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COUNTY OF ALBEMARLE 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 

AGENDA TITLE: 

SP202400013 Secretary’s Sand Solar 

 

SUBJECT/PROPOSAL/REQUEST: 

Agricultural-Forestal Districts Advisory Committee review of a special use 

permit for a 96-acre solar site (approximately 32 fenced acres for panels and 

equipment) on a 366.6-acre parcel (Tax Map 120 Parcel 18A) in Green 

Mountain AFD. 

 

STAFF CONTACT: 

Scott Clark, Conservation Program Manager 

 

 

AGENDA DATE: 

June 27, 2024 

 

 

BACKGROUND: 

Tax Map 120 Parcel 18A (see map in Attachment A) has been part of the Green Mountain district since the district was 

created in 2015. 

 

The requested special use permit (described in more detail in Attachment B) would allow construction of a solar energy 

system within a portion of the parcel that includes some hardwoods and a pine plantation. The lease area for the solar 

facility would include approximately 96 acres, of which 32 acres would be fenced and would include the solar panels and 

other equipment (see Attachment C for a proposed layout).  

 

COMMITTEE REVIEW GUIDELINES: 

Section 3-202(A)3(k) of the Albemarle County Code reads as follows: 

 

A. Prohibition to develop to a more intensive use. As a condition to creating a district, any parcel within the 

district shall not be developed to a more intensive use than that existing on the date the district was 

created, subject to the following: 

3. Non-residential uses and other actions deemed not to be development to a more intensive use. The 

following non-residential uses and other actions are deemed not to be developed to a more intensive 

use: 

k. Special uses and structures allowed in the Rural Areas zoning district. Any proposed use or 

structure allowed by special use permit in the Rural Areas zoning district, provided that the Board 

of Supervisors determines that the use or structure allowed by the special use permit is consistent 

with the purposes of this chapter. 

The County’s practice has been to consult with the Committee on any special use permit request that is located on land 

within or adjacent to an existing District. 

 

Those purposes of the Agricultural-Forestal Districts chapter of the County Code are listed in Section 3-100, “Purpose and 

Intent”: 

 

The purpose and intent of this chapter are as follows: 

 

A. It is the policy of county to conserve and protect, and to encourage the development and improvement of, its 

agricultural and forestal lands for the production of food and other agricultural or forestal products. It is also the 
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policy of the county to conserve and protect agricultural and forestal lands as valued natural and ecological 

resources which provide essential open spaces for clean airsheds, watershed protection, wildlife habitat, and for 

aesthetic purposes. 

B. It is the purpose and intent of this chapter to provide means by which agricultural and forestal lands of either 

statewide or local significance may be protected and enhanced as a viable segment of state and local economies, 

and as important economic and environmental resources. 

 

The Committee’s role is to assist the Board of Supervisors by advising on the consistency of the proposed use with the 

purposes of the Districts. (Other aspects of the review, such as transportation impacts or effects on adjacent properties, 

will be addressed by staff in their report to the Planning Commission and the Board of Supervisors.) 

 

The Committee’s recommendation will be included in staff’s reports to the Planning Commission and the Board of 

Supervisors when public hearings are held for this item. These public hearings have not been scheduled at this time. 

 

DISCUSSION: 

 

Section 3-101 of the County Code further explains the County policies that the Districts should promote. This proposal’s 

impacts on each policy are outlined below: 

 

A. Production of food and other agricultural and forestal products. It is the policy of the State and the County to 

conserve and protect and to encourage the development and improvement of the Commonwealth's agricultural 

and forestal lands for the production of food and other agricultural and forestal products. 

 

The purpose of the requested special use is not related to the production of agricultural or silvicultural products. 

The character of the proposed use is the production of energy for off-site distribution. 

 

While the applicants have stated that the project will “pursu[e] livestock grazing” (estimated to be 40-50 sheep, 

spring through fall) within the fenced panel area, that activity would be limited by and subordinate to the energy-

production use in that area. Conversion of the site to livestock grazing could be achieved without the energy-

production facility. 

 

B. Provide essential open spaces. It is also the policy of the State and the County to conserve and protect 

agricultural and forestal lands as valued natural and ecological resources which provide essential open spaces 

for clean air sheds, watershed protection, wildlife habitat, as well as for aesthetic purposes. 

 

The site is already forestal land, and needs no Zoning or District approvals to continue in silvicultural or 

agricultural use. Adding the proposed solar facility would not increase the site’s usability for agriculture, forestry, 

or resource protection, but would remove the areas used for panel structures and other built infrastructure from 

those uses, except to the degree that some secondary, seasonal grazing could occur. 

 

C. Strong agricultural and forestal economy. It is the policy of the County to support a strong agricultural and 

forestal economy. 

 

The applicants state that the power production from the site could support agricultural businesses in the area, such 

as equestrian operations. However, as the power would flow to the local electrical distribution lines, it could be 

used by any connected users, and there is no dedicated connection to any specific agricultural or silvicultural use.  

 

D. Protect and preserve natural resources and retain continuous and unfragmented land. It is the policy of the 

County to protect and preserve natural resources, which include mountains, hills, valleys, rivers, streams, 

groundwater, and retain continuous and unfragmented land for agriculture, forestry, biodiversity, and natural 

resource protection. 
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This project would, at least temporarily (for decades), reduce the land area available for agriculture, forestry, or 

natural-resource protection by converting the project area’s primary use to energy generation. After 

decommissioning of the solar facility, the site could return to agricultural or silvicultural use, provided that soil 

compaction is minimized or avoided during construction, and that soil decompaction is carried out as part of the 

decommissioning of the site. The applicants have stated that mass grading will be minimized, which should limit 

the excavation and distribution of relatively infertile subsoils on the site. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

While the proposal may involve some livestock grazing, staff finds that on balance the impacted area would be primarily 

dedicated to energy generation rather than to any of the land uses or resource protections identified in the purposes of the 

Districts listed above. Therefore, staff recommends that the Committee advise the Planning Commission and the Board of 

Supervisors that the proposed use is not consistent with the purposes of the Districts. 

 

ATTACHMENTS: 

A – Location Map 

B – Project Narrative 

C – Concept Plan 
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Attachment C 


