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Wise County Comprehensive Plan Update 
 

Defining Alternatives 
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Current Conditions 
!  Virginia's coal industry has changed 

!  In 1980, Virginia had over 800 licensed mines.  

!  By 2001, the number of Virginia licensed mines had 
declined by more than 50% to 328 (only 204 of 
which produced marketable coal) 

!  Over the past 10 years, the number of coal-mining 
jobs in Virginia has declined by more than 40% 

Agenda 

!  Background Highlights 

!  Growth Projections 

!  Alternatives 

!  Next Steps     
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What Does the Plan Do? 

! Prepare for change 

! The Plan is a policy guide 

! The Plan establishes standards 

! The Plan will protect public and private 
investment 

! The Plan process will provide the County with a 
wealth of data – it will coordinate with other 
projects and improve decision-making 

How Will the Plan Be Used? 

! Create an Official Map 

! Create a Future Land Use Map 

! Foundation for development regulations 

! Foundation for Budget and CIP 

! Establish growth areas and community facility 
service boundaries 

! Basis for development review decisions 
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Background Highlights 

Growth Projections 
!  Growth rates in the County have been elastic and variable, 

dependent in large part to the cycle of coal production and 
expanding role of the colleges. 

!  Projections show a long-term population decline in the County, 
through 2040, though the rate of decline will slow. 

!  Communities likely to experience continued population 
decreases include Appalachia, Pound and St. Paul. 

!  Communities likely to experience continued population 
increases include Big Stone Gap, Coeburn and Wise. 

!  Norton is expected to experience continued growth. 
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Growth Projections 
!  One of the most interesting trends has been the transition, 

albeit slowly, from sprawl (rural) to a community-based 
(urbanized) development pattern.  
!  In 2000, 34% of the population was in the towns and 66% was in the 

unincorporated areas.  

!  By 2010, the pattern had shifted to a 35%-65% town-rural population 
ratio. Market and lifestyles were reflecting efficiencies and preferences.  

!  The potential for the Plan to build on this pattern is substantial. 

!  This pattern is projected to continue, with new development 
(and population) increasing more in the towns (.2% per year) 
and decreasing in the rural areas (.1% per year). 

Growth Projections 
!  There’s a role for strong communities - those with available 

and adequate facilities and services, a mix of uses, a robust 
local economy, desirable amenities - that were good places to 
invest in homes and businesses. 
!  By 2010, Big Stone Gap had over 38% of the population of the 

unincorporated area (an increasing share from 35% in 2000). 

!  Coeburn saw a modest 1% increase in share of population. 

!  Though the other towns had reduced shares of population, 
Pound (9.9% decrease in share) and Appalachia (9.7% 
decrease in share) hint the losses may be due to larger issues, 
which the Plan can and should address. 
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Land Suitability Analysis 
(LSA) Model 
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LSA Purpose and Use 

! The purpose of a land use suitability analysis 
is to provide a rational, systematic guide for 
identifying areas which are more suitable for 
development, and identifying areas which 
should be maintained for rural or agricultural 
uses, or protected as conservation areas. 

! GIS based 

suit·a·bil·i·ty 
 

A measure of the relative 
usefulness of a land unit for a given 

purpose 
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Suitability Model 
 

A repeatable computer simulation 
that allocates suitability to land 

units relative to each other based 
on given criteria 

 

Land Suitability Analysis provides a 
defensible system for… 
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…but it is not a “black box.” 

Optimism  
There are solutions to even the hardest problems 

LSA Presumptions 
!  Low Suitability for Development (High Agricultural/

Environmental Sensitivity).  Presumption that land is not suitable 
for development.  This does not preclude development, but 
requires a showing by the applicant that sufficient conditions exist 
that, could require on- and off-site mitigation.  

!  Moderate Suitability for Development (Moderate Agricultural/
Environmental Sensitivity).  No presumption regarding suitability 
(that land is suitable or not suitable for development). 

