POTOMAC WATERSHED ROUNDTABLE

Quarterly Meeting – July 10, 2009
Stratford Hall, Montross, Virginia
MINUTES 
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Kathy Clark, Northern Neck SWCD

Katie Conaway, Virginia Department of Environmental Quality

Mr. Cross, spouse of Hon. Joan Cross
Johna Gagnon, Northern Virginia SWCD

Lee Goodwin, Angler Environmental

Diane Hoffman, Northern Virginia SWCD
Sam Johnson, Northern Neck SWCD

Christin Jolicoeur, Northern Virginia SWCD

Bob Jordan, Northern Virginia SWCD

Lenora Jordan, Northern Virginia SWCD
Nick Kokales, Northern Virginia SWCD
Laura Lawfer, Stratford Hall

Ken McFarland, Stratford Hall

Judy Okay, Chesapeake Bay Program

Jennifer O’Reilly, Virginia Department of Environmental Quality

Cindy Patterson, Virginia Cooperative Extension, Prince William County; Prince William SWCD
Paul Reber, Stratford Hall

Niffy Saji, Fairfax Water
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Call to Order and Roll Call.  Chairman Penny Gross called the meeting to order at 10:05 a.m.  She welcomed everyone and asked each attendee to introduce himself. 
Approval of April Minutes.  A motion (Holley-Peterson) passed (Kelley and Cross abstained) to approve the minutes of the April 3, 2009 meeting. 

