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Executive Summary

Executive Summary
This is an action‐oriented update of Wise County’s Comprehensive Plan. This Plan Update is a statement
of the community's vision for its own future and a guide to achieve that vision through the year
2040. The future expressed in the Plan is shaped by local values, ideals and aspirations about the best
management and use of Wise County's resources.
The Plan Update is based on the County and its communities working cooperatively to define growth
areas and establish land use and infrastructure policies. It provides policies and guidelines to the
officials, departments, boards, and commissions to affect current and future land use and resource
management in the best interest of unincorporated Wise County. This Plan is a guide to action, that:


Provides a clear, understandable, and widely supported vision for land use in Wise County;



Operates as a development guide to ensure that the County’s vision is considered during the
public policy and development review decision‐making
processes;



Guides growth and change to achieve economic
benefits while protecting agricultural uses,
environmental quality, and local cultural values; and



Encourages intergovernmental cooperation between
the unincorporated and incorporated areas of the
County.

The future of Wise County should
not be a matter of chance;
the future of Wise County must
be a matter of choice.

Coal mining has been the lifeblood of Wise County. The industry created thousands of jobs, transcending
generations, surviving economic downturns, providing the power to heat homes, cook food and give
light. Coal has had its challenges, politically, environmentally and economically, but coal is and will
always be a component of our community this nation’s energy and economic strategy. There now exists
the opportunity to leverage a renewed emphasis on coal communities to begin constructing the
framework for a 21st century economy with an awareness and mandate for reasonable environmental
requirements.
Implementation of this Plan assumes a commitment to community, a theme manifested in virtually
every discussion among stakeholders, in public and private settings. As established throughout this Plan,
implementation will require greater efforts to coordinate and cooperate within Wise County and a
heightened focus on partnerships outside of the region. Implementation will also be well‐served, as
identified in this Plan, by leveraging past relationships and building new partnerships in the region, in
Richmond and in Washington.

ES‐1

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Executive Summary

Plan Purpose
The Comprehensive Plan is a policy guide. While it discusses and describes land uses, the Plan itself does
not regulate actual land use. Other tools, such as development regulations, site plans and performance
standards are the primary means by which a locality implements, or brings to life, the goals, policies and
strategies noted in the Comprehensive Plan. The Plan also guides the preparation of public and private
development plans and capital improvement programs for the County’s facilities and services. Equally
important, as a guide, is that the Plan be a dynamic document, subject to periodic amendment when
conditions within the County change significantly.


Establish a Future Vision for Wise County



Protect the Environment and Related Economic Development



Promote Economic Development and Employment Opportunities



Guide Property Owner and Developer Decisions



Objectively Anticipate Future Needs



Guide the Use of Land and Resources



Effectively Coordinate the Location of Public Facilities and Service Provision



Promote Cost‐Effective Use of Tax Dollars and Community Investment



Encourage Citizen Participation and Support for Wise County’s Future



Meet Commonwealth Law Requirements

Overcoming Challenges
The challenges facing Wise County are fluctuating price and demand for coal, waves of coal mine
mechanization, policies, and regulations unfavorable to our way of life and then the domino‐effect
closure of mines and businesses. The County didn’t plan on a time when coal would not be part of our
economy, because times were good, and money was flowing. The coal severance was spent and
expected to be replenished. Instead, the change in circumstances has been sudden and dramatic:


In 2011, these taxes provided revenues of $13 million.



By 2015, these taxes provided revenues of only $3 million.



By 2017, these taxes provided $2 million of revenues.



For 2021, the County estimates these taxes will be 1.2 million of revenues.

Compounding these external challenges were internal battles that further drained the pool of
community goodwill ‐ schools, water and sewer, and annexation led to anger, complacency, and
resignation. Recognizing that differences don’t have to divide, means that the County can come
together and move forward.
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With a County history defined by overcoming obstacles and achieving much, adopting a Plan provides
the forum to trumpet victories too few know and identify a vision that transitions the community to the
next generation. There are many things going well in Wise County, the result of the efforts of visionary,
civic‐minded, forward‐thinking, and dedicated citizens and businesses. They are doing their part to
make Wise County a great place to live, work and invest again, harnessing local colleges and businesses
to create a workforce for the future.


The University of Virginia’s College at Wise is focusing on educating the next generation
cybersecurity experts. It has the state’s only software engineering program, with upwards of 60
students, and is positioning itself to be the school for cybersecurity. UVA‐Wise is also partnering
with MACH37 (an arm of the state’s Center for Innovative Technology) to move 35 cybersecurity
companies from the idea stage to a business launch.



Taking a lesson from the coal and gas severance tax, tobacco commission revenues have been
wisely used to develop broadband speeds in the County that exceed those in Northern Virginia.
That 4G broadband cell service is available along many of the trails not only keeps hikers (and
more) connected, but it underscores a region that is plugged‐in to technology on all fronts.



The Mineral Gap Data Center in the Lonesome Pine Regional Business and Technology Park is a
$65 million project that has provided new high‐paying tech jobs.



Wise County is the first in the nation FAA‐authorized cargo drone flight, in July 2015, taking
medications to a remote area as part of a public‐private partnership.



The skies are, literally, the limit, as the co‐inventor of the “CubeSat” was in Wise County to
organize student teams from elementary, middle and high schools to collect data from
extremely low earth orbit satellites. Scientists are hoping to release these tiny satellites from a
rocket next year, to record data while above the earth as students record real‐time data from
space.

These ‘wins’ (there are others) underscore the importance of this Comprehensive Plan to establish the
framework for a 21st Century infrastructure of people and place, of human and physical investment. At
its core, this Plan devises a new social contract for Wise County that is dependent on the collaborative
efforts of its constituents (citizens, businesses, institutions, and communities) to succeed.

Working Together
Adopting a Comprehensive Plan is a time for leadership. Success will require action on three fronts ‐
collaborating with the communities in Wise County, taking a leadership role for Southwest Virginia and
greater engagement with Richmond.
The most vital issues facing Wise County are regional in nature – watersheds, air quality and other
ecosystems, economic conditions, land use, service delivery, commuter patterns, housing, employment
centers and other growth impacts ‘spill over’ municipal or County boundaries and impact the region as a
whole. The problems a community faces do not begin and end at its borders, so why should its
solutions? The health of Wise County’s incorporated municipalities, the rural areas of the County and
the welfare of the region are interconnected.
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A lack of intergovernmental coordination makes communities and regions less desirable, leading to
losses in population and economic development opportunities. Southwest Virginia is not immune from
this reality. Such losses undermine economic stability and reduce public facility and service efficiencies,
thereby making it costlier for local residents. Lack of inter‐jurisdictional cooperation and coordination
make an area less attractive for major economic development. Competing with one another rather than
working together can be a deal breaker in the new economy.
This Plan identifies the tools for the County to nurture leadership from within, which also will manifest
itself outwardly as leadership for the region. The success of the Plan is founded on the belief that good
people will rise to the challenge. The Plan utilizes numerous committees, across a broad spectrum of
public policy and action, to expand the role for stakeholders. There will be numerous opportunities for
meaningful participation.

