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INTRODUCTION
The COVID-19 pandemic has inflicted devastating harm 
on Virginians and our economy. As the Commonwealth 
begins to recover, an opportunity is presented to 
reimagine the supply chain that produces and delivers 
food to consumers, creating systems that are more 
diversified, regional, and resilient.  Such a vision calls 
on the Commonwealth to ensure a critical mass of 
productive farmland, make strategic investments in 
local food production and processing capacity,  and 
build resilient and flexible  local food distribution 
systems that meet the food security needs of all 
Virginians.

BACKGROUND
Agriculture remains Virginia’s largest private industry 
with an economic impact of $70 billion annually and 
more than 334,000 jobs in the Commonwealth. Many 
Virginia commodities and products rank in the top 10 
among all U.S. states including apples, 6th; grapes, 8th; 
peanuts, 9th; and fresh market tomatoes, 10th. Virginia 
has 43,225 farms covering 7.8 million acres. The average 
farm size is 181 acres and the typical Virginia farmer is 
58.5 years old. The number of farms and agricultural 
acreage have seen a nine percent reduction since the 
2001 Virginia Census of Agriculture. 

According to American Farmland Trust’s (AFT) recent 
report Farms Under Threat (2020), more than 339,000 
acres of farmland were converted in Virginia to urban 
and low density residential development between 
2001 and 2016. Approximately four percent of the entire 
agricultural land in Virginia was lost to development. 
Furthermore, the report ranked Virginia in the Top 10 
for acres of agricultural land developed per new person 
added to the state’s population. Between 1982 and 
2012, Virginia sacrificed 0.18 acres of agricultural land 
per new resident. 

An adequate supply of clean water and a critical mass 
of productive farmland throughout Virginia is essential 
to a resilient regional food system. No farms, no food.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to light 
the fragility and inequality of a nationwide food 
production and distribution system that has over a 
generation become further removed from consumers 
and increasingly consolidated. By disrupting the 

processing and delivery capacity of large national and 
international firms to provide key food staples, the 
COVID-19 pandemic has yielded local and regional 
food shortages, from pork, beef and poultry to fruits 
and vegetables. The pervasiveness of these disruptions 
and shortages became clear as Virginians visited our 
local groceries and found the shelves empty as the 
pandemic took hold.   

The Commonwealth’s priority should be to ensure that 
the most vulnerable Virginians have access to food, 
whether their needs be chronic or acute.  Here, the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) 
provides the first line of defense.  But, the effectiveness 
of SNAP requires that those in need have access to a 
reliable food supply at retail, commercial and charitable 
food outlets.  This critical access was potentially 
jeopardized as food supplies at regional food banks 
shrank and demand increased as the economic impact 
of COVID-19 took hold across communities in the 
Commonwealth.  

The impact of COVID-19 related disruptions to the food 
supply was not limited to consumers.   From dairy 
farmers to fruit and vegetable producers, disruptions 
in the food supply chain and contracts cancelled by 
end-users such as schools, restaurants, and others 
are leaving agricultural operators in Virginia without 
markets for their products.  The prospect of farmers 
dumping milk, euthanizing livestock, and leaving 
crops in the field to rot is a real possibility, despite food 
shortages at our groceries and food banks. Moreover, 
with already small margins where 15 cents of every 
consumer dollar spent goes to the farmer, declining 
revenue from lost sales only exacerbates the economic 
challenges facing our farmers and the support 
businesses that rely on agriculture.  

Actions that foster the ability of farmers to connect 
into and enhance local and regional agricultural 
economies and food systems should be a priority. 
Creating markets for Virginia’s agricultural products 
through regional distribution networks, expanding 
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small scale processing facilities, and expanding support 
for direct to consumer options such as farmers markets 
and community supported agriculture are examples 
of investments that can diversify food supply chains, 
reduce transportation costs, and grow rural economies 
and community resiliency - let alone the benefits that 
healthier and fresher produce afford our residents.         

The Commonwealth has programs that can 
accelerate the pace of farmland conservation and 
diversification, including program funding available 
through the Virginia Department of Agriculture 
and Consumer Services (VDACS) Office of Farmland 
Preservation and the Virginia Land Conservation 
Foundation (VLCF).  But, funding levels have never 
met the funding requirements under Virginia Code 
§ 58.1-512  (see Healthy, Resilient Communities 
and Lanscapes, p. 88). These programs conserve 
productive land and resources, but also support rural 
economies by providing farmers capital to reinvest 
and expand operations. Likewise, investment in the 
Virginia Cooperative Extension, Virginia Food Access 
Investment Fund, and Virginia Fresh Match Incentive 
Program help foster urban agriculture and other 
programs that bring equity, self-sufficiency, and long-
term resiliency to many Virginians in low-access food 
deserts and in areas, urban or rural, with higher than 
average rates of poverty and chronic illness.  
  
CONCLUSION
The Commonwealth can build more reliable and 
resilient food production and supply systems through 
targeted investments that (re)build local and regional 
food distribution networks, expand small scale food 
processing facilities, and conserve agricultural lands.  
Pursuing a more holistic and regionally based food 
supply chain offers diversification and augmentation to 
a national food distribution system that showed strain 
under the COVID-19 pandemic.  

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
Fully fund Office of Farmland Preservation 
and the Virginia Farmland Preservation Fund.

Develop a comprehensive list of farms 
eligible for funding under the Conservation 
title of the federal Farm Bill (ACEP/ALE) to 
assist NRCS in competing for a larger share of 
$450 million per year.

Expand Agricultural and Forestry Industries 
Development Fund resources.

Fund Farm to School Programs by offsetting 
the cost of local foods for school systems.

Providing grant funds or tax incentives for 
small and or non USDA inspected processing 
facilities to expand or gain certifications.

Continue to fund and support Virginia’s 
Finest and Virginia Grown through VDACS.

Continue to fund and support Virginia Food 
Access Investment Fund.

Continue to fund and support Virginia Fresh 
Match Incentive Program by providing a 1:1 
match for SNAP funds

Create a funding source to secure non-
contaminated public and private green 
space for small acreage urban and suburban 
agriculture

Provide grant funding to assist landowners 
in resolving heirs property
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