Stratford Hall – Welcome and Overview of Organic Farming Initiative.  Paul Reber, Executive Director, Stratford Hall, gave a brief history of Stratford Hall, the home of the Lees of Virginia, which include Declaration of Independence signers Richard Henry Lee and Francis Lightfoot Lee, Revolutionary War General and Virginia Governor Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee, and Civil War General Robert E. Lee.  At one time the Lee family land holdings in Virginia comprised 100,000 acres, which was typical of the times.  Today, the property at Stratford Hall includes 2,000 acres.  Agriculture and the related economy were central to the history and success of four generations of the Lee family.  They also were a major reason for its economic decline.  Currently, Stratford Hall is embarking on a plan to implement a sustainable agriculture program, improving soil quality and producing crops by using organic agriculture techniques.  Several partnerships have been formed to help with this effort.  The initiative also includes educational programs for adults and for children.  A forest management plan is in place and plans are underway to conduct a comprehensive study of the entire landscape.  Stratford Hall is supported by earnings from an endowment, donations, programs and visitors.  It is governed by the Robert E. Lee Memorial Association, which was founded in 1929 and is led by a board of directors with members from across country. 
Current Agricultural Practices in the Northern Neck.  Sam Johnson, Nonpoint Source Specialist, Northern Neck Soil and Water Conservation District, described current agricultural activities in the Northern Neck.  The primary crops are barley, wheat, soybeans and corn.  Many of these crops have been grown using no-till methods, which has resulted in better soil quality with more organic material, better nutrient exchange and better water-holding capacity.  Another major activity is vegetable farming.  Much of it is marketed through a wholesale farmer’s market with $10 million per year in sales.  The NRCS state agronomist is working with vegetable farmers to conduct research on no-till vegetable production.  GreenSeeker technology is being used to precisely apply nitrogen and other nutrients according to conditions such as type of crop, type of soil and fertility.  Another new technology is a unit that injects nitrogen into the soil, which avoids nitrogen tie-up in the organic residue.  Nurseries are another agricultural activity that have been incorporating conservation practices, which has made them eligible for cost-sharing.  The results include improvements in soil quality and growth.
Northern Neck Farm Museum.  Sam Johnson described the new farm museum, which documents the history and showcases the implements used in agriculture on the Northern Neck.  The museum is supported by grants and donations and is governed by a non-profit board.  Staff and volunteers conduct tours and provide education programs for school children.  In the future, the museum would like to add a rainwater harvesting system, with solar pumps and a distribution system in order to use the water for demonstration crops.  
Conservation Initiatives at Hull Springs Farm.  Bobbie Burton, Executive Director of Hull Springs Farm, described the conservation initiatives at Longwood University’s Hull Springs Farm, a 637 acre property with a diverse habitat, farmland, forest, shoreline and wetlands.  It is part of 2,000 acres of preserved land on the Machodoc Neck.  The goal is to make the farm a model of conservation and sustainability and to use it as a vehicle for educating adults and the greater community about strategies they can adopt and repeat.  In addition to two miles of shoreline, 160 acres are leased as farmland, using best management practices, and 400 acres of forest are under a forest stewardship plan.  Plans are underway to place much of the property under a conservation easement and to establish a non-tidal wetlands mitigation bank.  Many of the fields will be returned to forested wetlands.  These wetlands will be comprised primarily of oak trees and will have wet conditions in the spring.  A grant from NOAA funded a detailed study of approximately 25 miles of shoreline along the entire lower Machodoc, with recommendations for every property owner on protective measures using soft, living shoreline techniques that also create habitat.  In October 2006, following the loss of 18 ft. of shoreline on the Farm due to severe weather, a stone revetment was placed along 400 feet and planted with 5,000 plugs of marsh grasses that created 10,000 square feet of new marshland.  This stable and living shoreline serves to demonstrate a biologically sensitive alternative to bulkheads and other shore-hardening structures.  It also demonstrates to permitting authorities that shorelines can be restored and protected by strategically using these methods.  The Virginia Institute of Marine Science is a close partner in both the living shoreline and wetland mitigation project.  A board of directors, partners and advisors with expertise in a variety of fields help to guide the Farm’s goals and activities.  Students and faculty regularly visit the Farm for a variety of classes and to conduct research.  Outreach in the community includes environmental programs for teachers and showcasing initiatives such as the living shoreline project.  The osprey is the symbol of environmental recovery and the essence of the Hull Springs Farm logo.     
Update on the Chesapeake Bay Program.  Mrs. Gross reported on the Chesapeake Bay Executive Council meeting, which was held May 12 at Mt. Vernon.  She made a presentation on behalf of the Local Government Advisory Committee.  Her remarks included the need to accelerate restoration and make sure the circuit rider demonstration projects were funded.  She noted that stormwater management is a significant challenge for local governments and what is needed are cost-effective solutions and regulations that do not set up local governments for failure by being too unrealistic or too expensive.   She also said that local governments need to be involved in the TMDL game plan.  The Council decided that instead of renewing the ten-year agreement, it would set two-year milestones, and each of the states in the Chesapeake Bay Program has adopted two-year milestones to reduce nitrogen and phosphorus to the Bay.  Virginia’s pollution reduction commitments by the end of 2011 include 119,000 acres/year under cover crops, 38,000 acres/year in small grain commodities, 258,000 new acres under agricultural nutrient management plans, 806 septic system BMPs, 133,000 new acres under urban nutrient management, and 61,000 acres under erosion and sediment control.  Virginia also committed to significant funding for grants and loans for point source improvements.  She noted that improving the health of the Bay depends on local improvements and the health of local streams.  She also said the Council was urged not to give just one grade to the entire bay, which is made up of a diversity of land and water uses and local conditions.  Rather, grade the components, giving credit to areas that are making improvements; this will encourage them to continue to do the right thing.   