Building the Plan
The planning process included extensive meetings and interviews with all but one of the communities in
Wise County. One‐on‐one and small group discussions with community leaders provided an honest and
open dialogue with the consultant team. Though each of the communities has a unique history and
perspective, there were common themes and numerous opportunities to improve relationships:


Jobs, jobs, jobs. There are too few jobs and not enough economic development wins. A
coordinated economic development strategy for the County and communities, rather than the
current independent approaches, including and supporting regional economic development
initiatives.



Think as a region. Key to working as a region, rather than a disjointed and insular approach, is
establishing regular and meaningful meetings and dialogue between County and community
managers and administrators.



Work together. Coordinate and support the efforts of other community groups. Respect other
community investments in staff and businesses (refrain from poaching another community’s
staff, limit incentivizing business moves to companies outside of Wise County). Budget and CIP
coordination that leverages investment by local and County projects. This includes community
input and recommendation for County budgets and CIPs, with projects and funding based on
prioritized need and return on investment, and not equal slices of a pie based on geography.



Protect what we have. Work to identify critical sites and funding for condemnation and
demolition.



Celebrate the wins of communities in Wise County. Change the mindset and message.
Sharing victories means a model for success could be duplicated with another community.

The Wise County Comprehensive Plan is founded on community input and constructed with a
methodology designed to serve as a development guide for decision‐makers and stakeholders. To
accomplish this task, past and current land use development patterns were examined, and future
patterns were projected based data and local preferences.
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Development Suitability
A land development suitability model was developed to provide decision makers and interested parties
with a quantitative tool for assessing the environmental and infrastructural opportunities and
limitations within the County. The model incorporates a weighting procedure that allowed the County to
prioritize the relative importance of a variety of economic and natural resource factors. Factors are
based on geographic information system (GIS) datasets assembled from multiple sources including local,
state, federal and other non‐governmental sources. This analysis provided a development suitability
map that was the foundation for the Plan, and provided 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.

Alternative Development Scenarios
Alternatives analysis enables the community to evaluate several possible growth scenarios from various
perspectives ‐‐ fiscal, environmental, quality of life, economic and legal ‐‐ by exploring advantages and
disadvantages, by focusing on and comparing distinctions and by identifying implementation strategies
and policy implications. The purpose of conducting Alternatives Analysis is to reflect a clear
understanding of the existing conditions in the community, propose growth trends and development
patterns which reflect realistic possibilities for communities and the County, and to compare the relative
impacts of different growth strategies. Essential to a comparison of alternative scenarios is that they
must be realistic and reflect probable and potential outcomes. The factors that comprise the analysis
are broad, and include growth goals, fiscal impact, land use, community character and integrity and
economic development. The selection of a preferred scenario is a consensus‐building process.

Development Tiers
The Development Tiers system is the first step in moving the County to a more reliable and functional
land use scheme with a future land use that will provide confidence to residents and businesses about
future development expectations. Each Tier includes a broad mix of land uses that describe and identify
preferred future development patterns. Tiers are used to establish a framework for determining which
growth management goals, policies and strategies should be used in different areas of the County,
recognizing the uniqueness of each area and community, and to direct the location, timing, and phasing
of growth to achieve rational growth patterns, efficiently provide facilities and services and protect
rural, agricultural, environmentally sensitive or other important open spaces from inappropriate
development.

A Preferred Development Plan
After reviewing the impacts of the suitability model, alternatives and tiers, the County distilled these
factors into a preferred alternative which served as the basis for the Development Plan. The Strong
Communities Development Plan provides the County with an effective strategy to establish planning
policies and manage spending to optimize investments in services and infrastructure, protects the
natural environment, reduces potential loss of life and property from natural hazards, provides a clear
direction to achieve an efficient development pattern and support and coordinate with its communities.
The Strong Communities Development Plan is characterized by and identifies the following three types
of development areas:
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The Primary Development Area. This Developed Area is the area where resources and services
are maximized. It is mostly developed but has significant opportunities for infill development
and redevelopment. Infill and redevelopment should efficiently use, maintain and expand
existing infrastructure.



The Secondary Development Area. This Developing Area is the area within which adequate
public facilities should be available within the life of the Plan, by the year 2040. This is the area
between the Municipal Corporate limits and one and one‐half miles from the Municipal
Corporate limits within the unincorporated area.



The Rural / Natural Resources Area. The Rural Area is the unincorporated area located outside
the area the County identified as being efficiently developed within the 20‐year planning
horizon and is planned to remain in long term agriculture or large lot residential development.
It includes the future growth area north of the County that will serve residential growth
projections beyond the year 2040.

Strong Communities
Development Tiers Map

Future Land Use
This Plan authorizes compact development served by adequate facilities and services that minimizes
impacts on farms, natural resource extraction and the environment and supports land, resource and
energy conservation.
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Future land uses are identified to show the range of uses permitted, planned development patterns and
relationship to growth tiers, and, together with the goals and policies contained in the Plan, establishes
the County’s policy direction and acts as a guide for decisions affecting future development. Future land
uses are not zoning, but operate as a guide to future land use patterns and infrastructure planning. The
Future Land Use Map respects existing developing uses patterns, and presents a preferred future
development scenario based on the development tiers.

Plan Outcomes
The Plan sets forth a coordinated strategy for managing growth and future development. Such a
strategy is needed to promote the efficient use of valuable infrastructure that is already in place, to
minimize the cost of new infrastructure and facilities, and to prevent the unnecessary loss of open space
and agricultural land. The Plan will lay the foundation for building more effective regional partnerships
in the County.

ES‐7

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Executive Summary

Creating Development Opportunities
Wise County’s scenic beauty, when combined with the County’s mix of locational assets, makes it a
particularly attractive community for business and industry. To promote high quality development that
contributes to the long‐term quality of life and provides economic opportunity for residents, developers
must believe that their investment will be protected. Development and building standards must ensure
that land uses are compatible.
The Plan supports development of regulations that provide developers with flexibility, both in terms of
the types and locations of projects, while establishing standards to prevent unwanted types of
development. Inflexible plans and ordinances stifle creativity, preclude innovations in design and reduce
all development to the same lowest common denominator.
Developers, neighbors, County staff and decision‐makers can all perform their roles more effectively
when they are certain of the Plan policies and development review process. The knowledge that the
process will always occur in a predictable manner helps all participants remain focused on creating
quality developments rather than navigating a confusing and unpredictable process, while flexibility
allows them to create the best‐possible development without the burden of excessive regulation that
stifles the ability to create a high‐quality product.