!  High Suitability for Development (Low Agricultural/
Environmental Sensitivity).  Presumption that land is suitable for 
development.  This does not guarantee that a proposed 
development is appropriate for any specific location. 
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Alternative Development 
Scenarios 

Purpose of Alternatives Analysis 
!  To reflect a clear understanding of the existing 

conditions in the community 
!  To propose growth trends and development patterns 

which reflect realistic possibilities for communities 
and the County 

!  To compare the relative impacts of different growth 
strategies 
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Alternative Scenarios 
!  Provide realistic alternatives 

!  Evaluate impacts of different scenarios 
!  Growth goals 

!  Fiscal health 

!  Excess land issue / tiers 

!  Community character and integrity 

!  Economic development 

!  Growth priorities and benchmarks 

!  Selection of preferred scenario is a consensus-
building process 

Refining Alternatives 
!  Preliminary Alternative Development Scenarios were developed 

using GIS-based data 

!  Tonight’s task is not to select a Preferred Alternative 

!  To refine definition and concept of preliminary scenarios 

!  To add, if needed, an additional scenario (which will need to 
be defined and conceptualized on map) 

!  To refine local work program (Steering Committee, 
Communities Committee) to present to public for review, 
discussion and selection of a Preferred Alternative 
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Alternatives, Summarized 

! Current Trends – Assumes that recent 
development patterns continue.  County and 
providers take a passive role, market-driven. 

! Smart / Targeted Growth – Development is 
directed to towns and corridors. 

! Strong Communities – Development is directed 
to towns with ability to provide facilities, 
services and amenities.  Prioritizes provider 
investment among towns. 

Common Assumptions 
!  The overall rate of growth is the same for each alternative 

to facilitate comparisons.  Population remains constant 
among three alternatives, though there may be locational 
differences in population, density and intensity based on 
community (County and municipal) preferences. 

!  Due to declining population levels, there is available land 
to accommodate new development.  

!  Infrastructure is generally in place, with Capital 
Improvement Plan (CIP) infrastructure investment 
primarily being used to maintain and upgrade inventory. 
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Common Assumptions 
!  One of the focal considerations should be character areas – 

the types of uses, patterns, development standards and 
design guidelines appropriate for each community.  
Competition within the County to be minimized, and 
coordination (land use, economic development) 
encouraged. 

!  Existing development will remain in place.  However, 
some exceptions may be made to permit redevelopment of 
specific areas. 

!  Future land uses will be defined and refined based on 
community character areas. 

!  Community Comprehensive Plans matter. 

Trends Scenario 
!  Assumes that recent development patterns continue 

!  County and providers take a passive role, market-
driven approach (response) to development 

!  No significant limitations on development in rural 
areas 

!  Development requirements based only on health, 
safety and ability to serve 

!  Costs negotiable 
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Smart/Targeted Growth Scenario 
!  Development is directed to City, towns and corridors 

!  Corridors play a larger role for commercial and industrial 
development 

!  Small lot and multi-family residential development directed to 
communities 

!  Corridors are important activity centers, but not as strip 
development 

!  County as key service provider in corridors 

!  Gateways important, design matters 

!  Coordination with towns for development at fringes 
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Strong Communities Scenario 
!  Development is directed to City and towns with 

ability to provide facilities, services and amenities 

!  Prioritizes provider investment among communities, 
recognizes a ROI for public investment 

!  Communities not competing, but creating distinct 
‘personalities’ to attract economic development and 
distinct future land use types 

!  Recognizes that not all communities will remain 
incorporated, but will retain character 
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Preliminary Findings 
!  Trends preserves the status quo.  What you see now is what 

you get more of. 

!  Trends is Let’s Make a Deal policy.  It is based on a 
continuation of case-by-case negotiation, which typically 
favors the developer over the community (developers have 
considerable experience negotiating because nearly every deal 
is a deal, communities less so). 

!  Trends has the strongest property rights perspective.  This is 
not intended to convey a loss of property rights for the other 
two alternatives, but that Trends places the higher emphasis on 
individual choice and less emphasis on community and 
provider cost and impact. 

Preliminary Findings 
!  Smart/Targeted Growth directs non-residential development, 

primarily, to corridors adjacent to and connecting communities, 
which has the potential to increase County service provider 
responsibilities.  In contrast, Strong Communities directs most 
non-residential development to communities. 

!  Smart/Targeted Growth and Strong Communities require the 
greatest level of coordination and formal partnership between 
the County, municipalities and providers. 

!  Strong Communities inherently recognizes that not all 
municipalities may exist in 2040, should reversion be further 
considered and petitioned.  However, Strong Communities 
protects and recognizes community character areas regardless of 
incorporation.  



26"

Alternatives Discussion 

! What are the strengths of each alternative? 

! What are the weaknesses of each?  How would 
you resolve those weaknesses? 

! How would you change the alternative(s)? 

! What are the features you believe are important 
for a preferred alternative? 

Next Steps 



27"

Next Steps 
!  Local discussion of alternatives and preferences 

!  Communities Committee 

!  Select Preferred Growth Alternative 

!  Begin drafting preliminary goals and policies 

!  Begin drafting preliminary strategies 
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