Pyrolysis Study.  Robert Shoemaker, Nutrient Management Specialist, DCR-Warrenton, described the emerging technology of pyrolysis, which converts sewage sludge, wood waste and poultry litter into fuel.  He explained that when these products are heated to 500 degrees Centigrade for a few seconds about 50% becomes char and 30% becomes a gas that when cooled becomes a liquid bio-oil, which can be used as fuel for heating and creating electricity.  The remaining 20% becomes a non-condensable gas that can be used to power the system.  The bio-oil can be stored and shipped, so the process does not require that this energy be used at the site.  Several plants have been built and are in operation.  Technology has shown that it is possible to produce jet fuel from pyrolysis.  Research continues on both the technology and ways to reduce costs.  A recent workshop in Charlottesville brought together 50 representatives of diverse interests in this technology to discuss the technology, the potential for various opportunities (e.g., ammonia recapture and carbon sequestration), and ways to work collaboratively.  The workshop attendees plan to meet again.  Mr. Shoemaker noted that the sciences of water quality, renewable energy and air quality are inter-related.  Part of the analysis of the pyrolysis technology will include a look at the related social, economic and environmental issues to see if this technology has a viable place in energy production and in solving environmental problems.
Shellfish TMDLs – Issues and Challenges.  Stuart McKenzie, Environmental Planner, Northern Neck Planning District Commission, reported that 98 creeks, or almost all creeks in the Northern Neck, are listed as impaired.  Total Maximum Daily Load (TMDL) studies have been done for most of them.  TMDL studies determine the amount of a pollutant that a waterway can assimilate without compromising water quality.  Shellfish TMDLs address waterways that are impaired for shellfish production.  Harvesting shellfish in these creeks is condemned, either at all times or during certain seasons.  One issue that has been raised about developing plans for addressing TMDLs is the use of methods for source tracking that are not accurate and are very costly.  Another issue is the process for determining the amount of pollutant reduction, which is a volumetric calculation that does not account for various conditions and variables such as tidal fluctuations.  A citizen group on Northern Neck has suggested that since many of the pollution problems are the same, instead of writing an implementation plan for each waterway, it might be a better use of time and resources to treat them as one TMDL and start getting measures on the ground.  Some of the measures recommended are:  stopping illegal discharges; repairing or replacing septic systems that are not functioning; petitioning the EPA to designate no discharge zones for marine sanitation devices; fencing livestock out of waterways; requiring kennels and other large concentrations of dogs to treat dog waste; preventing direct runoff of roof and driveway water; and banning the application of biosolids.  One problem in implementing TMDLs is that they are an unfunded mandate and there is not state money available to help implement solutions.  Seeking federal EPA 319 funding assistance is difficult for local governments that often do not have the resources for the required matching funds.  Until a dedicated source of funding becomes available, Mr. McKenzie said he is concerned about the progress that can be made.  Yet, he noted that in order to be able to restore the oyster population that will help cleanup the Bay, clean shellfish areas are needed.  He said that citizens have gained a greater understanding of TMDLs and understand that those who live on the Northern Neck are part of the problem.  Also, they are becoming a grassroots effort, willing to approach their legislators for assistance.  In answer to a question, Mr. McKenzie said wildlife, and especially geese at certain times of the year, make a significant contribution to the uncontrollable pollutant load and contribute to the impairments.  
Northern Neck Land Conservancy.  Joe Thompson, Field Director, Northern Neck Land Conservancy, provided an update on the activities of the Conservancy.  The Land Conservancy, founded in 2003, was an all-volunteer organization until he was hired two years ago.  So far 10,000 acres on the Northern Neck have been placed in conservation easements.  The role of the Conservancy is to facilitate land conservation through education and outreach and to provide assistance with establishing easements.  He was pleased to announce that Richmond County has agreed to co-hold easements, which now will make it possible for the County and the Conservancy to co-hold conservation easements.  He described a new land evaluation tool, which the Northern Neck Planning District Commission helped the Conservancy to develop.  The tool will help guide decisions on land conservation.  It uses indices of various criteria (land types and qualities among those types) to make weighted comparisons and help determine the priority lands to conserve.  Using Geographic Information System capability, the values of different aspects of lands can be graphically displayed and differing priorities for land conservation can be shown in various colors.  Some federal entities, such as the Patuxent River Naval Air Station and Fort A.P. Hill, have an interest in keeping nearby large tracts of contiguous land in low density development and have expressed interest in helping with funding.  The GIS displays have been very useful when discussing these collaborative efforts.  While some lands are preserved in other ways, such as parkland, voluntary land conservation easements are important components when establishing corridors of conserved land.  These corridors, in turn, play an important role in the protection of water quality.  Mrs. Gross noted that local governments are an important part of a land conservation partnership, since they often are the source of valuable information, such as details about land ownership.  
Environmental Interests and Education Programs at Stratford Hall.  Ken McFarland, Education Director at Stratford Hall, and Assistant Education Director Laura Lawfer gave an overview of the environmental interests and education programs at Stratford Hall.  Mr. McFarland noted that it was Senator Stuart’s grandfather who sold Stratford Hall to the foundation in 1929.  Much of the landscape has not changed over the years, and wayside exhibits are being installed to describe natural features, such as the cliffs, and other features, including the mill and mill pond, and an erosion problem that is being addressed.  Adult classes, such as a paleontology study, are ongoing.  Ms. Lawfer explained that school programs have changed from being primarily history lessons to programs with math and science, which help to meet Virginia’s Standards of Learning.  An example is a program in which students examine fossils and their significance.  A new program teaches students about ways to reduce pollution and conserve water, and provides a certificate and small prize to students who make a commitment and follow through with practices that limit pollution and water usage. 
Everyone was invited on a tour after the meeting, which included the mill, mill pond, beach and cliffs. 

Adjournment.  Mrs. Gross thanked Woody Hynson for helping to bring the Roundtable meeting to Westmoreland County.  She also thanked Stratford Hall for hosting the meeting and those from the Northern Neck and Northern Virginia SWCD for their assistance.  She adjourned the meeting at 2:20 p.m.
Respectfully submitted,
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