Diversifying Economic Opportunities
Maintaining and improving the quality of life and the environment provides Wise County the
opportunity to take advantage of existing infrastructure to diversify the local economy and provide
economic growth amid the trend of an aging and declining population. This economy must be based on
a proven, trained (re‐trained), and experienced workforce and expand into educational services,
technology, light manufacturing, and tourism, while preserving an evolving and historic economy based
on natural resources and agriculture. This will encourage the increasingly educated younger generations
of Wise County from leaving the area, thereby thinning the future tax burden on remaining residents as
more of the population ages and leaves the labor force. It also is important to note that protection of
development investment and agricultural / eco‐tourism investment are flip sides of the same coin. By
establishing policies to prevent incompatible land use patterns, the Plan protects both types of
investment.

Balancing Fiscal Responsibility and Infrastructure Provision
The quality of life in Wise County is contingent on the County’s continued ability to provide quality
services at a reasonable cost to taxpayers. If development projects go forward without a plan for
recouping increased service provider expenses, existing tax payers subsidize those expenses. Fiscal
stability is a cornerstone of a sustainable community. Existing residents should not suffer a decline in
the quality of their services or be unduly burdened by costs of new growth. New residents and business
should pay their fair share of the costs associated with extending infrastructure and urban services to
new growth areas.
As the Comprehensive Plan is implemented, it will strengthen the partnership between the public and
private sectors. This partnership can achieve infinitely more when both parties work together rather
than alone. An important byproduct of an effective comprehensive plan is that it creates a “win/win”
situation for the public and private sectors, for existing and new neighborhoods, for economic
development and open space land conservation, and for fiscal integrity and enhanced quality of life.
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Plan Implementation
The existence of a sound development Plan is not enough to guide future development within Wise
County. For this Plan to serve as a practical guide for directing physical growth and change in the county,
all decisions relating to land use must be in conformance with the policies established in this Plan as
adopted by the Board of Supervisors. In addition, implementation of the Plan will require the consistent
use of such land management tools as zoning and subdivision regulations, periodic review and updating
of the Plan and coordination with all incorporated communities in the county.
The policies and strategies of the Plan must be implemented in a timely manner to ensure that the
vision of the Comprehensive Plan becomes a reality. Who should be charged with the implementation
of the goals, policies and strategies? It should be a joint effort of the County Board of Supervisors, the
County Planning Commission, the county staff, and county citizens. The implementation program
featured in the plan identifies and prioritizes strategies to ensure that the plan’s vision becomes a
reality. The schedule establishes priorities which should guide private actions as well as public actions.

Core Values and Strategies
This Plan is based on statements of principle or Core Values. These values broadly define what the
County believes, and they serve as the foundation for the Plan’s goals, policies and strategies.
Core Value: Use land wisely
Core Value: Encourage development
Core Value: Protect the environment
Core Value: Foster economic diversity
Core Value: Provide cost effective services
Core Value: Respect communities
Core Value: Remember who we are
Core Value: Coordinate, communicate and listen
The detailed prioritized Implementation Strategies Matrix, shown in part 3 the Plan, schedules actions
and recommends the work programs split into two parts:


Core Implementation Strategies are the most critical central work program for the County.
These strategies have been identified for decision makers and responsible parties to focus on at
the outset of Plan implementation.



Supporting Implementation Strategies are also important to the implementation to the Plan,
but they are strategies that should be revised and prioritized by local experts (committees,
volunteers, agencies, etc.) based on their expertise and familiarity with the issue.
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Part 2: Designing a Plan
This is an action‐oriented update of Wise County’s
Comprehensive Plan. This Plan Update is a statement of the
community's vision for its own future and a guide to achieve
that vision through the year 2040. The future expressed in
the Plan is shaped by local values, ideals and aspirations
about the best management and use of Wise County's
resources. The Plan Update is based on the County and its
communities working cooperatively to define future growth
areas and establish land use and infrastructure policies. This
updated Plan is a guide to action, that:

The future of Wise County should
not be a matter of chance; the
future of Wise County must be a
matter of choice.



Provides a clear, understandable and widely supported vision for land use in Wise County;



Operates as a development guide to ensure that the County’s vision is considered during the public
policy and development review decision‐making processes;



Guides growth and change to achieve economic benefits while protecting agricultural uses,
environmental quality and local cultural values; and



Encourages intergovernmental cooperation between the unincorporated and incorporated areas of
the County.

Wise County is an important part of scenic rural Virginia with a rich history and many opportunities. This
comprehensive plan incorporates the history and current needs of the county and its residents to ensure
the health, safety, and welfare of the public as well as the natural environment. The Plan provides
policies and guidelines to the officials, departments, boards, and commissions to affect current and
future land use and resource management in the best interest of unincorporated Wise County.
Through the comprehensive planning process, two challenges emerged that guided development of the
Plan. In particular, the need to provide diversified economic opportunities for young people, to help
maintain the current population and stem out‐migration. Additionally, the need to provide necessary
services to support quality of life, especially including medical and mental health care, transportation,
and other services, including retail and recreational services.
The Plan addresses these needs with policies that help maintain the quality of life in Wise County by
leveraging recent positive infrastructure investment, including improvements to education,
transportation, and wastewater infrastructure, while protecting the environment and encouraging
sustainable economic development.

1

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part I – Designing a Plan

2.1 Why Plan?
Successful communities do not just happen; they must be continually shaped and guided. A community
must actively manage its growth and respond to changing circumstances if it is to continue to meet the
needs of its residents and maintain the quality of life that initially attracted those residents to the
community.

Planning Process and Participation
The Comprehensive Plan is both a document and a
process. The planning process includes building
consensus for a unified community vision,
developing goals and policies to support the vision,
and prioritizing strategies to achieve the vision.
Planning Context, included in the Appendix,
provides a brief overview of the outcomes of the
participation activities that form the core of the
Plan’s vision statement and policy framework.

Defining Planning

The Planning process included research, analysis,
identification of needs, public participation, and
the subsequent development of goals, policies and
strategies. Background data was gathered from the
U.S. Census; local, regional and State Plans; local
land use inventories; and public input was
gathered from surveys, community leader
meetings, workshops, and comments offered at
public meetings. The background data was
reviewed and discussed by the planning team.



