worthwhile investment with long-term returns. 

• Virginia Enterprise Zones – The Virginia Enterprise Zone (VEZ) program is a partnership 
between state and local government that encourages job creation and private 
investment. VEZ accomplishes this by designating Enterprise Zones throughout the 
state and providing two grant-based incentives, the Job Creation Grant and the Real 
Property Investment Grant, to qualified investors and job creators within those zones, 
while the locality provides local incentives. 

• Tourism Zones – Much like traditional business enterprise zone, a tourism zone allows 
businesses to take advantage of state and local tax incentives not available to 
businesses elsewhere. The goal of these incentives is to stimulate business attraction, 
growth, and increased employment opportunities within certain areas of a locality. This 
can include, but is not limited: hiring credits, sales and use tax incentives, expense and 
interest deductions, discount utilities hook-up and payment plans, sewer facility 
hookup payment plans, and reduced parking requirements. 

• Opportunity Zones – Opportunity Zones are a federal economic development and 
community development tax benefit program to encourage long-term private 
investment in low-income urban, suburban and rural census tracts. This is an economic 
and community development tax incentive that provides an avenue for investors to 
support communities that have experienced uneven economic growth and recovery. 
The tax incentive offers three benefits; tax deferral, tax reduction through long-term 
investment, and exclusion of certain capital gains tax. 

• Technology Zones - Virginia localities have the ability to establish one or more 
Technology Zones to attract growth in targeted industries. Establishing a technology 
zone allows localities to create special incentives for qualified businesses locating or 
expanding operations in a zone. 
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Additional Economic Drivers 

Workforce Development 

Community engagement responses indicated that there are few career-oriented economic 
opportunities for residents, leading to fewer families and young professionals staying in 
Nelson County. Training and maintaining a capable workforce is key to sustaining major 
employers. Workforce development in Nelson County is supported by the Virginia Career 
Work-Piedmont Region (VCW-P). Programs in VCW-P’s workforce system include adult 
education and literacy support, vocational rehabilitation, and veteran employment 
assistance. Workforce development programs are also offered through Piedmont Virginia 
Community College and Central Virginia Community College. Advocating for a local 
community college branch would help provide more direct access to training for Nelson 
County residents, who must currently commute to Amherst, Lynchburg, or Charlottesville for 
the nearest campuses. 

Broadband Infrastructure 

Thanks to a proactive approach by the Nelson County Broadband Authority and funds 
leveraged from grants and local investments, Nelson County has unparalleled access to 
high-speed internet. Over 6,200 homes and businesses have access to more than 450 miles 
of fiber and active circuits along the Route 6, 29, and 151 corridors, along with four towers 
extending wireless service to more remote areas. The investment in broadband allowed 
Nelson to be uniquely prepared for the unforeseen challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
2020.  

Nelson County’s idyllic setting, quality of life, and access to world-renowned outdoor 
recreation has made it attractive for professionals and families who value work-life balance. 
Prior to the pandemic in 2019, Nelson County was ranked #1 in Virginia for remote work with 
11.74% of its labor force working from home. In 2021 this increased to 16.8%, although the 
ranking is now lower relative to other counties who also saw increases in remote work.4 Brick 
and mortar businesses have benefitted from the broadband investment, which has made 
essential processes much more reliable and efficient. The targeted installation along major 
corridors supports development in planned growth areas. While working conditions have 
stabilized since the height of the pandemic era, Nelson’s forward-thinking broadband 
investment means that businesses and workers have options and can adapt quickly to future 
situations.  

 
4 2021 ACS 5-Year Estimates 
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HOW WE MOVE FORWARD 
Nelson County is committed to attracting and retaining quality businesses and a qualified 
workforce. Implementing the following strategies will stimulate economic development and 
enhance the community’s quality of life. 

Goal Statement 
Nelson County will create and maintain a strong, resilient economy that promotes workforce 
development and diversifies business and tourism opportunities while supporting traditional 
agriculture. 

Strategies 
Support & Cultivate Today’s Workforce 

1. Prepare for the needs of the next generation of workers by supporting both traditional 
higher education and vocational education opportunities. 

2. Support Nelson County Public Schools and regional partners in expanding or creating 
workforce training programs. 

3. Support dual enrollment programs for high school students that contribute to college- 
or vocational-level programs. 

4. Work with the Virginia Community College system to consider a local branch in Nelson 
County. 

Diversify & Improve Local Industry 

5. Continue to support the tourism industry while being mindful of over-tourism; diversify 
tourism assets across the County to distribute traffic and prevent negative impacts to 
local quality of life. 

6. Review the DRIVE 2.0 initiative and consider pursuing DRIVE Outdoor grant funding to 
implement recommendations of the related DRIVE 2.0 strategic and regional plans to 
increase tourism. 

7. Support expansion and diversification in the agricultural and forestry industries while 
maintaining and encouraging environmentally friendly and sustainable practices. 

8. Expand water access, trails, and bike infrastructure that promote outdoor recreation 
and tourism. 
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9. Support organizations and initiatives that provide agricultural assistance, community 
education, marketing strategies, information on agricultural support businesses, and 
information about alternative agricultural uses. 

10. Assess local permitting, licensing, and fees for agricultural producers and streamline 
processes where practical to remove unnecessary procedural barriers. 

11. Support multiple revenue streams for farmers by reviewing and amending ordinances 
to better allow farmers to host complementary agritourism uses on agricultural 
properties. 

12. Proactively market Colleen Business Park for industrial development. 

Bolster & Promote Economic Growth 

13. Explore opportunities to establish Enterprise, Tourism, Opportunity, and/or Technology 
Zones to increase business investment in targeted areas. 

14. Continue to extend high-speed internet and cellular service throughout the County 
with bandwidth capable of serving businesses and maintaining viability during 
technological advances. 

15. Support regional economic development partners that provide local business support 
services. 

16. Work with TJPDC to implement recommendations from the regional Comprehensive 
Economic Development Strategy. 
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