Planning is an organized way of determining
community needs and setting goals and
objectives to address those needs



Planning is the art and science of anticipatory
problem solving



Planning is a forward thinking process



Planning bridges the gap from where we are to
where we want to go



Planning is a process that can help move a
community from today’s reality to tomorrow’s
possibilities



Planning is defending the common interest
against the onslaught of parochial interest

The Wise County Planning Commission held community work sessions and public hearings to explain the
Plan and land use policies and to receive additional public input prior to recommending the Plan to the
Wise County Board of Supervisors.
Understanding the many purposes of the Comprehensive Plan update helps explain the process and its
desired outcomes.


Establish a Future Vision for Wise County
The Comprehensive Plan update will define a vision and provide guidance for the County to
achieve its preferred future. As a County‐wide Plan, there is a huge opportunity to consider the
“big picture” for the County that is inclusive of all its communities, recognizing the interrelated
aspects of community health and development and focusing on cooperation rather than
competition.



Protect the Environment and Related Economic Development
The Comprehensive Plan update will help ensure that we do not diminish the needs and
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aspirations of future generations. Clean environment is crucial to promoting continued tourism‐
focused development based on trails, kayaking and outdoor recreation. Access to outdoor
recreation activities rooted in a healthy environment is also important to increasing the quality
of life for existing and future residents, as well as supporting youth retention and health of the
workforce.


Promote Economic Development and Employment Opportunities
The Comprehensive Plan update will promote new economic development and employment
opportunities through a unified strategy that recognizes the need to diversify the County’s
economic base, especially due to the impacts of declining employment in the coal industry. The
economic development strategy will recognize the intertwined aspects of promoting and
recruiting new businesses. It will address needs ranging from workforce development (including
education and mental health support), to quality of life (services and amenities for working
families, including access to childcare and health care). Supporting increased and more diverse
employment opportunities is one important aspect of stemming youth out‐migration.



Guide Property Owner and Developer Decisions
The Comprehensive Plan update will provide a level of certainty to those investing in the
County’s future. It establishes a blueprint so that residents and developers have reasonable
assurance of plans for land use and service provision. Those assurances, along with the County’s
planned commitment to service provision, investment, and maintenance, encourages private
decision‐makers to also invest in and maintain their properties.



Objectively Anticipate Future Needs
The Comprehensive Plan update establishes a factual basis for coordinated decisions affecting
Wise County’s future. The Plan will be a foundation for data‐driven decision‐making, based on
an objective analysis of County needs and aspirations.



Guide the Use of Land and Resources
The Comprehensive Plan update will establish sound planning principles and recommendations
to guide the use of the County’s land and natural resources in both newly developing areas and
established communities.



Effectively Coordinate the Location of Public Facilities and Service Provision
The Comprehensive Plan update can help ensure that funding and location decisions for public
facilities are based on sound planning and financing principles. It can also support and
strengthen new and existing partnerships and plans for coordinated services provision, helping
to eliminate inefficiencies and promote increased levels of services across the County.



Promote Cost‐Effective Use of Tax Dollars and Community Investment
An up‐to‐date Comprehensive Plan will allow the County to identify critical future needs,
prioritize them, and establish a cost‐effective means to achieve them. Participants in the process
have identified numerous positive changes in the County, many of which are related to
community investments, including energy, education, recreation and transportation
enhancements. Identifying, prioritizing and coordinating future projects such as these will help
the County continue to enhance the local quality of life.



Encourage Citizen Participation and Support for Wise County’s Future
The Comprehensive Plan update will not only include citizens and stakeholders in the creation of
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the Plan but will also encourage continuing support and participation through the on‐going
implementation of the Plan.


Meet Commonwealth Law Requirements
Finally, Wise County is required to, and will, update its Comprehensive Plan to comply with State
laws concerning Comprehensive Plans, land use, transportation matters and related issues. This
update process will ensure that the County continues to comply with State law.

How Should the Plan Be Used?
The Comprehensive Plan is a policy guide. While it discusses and describes land uses, the Plan itself does
not regulate actual land use. Other tools, such as development regulations, site plans and performance
standards are the primary means by which a locality implements, or brings to life, the goals, policies and
strategies noted in the comprehensive plan. Thus, it is important that the comprehensive plan feature
an implementation schedule that will enable the community to achieve its goals.
The Comprehensive Plan also functions as a platform for the articulation of development standards that
will help implement the provisions and actions noted in the plan. Once the plan is adopted, considerable
effort will be needed to make sure the county’s subdivision and building codes are in general
conformance with the plan. The Plan also should guide the preparation of detailed facility master plans
and capital improvement programs for the County’s facilities and services.
The Plan should be a dynamic document, subject to periodic amendment when conditions within the
County change significantly. Periodic updates of the Plan will be needed to ensure that it continues to
meet the needs of County businesses and residents.

Authority to Plan
Authority for local government planning in Virginia is contained in Section 15.2‐2223 through 15.2‐
2232 of the Code of Virginia. This plan was prepared in accordance with these provisions.
By law, the Wise County Planning Commission is charged with the responsibility of preparing and
recommending a comprehensive plan to the Wise County Board of Supervisors for adoption. In the
preparation of a comprehensive plan, the Commission is required to conduct surveys and studies of
the existing conditions and trends of growth, and of the probable future requirements of county
citizens. The Board has the legal responsibility to adopt a plan that covers all territory within the
unincorporated areas of the County.
A comprehensive plan, by law, shall be general in nature. It shall designate the approximate
location, character, and extent of each feature shown and may indicate where existing lands or
facilities are proposed to be extended, removed, relocated, vacated, narrowed, abandoned, or
changed in use.
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A plan, with accompanying maps,
charts, and descriptive matter, may
include, but need not be limited to:


The designation of areas for
various types of public and
private development and
use, such as different kinds
of residential, business,
industrial, agricultural,
mineral resources,
conservation, recreation,
public service, flood plain and drainage, and other areas;



The designation of a system of transportation facilities such as streets, roads, highways,
parkways, railways, bridges, viaducts, waterways, airports, ports, terminals, and other like
facilities;



The designation of a system of community service facilities such as parks, forests, schools,
playgrounds, public buildings and institutions, hospitals, community centers, waterworks,
sewage disposal or waste disposal areas, and the like;



The designation of historical areas and areas for urban renewal or other treatment;



The designation of areas for the implementation of reasonable surface water and ground water
protection measures;



An official map, a capital improvement program, a subdivision ordinance, a zoning ordinance
and zoning district maps, mineral resource district maps and agricultural and forest district
maps, where applicable;



The location of existing or proposed recycling centers;



The designation of areas for the implementation of measures to promote the construction and
maintenance of affordable housing, sufficient to meet the current and future needs of residents
of all levels of income in the locality while considering the current and future needs of the
planning district within which the locality is situated; and



The designation of Urban Development Areas (UDAs) which are sufficient to accommodate
projected residential and commercial growth in a locality for a period of at least ten (10) years
but not more than twenty (20) years. Such an area shall incorporate Traditional Neighborhood
Design (TND), that may encourage and foster: (i) pedestrian‐friendly road design, (ii)
interconnection of new local streets with existing local streets and roads, (iii) connectivity of
road and pedestrian networks, (iv) preservation of natural areas, (v) mixed‐use neighborhoods,
including mixed housing types, with affordable housing to meet the projected family income
distributions of future residential growth, (vi) reduction of front and side yard building setbacks,
and (vii) reduction of subdivision street widths and turning radii at subdivision street
intersections.
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Planning Horizon
Typical planning horizons for comprehensive plans range from approximately 20 to 50 years with 20
years being the most common. This plan contemplates growth and development for the next twenty to
twenty‐five years. Projections for population contemplate growth up to 2040. By law, the Wise County
Planning Commission shall review this Comprehensive Plan at least once every five years. Each review
will serve as the basis to evaluate the continued appropriateness of the plans' goals, objectives, and
policies.

Working Together as a Region
Increasingly, we have come to the realization that many vital issues are regional in nature – watersheds,
air quality and other ecosystems, economic conditions, land use, service delivery, commuter patterns,
housing, employment centers and other growth impacts ‘spill over’ municipal or County boundaries and
impact the region as a whole. The health of Wise County’s incorporated municipalities, the rural areas of
the County and the welfare of the region are interconnected.
In many areas across the nation as well as Virginia, the lack of intergovernmental coordination has
resulted in the loss of population and economic development. Such losses undermine economic
stability and reduce public facility and service efficiencies, thereby making it costlier for local residents.
The lack of inter‐jurisdictional cooperation and coordination make an area less attractive for major
economic development. Competing with one another rather than working together can be a deal
breaker in the new economy.

Relationship to Other Planning Efforts
Wise County recognizes that there many people and entities deeply interested in the well‐being of
stakeholders – residents, employers, businesses, institutions and agencies. By definition, a
Comprehensive Plan is an advisory document that details the long‐range recommendations for the
general development of the community. The Plan is intended to serve as a guide for decision‐makers
regarding land use, public facilities and services, governance, budgeting and capital improvement
planning. These local, regional, statewide and national planning efforts have the potential to impact
Comprehensive Plan goals, policies and strategies. The policies set forth in these planning documents
are an integral component of the revised Comprehensive Plan and thereby reinforce the goals and
objectives presented herein.

2.2 Coordinated Growth Strategies
The Plan sets forth a coordinated strategy for managing growth and future development. Such a
strategy is needed to promote the efficient use of valuable infrastructure that is already in place, to
minimize the cost of new infrastructure and facilities, and to prevent the unnecessary loss of open space
and agricultural land. The Plan will lay the foundation for building more effective regional partnerships
in the County.
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Development Opportunities and Responsibilities
Wise County’s scenic beauty, when combined with the County’s
mix of locational assets, makes it a particularly attractive
community for business and industry. To promote high quality
development that contributes to the long‐term quality of life and
provides economic opportunity for residents, developers must
believe that their investment will be protected. Development and
building standards must ensure that land uses are compatible.

Wise County must actively
manage and direct growth
to increase the community’s
quality of life.

To promote high quality development that contributes to the long‐
term quality of life and provides economic opportunity for
residents, developers must believe that their investment will be protected. Development and building
standards must ensure that land uses are compatible.
The Plan supports development of regulations that provide developers with flexibility, both in terms of
the types and locations of projects, while establishing standards to prevent the worst forms of
development. Inflexible plans and ordinances stifle creativity, preclude innovations in design and reduce
all development to the same lowest common denominator. Conversely, an overly flexible plan can be
unclear and therefore arbitrarily administered. Existing and new residents and businesses should be
provided with the certainty they need regarding the planning and development process to continue to
make informed investment decisions regarding their property.
The balance between flexibility and certainty is a key aspect of this Plan. Developers, neighbors, County
staff and decision‐makers can all perform their roles more effectively when they are certain of the Plan
policies and development review process. The knowledge that the process will always occur in a
predictable manner helps all participants remain focused on creating quality development rather than
navigating a confusing and unpredictable process, while flexibility allows them to create the best‐
possible development without the burden of excessive regulation that stifles the ability to create a high‐
quality product.

Diversifying Economic Opportunities
Maintaining and improving the quality of life and the environment provides Wise County the
opportunity to take advantage of existing infrastructure to diversify the local economy and provide
economic growth amid the trend of an aging and declining population. This economy must be based on
a proven, trained (re‐trained), and experienced workforce and expand into educational services,
technology, light manufacturing, and tourism, while preserving an evolving and historic economy based
on natural resources and agriculture. This will encourage the increasingly educated younger generations
of Wise County from leaving the area.
It is important to note that protection of development investment and agricultural / eco‐tourism
investment are flip sides of the same coin. While separate standards apply to rural areas and more
intense development, the standards work together to ensure that unregulated rural uses will not impact
planned development, and that planned development will not encroach on agricultural or eco‐tourism
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areas. By establishing policies to prevent incompatible land use patterns, the Plan protects both types
of investment.

Balancing Fiscal Responsibility and Infrastructure Provision
The quality of life in Wise County is contingent on the County’s continued ability to provide quality
services at a reasonable cost to taxpayers. If development projects go forward without a plan for
recouping increased service provider expenses, existing taxpayers subsidize those expenses. To achieve
equity and fairness in the funding and provision of public facilities and services, the Plan will recommend
strategies to:


Enhance the local property and sales tax bases to balance
fiscal obligations for capital facilities, operations and
maintenance;



Ensure that new development funds the costs of capital
facilities and services required to serve that new
development; and



Ensure that facilities and services are planned in a way
that allows ongoing operations without significant
increases in the costs to residents and businesses.

The quality of life in Wise County
is contingent on the County’s
continued ability to provide
quality services at a reasonable
cost to taxpayers.

Fiscal stability is a cornerstone of a sustainable community. Existing residents should not suffer a
decline in the quality of their services or be unduly burdened by costs of new growth. New residents
and business should pay their fair share of the costs associated with extending infrastructure and urban
services to new growth areas.
There are a wide variety of methods local governments use to ensure the adequate provision of facilities
and services required by new development. For instance, the County chooses when and where to
extend facilities such as water and sewer, which influences the suitability of an area for development.
The Plan should direct growth into compact and sustainable development patterns within areas already
served with infrastructure, or in areas where infrastructure provision is planned and included in a Capital
Improvement Program (CIP). It will set forth policies to guide infrastructure provision and funding to
ensure the County’s fiscal sustainability.
As the Comprehensive Plan is implemented, it will strengthen the partnership between the public and
private sectors. This partnership can achieve infinitely more when both parties work together rather
than alone. An important byproduct of an effective comprehensive plan is that it creates a “win/win”
situation for the public and private sectors, for existing and new neighborhoods, for economic
development and open space land conservation, and for fiscal integrity and enhanced quality of life.

Plan Implementation
The existence of a sound development Plan is not enough to guide future development within Wise
County. For this Plan to serve as a practical guide for directing physical growth and change in the county,
all decisions relating to land use must be in conformance with the policies established in this Plan as
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adopted by the Board of Supervisors. In addition, implementation of the Plan will require the consistent
use of such land management tools as zoning and subdivision regulations, periodic review and updating
of the Plan and coordination with all incorporated communities in the county.
The policies and strategies of the Plan must be implemented in a timely manner to ensure that the
vision of the Comprehensive Plan becomes a reality. Who should be charged with the implementation
of the goals, policies and strategies? It should be a joint effort of the County Board of Supervisors, the
County Planning Commission, the county staff, and county citizens. The implementation program
featured in the plan identifies and prioritizes strategies to ensure that the plan’s vision becomes a
reality. The schedule establishes priorities which should guide private actions as well as public actions.
See Part 3 for the Plan Implementation program, including goals, policies, and strategies.
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Part 3: Goals, Policies and Strategies
3.1 Using and Implementing the Plan
Wise County’s Comprehensive Plan is intended to be a dynamic document ‐‐ one that responds to
changing needs and conditions. To assess the Plan's effectiveness in responding to changing conditions,
the County will need to monitor actions affecting the Plan and amend the Plan periodically. Decision‐
makers should consider each proposed amendment carefully to determine whether it is consistent with
the Plan's goals and policies. The cumulative effect of small, incremental changes may result in a shift in
overall policy direction. For this reason, Comprehensive Plan amendments must be evaluated in terms
of their significance to overall County policy.
Goals, policies and strategies describe how Wise County will meet the challenge of managing future
growth and community development. In this light, the terms are defined as follows:
Goal: Description of a desired state of affairs for the community in the future. Goals are
the broad, public purposes toward which policies and programs are directed. Goals are
phrased to express the desired results of the Comprehensive Plan.
Policy: Statements of intent against which individual actions and decisions are
evaluated. Policies supply the focus and needed direction underpinning County efforts.
Strategy: Individual regulations and actions which, taken together, will enable the
County to achieve its Policies and move in the direction of satisfying its Goals.
Strategies are the specific courses of action which are designed to bring the Wise
County Comprehensive Plan to life.
The existence of a sound development Plan is not enough to guide future development within Wise
County. In order for this Plan to serve as a practical guide for directing physical growth and change in the
county, all decisions relating to land use should be in conformance with the policies featured in this Plan
as adopted by the Board of Supervisors. In addition, implementation of the Plan will require the
consistent use of such land management tools as zoning and subdivision regulations, periodic review
and updating of the Plan and coordination with the incorporated localities in the county.

3.2 Values, Goals and Policies
Core Values
This Plan is based on statements of principle or Core Values. These values broadly define what the
County believes, and they serve as the foundation for the Plan’s goals, policies and strategies.

Core Value: Use land wisely.
Core Value: Encourage development.
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Core Value: Protect the environment.
Core Value: Foster economic diversity.
Core Value: Provide cost effective services.
Core Value: Respect communities.
Core Value: Remember who we are.
Core Value: Coordinate, communicate and listen.
Land Use – Agriculture and Natural Resources
Goal 1:

Ensure the long‐term viability of agriculture through preservation of farmland.

Policy 1.1

Recognize and preserve agriculture as an integral part of the County’s economy,
landscape and land natural resource base.

Policy 1.2

Encourage and promote the development and retention of agriculturally related
businesses and agritourism as valued elements of the Wise County economy.

Policy 1.3

Use the land use model to frame development decisions for agricultural lands.

Policy 1.4

Allow non‐agricultural uses by conditional use permit to be located in areas where the site
is suitable for the intended use and is compatible with adjacent uses.

Policy 1.5

Support development of food processing plants, cold storage, and warehousing and
distribution infrastructure for value‐added and processed foods and encourage new crop
processing development.

Goal 2:

Minimize negative impacts on agriculture operations from non‐agricultural uses.

Policy 2.1

Discourage development on productive agricultural soils and encourage soil conservation
practices.

Policy 2.2

Protect productive agricultural lands from encroachment by incompatible residential,
commercial or other intensive development.

Policy 2.3

Adopt local right‐to‐farm measures including an “Agriculture Use Notice” to be
administered when a building permit is sought, and an “Agriculture Management
Easement” which must accompany a final plat to indemnify agriculture operations from
incidental nuisances generated by generally accepted agricultural practices.

Goal 3:
Policy 3.1

Protect and conserve the County’s environmental resources.
Encourage development that minimizes the impact of human activity on the natural
environment.
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Policy 3.2

Support recycling, composting and other solid waste reduction activities.

Policy 3.3

Encourage efforts to reduce light pollution.

Policy 3.4

Encourage the utilization of mineral resources in Wise County to provide economic
stabilization and diversification.

Policy 3.5

Encourage improved management practices and investigate the development of timber as
an economic resource.

Policy 3.6

Encourage conservation of critical natural resources.

Policy 3.7

Encourage more open and green space in new development projects.

Policy 3.8

Encourage the use of non‐traditional energy resources in new and existing developments.

Policy 3.9

Support and encourage updates to the County’s GIS dataset for natural resources.

Goal 4:

Protect surface and ground water quality and quantity.

Policy 4.1

Encourage soil conservation practices which will protect land and improve water quality.

Policy 4.2

Discourage development away from stream valleys, floodways, sensitive waterways and
other areas that are at high risk of water pollution.

Policy 4.3

Encourage floodproofing, flood forecasting, and watershed treatment in conjunction with
appropriate and environmentally acceptable structural measures.

Land Use – Development and Development Patterns
Goal 5:
Policy 5.1

Promote coordinated and efficient development patterns.
Use the Comprehensive Plan to guide land use and development decisions. Require
findings that any amendments to the Plan:


Will be consistent with Plan priorities;



Will be compatible with existing and planned uses; and



Will enhance the overall quality of life in the County.

Policy 5.2

Encourage the majority of future growth to occur where adequate public services are
located and/or can be provided in the most cost‐effective manner.

Policy 5.3

Recognize that the Plan and Regulations provide flexibility to accommodate Opportunity
Centers (unique and/or exceptional uses – business, industry, residential or recreational),
which may be permitted but provided that the development is responsible for the cost of
extending/expanding necessary facilities and services and mitigates negative spillover on
adjacent existing uses.
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Protect private property rights.

Policy 6.1

Provide incentives rather than mandates, when possible, to achieve the land use goals,
and use mandates only when necessary.

Policy 6.2

Through the development review process, ensure that the imposition of development
regulations is in proportion to the need or impact they are to address.

Goal 7:

Establish a Development Tiers framework to guide development and provision of public
facilities and services while protecting agricultural, rural and natural resource uses.

Policy 7.1

Promote a Development Tiers program that maintains a balanced, sustainable land use
pattern based on the availability, timing, adequacy and equitable funding of necessary
infrastructure and services.

Policy 7.2

New development should be encouraged in areas where infrastructure and services are
adequate.

Policy 7.3

New infrastructure may be installed in a development area tier, provided that there is
required participation by new development to fund.

Goal 8:

Establish a Primary Development Area Tier to distinguish existing developed areas that are
served by facilities and services and can currently accommodate new development without
significant additional capital investment.

Policy 8.1

County and service provider Capital Improvement Projects should be utilized for Primary
Development Areas first, before investment in Secondary Development Areas.

Policy 8.2

Necessary community facilities and services (water, sewer, public safety, paved roads, etc)
is either planned, budgeted or reasonably available. New infrastructure may be installed,
provided that there is required participation by new development to fund.

Goal 9:

Establish a Secondary Development Area Tier to identify areas where development and
infrastructure investment may occur in the long‐term future.

Policy 9.1

The amount and timing of development will be subject to the availability of adequate
public facilities.

Goal 10: Establish a Rural and Natural Resources Tier to protect farms and agricultural uses from
incompatible non‐ag development.
Policy 10.1

Policies within this tier would allow sparse residential development to minimize negative
impacts on agricultural operations and to minimize the demand for public services and
infrastructure.

Policy 10.2

Some agriculture‐related or service commercial uses to meet the needs of local residents
may be appropriate.
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Goal 11: Coordinate development and investment decisions in and around each community to
ensure new development is consistent with the rational growth of each community.
Policy 11.1

Development in areas around incorporated communities should be consistent with the
local land use plan and should be consistent with local development regulations.

Policy 11.2

Efficient, compact development patterns should be encouraged to maximize public facility
and infrastructure investment.

Policy 11.3

Provide the opportunity for the county’s incorporated communities to comment during
the development review process on development proposals located adjacent to their
boundaries.

Goal 12: Maintain and promote a high‐quality built environment throughout the County.
Policy 12.1

Promote private investment through a combination of public investment in infrastructure
and active efforts to enforce County codes.

Policy 12.2

Promote good site design and layout, architectural design and building materials.

Policy 12.3

Improve the value and quality of new and existing development through establishment of
zoning, subdivision standards and design standards.

Policy 12.4

Support a clean and attractive environment.

Policy 12.5

Improve visual appeal by encouraging property maintenance.

Goal 13: Ensure that new development is compatible with existing and planned uses of surrounding
properties.
Policy 13.1

Use the Tiers Map to guide land use, development and infrastructure investment
decisions.

Policy 13.2

While the map may indicate that a particular land use type is appropriate, the County shall
consider the adequacy of infrastructure and the character of the area before approving
zoning or other development proposals.

Policy 13.3

Maintain the Tiers Map and Zoning Map as adopted Plan amendments as they occur.

Land Use ‐ Housing
Goal 14: Promote quality housing.
Policy 14.1

Promote the construction of a broad range of housing types to accommodate the varied
needs and incomes of the County’s residents.

Policy 14.2

Provide opportunities for workforce affordable housing, especially for seniors, low‐to‐
moderate income households and students.
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Policy 14.3

Enforce regulations that require property maintenance.

Policy 14.4

Encourage residential development in or adjacent to communities with available and
adequate facilities and services. Residential development should be encouraged to locate
on existing lots within incorporated cities or in existing platted subdivisions. However,
residential development may be allowed to locate on existing platted lots and small
parcels of land in the rural areas of the County.

Policy 14.5

Support multi‐family developments that are compatible with surrounding land uses and
located in areas with available or planned public facilities and services, including water,
sewer and transportation.

Land Use ‐ Commercial and Industrial Development
Goal 15: Promote quality commercial development.
Policy 15.1

Encourage proposed commercial developments to be consistent with growth areas as
designated on the Tiers Map.

Policy 15.2

Encourage general commercial development to be contiguous with the boundaries of a
city, town, or other commercial development.

Policy 15.3

Minimize the visual impact of commercial and office operations through design and
performance standards, to enhance and protect the aesthetic quality of gateways and
high visibility corridors.

Goal 16: Promote quality industrial development.
Policy 16.1

Support existing industrial uses, that they may be maintained, expanded, and/or
redeveloped.

Policy 16.2

Agricultural service‐related industries, may be permitted in the rural area if a need for
such development is demonstrated.

Policy 16.3

Minimize the negative visual impact of industrial, and warehousing operations by using
design and performance standards to enhance and protect the aesthetic quality of
gateways and high visibility corridors.

Policy 16.4

Industrial, research and warehousing developments shall be designed to preserve and
enhance natural features such as vegetation, wildlife, waterways, wetlands, and
topography, and minimize the degradation of water quality by limiting areas of impervious
surfaces and utilizing best management practices.

Policy 16.5

Promote industrial development to provide employment opportunities.

Policy 16.6

Protect existing and potential industrial sites from encroachment by non‐industrial
activities.
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Policy 16.7

Direct industrial development to established or planned industrial parks to provide
necessary facilities and services more efficiently.

Policy 16.8

Establish performance, site, dimensional, design and access standards to ensure high
quality, compatible industrial development.

Economic Development
Goal 17: Promote a sustainable local economy that provides employment opportunities for residents
and supports a high quality of life.
Policy 17.1

Encourage entrepreneurship and economic diversity.

Policy 17.2

Promote and position Wise County as a “technology community”.

Policy 17.3

Foster good relationships with the business community.

Policy 17.4

Encourage and provide guidance to new businesses.

Policy 17.5

Support workforce training opportunities and encourage local workforce development.

Policy 17.6

Support the use of economic development incentives to create employment
opportunities, establish public‐private partnerships, and encourage development that
provides public benefits and amenities.

Policy 17.7

Promote and position Wise County as a “PPE community”.

Goal 18: Promote, encourage and support a coordinated approach to economic development.
Policy 18.1

Support agricultural‐based economic development and maintain the viability of the
agricultural sector of the County’s economy through developing and supporting new, local
and enhanced markets for locally grown food and local products.

Policy 18.2

Coordinate with the county school system and local colleges to encourage businesses and
governmental entities to extend internship and apprentice opportunities to local students.

Policy 18.3

Coordinate with communities, governmental entities and economic development
interests to explore opportunities for joint development of a business and industrial park.

Policy 18.4

Promote having all economic development within the County channeled through the
Economic Development Director.

Goal 19: Support tourism and agritourism.
Policy 19.1

Support efforts that encourage people to visit Wise County.

Policy 19.2

Support development of cultural and recreational attractions.
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Support development of ecotourism and agritourism, and protect the natural resources
that contribute to the viability of ecotourism and outdoor recreation.

Community Character
Goal 20: Protect the character of Wise County.
Policy 20.1

Protect and maintain the historic, cultural and archeological resources that contribute to
the rural character and attractiveness and provide a sense of identity for Wise County.

Policy 20.2

Encourage the active use and adaptive reuse of historic sites so that they may become or
remain an integral function of County life.

Public Facilities and Utilities
Goal 21: Require that adequate public facilities and services be available at an acceptable level of
service concurrent with development.
Policy 21.1

Support adequate public facilities to be available or funded prior to approval of new
development. The implementation of this policy will be coordinated with the adoption of
a Capital Improvements Plan that addresses existing deficiencies and future capacity
needs.

Policy 21.2

Allow for alternative on‐site sewage treatment facilities and water systems that will be
compatible with planned expansions of public systems, provided that such systems do not
result in premature development or create potential liabilities for the County.

Policy 21.3

Provide for disaster preparedness, response, recovery, mitigation, and long‐ term
reconstruction from all types of disasters, which may befall the County.

Policy 21.4

Address drainage/stormwater management as a regional issue and foster inter‐
jurisdictional cooperation.

Goal 22: Ensure that adequate public facilities and services are equitably funded, using the full range
of financing tools.
Policy 22.1

Plan and prepare for public facilities and services and assure that the provision of County
services is efficient and does not shift the costs of facilities to serve new residents and
businesses to existing residents and businesses.

Policy 22.2

Ensure the fiscal sustainability of the County through the efficient phasing of public
facilities and services, the use of fiscal impact assessments, and the use of the full range of
revenue‐generating tools.

Policy 22.3

Annually update and prioritize the Capital Improvements Plan (CIP) to ensure that projects
are consistent with goals of the Plan and targeted to Primary Growth Areas.
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New development should fund its proportional share of costs for capital facilities for on‐
and off‐site capital improvements required to serve new development.

Goal 23: Encourage and support coordination and consolidation of public facilities and services to
provide maximum efficiencies that protect the investment of existing residents and
businesses and promote economic development.
Policy 23.1

Support coordination with multiple, independent water and sewer authorities.

Policy 23.2

Support high quality law enforcement protection in a cost efficient, coordinated,
cooperative and effective manner.

Policy 23.3

Support high quality fire protection and ambulance service in a cost‐efficient, coordinated,
cooperative and effective manner.

Policy 23.4

Notify public service providers of pending development applications and County
infrastructure projects and invite comment to coordinate service provider activities.

Policy 23.5

Coordinate with public service providers to develop complementary CIPs that are
consistent with Plan, projected growth and development decisions.

Goal 24: Provide and maintain a transportation system that emphasizes safety, cost effectiveness
and promotes economic development.
Policy 24.1

Encourage safe, attractive and functional highway‐oriented commercial uses that
capitalize on regional transportation access without detracting from the economic vitality
of communities.

Policy 24.2

Recognize the relationship between land use and transportation in planning for the
County’s future development needs.

Policy 24.3

Participate in a coordinated, regional approach to transportation planning and seek
adequate funding to support all transportation modes.

Policy 24.4

Address transportation safety, capacity and adequacy in the development decision‐
making process.

Policy 24.5

Encourage the use of traffic impact studies as part of the development review process for
projects that will significantly impact street system safety and capacity or negatively
impact traffic or pedestrian safety.

Goal 25: Promote the development and protection of parks, trails and outdoor recreational areas.
Policy 25.1

Coordinate with Wise County Recreational Authority to expand parks and recreation areas
and provide more opportunities for adult and youth recreation.

Policy 25.2

Provide support for trails for hiking, biking, walking and equestrian, and support
development of additional recreation facilities or community centers (with amenities such
as swimming pool, walking tracks, senior citizens activities, playgrounds, hiking trails, etc).
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Governance and Fiscal Responsibility
Goal 26: Provide for efficient and responsive governance.
Policy 26.1

Promote intergovernmental cooperation and coordination among the County and its
incorporated communities to address regional planning issues.

Policy 26.2

Support a detailed, County‐wide GIS database to promote effective decision‐making.

Policy 26.3

Improve government transparency, including land use laws and regulations.

Policy 26.4

Improve public relations with citizens.

Policy 26.5

To minimize taxes, prioritize public spending and establish performance measures to
improve the quality delivered for each dollar extracted from the private sector.

Policy 26.6

Support government accountability for the use of taxpayer resources, by tracking
employment, income growth, population change, productivity (the volume and value of
output per worker), capital investment and gross business starts and expansions.

Policy 26.7

Maintain a balanced budget.

Policy 26.8

Increase interaction among boards and committees.

Goal 27: Promote and support regional and intergovernmental cooperation.
Policy 27.1

Coordinate activities with other governments, resource organizations and service
providers to implement adopted community plan goals, policies, programs and actions
and ensure better equity/distribution of resources, facilities and services.

Policy 27.2

Review and coordinate the County budget, CIP with the capital improvement Plans of
communities and service providers, including opportunities for shared expenditure and
revenue sharing.

Policy 27.3

Support coordinated meetings among Town/County managers, as well as those for
Planning Commissions and elected leadership, including joint County and community
legislative body meetings.

Policy 27.4

Identify and support opportunities for regular and continuing intergovernmental
communication, including but not limited to economic development, education,
agricultural protection, tourism, parks and recreational facilities, transportation, water
and sewer facilities, solid waste, and stormwater management.

3.3 Implementation Strategies
Successful implementation of the Plan results from many individual actions by the County, other
jurisdictions and service providers, and private decision‐makers over the course of many years.
Implementation is not an inflexible or static process. Wise County’s Comprehensive Plan is intended to
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be a dynamic document ‐‐ one that responds to changing needs and conditions. To assess the Plan's
effectiveness in responding to changing conditions, the County will need to monitor actions affecting the
Plan and amend the Plan periodically. Decision‐makers should consider each proposed amendment
carefully to determine whether it is consistent with the Plan's goals and policies. The cumulative effect
of small, incremental changes may result in a shift in overall policy direction. For this reason,
Comprehensive Plan amendments must be evaluated in terms of their significance to overall County
policy.
This chapter describes the processes to implement the Comprehensive Plan, and is structured to
identify: Key Implementation Issues, Implementation Tools, a detailed Action Plan.

3.4 Key Implementation Issues
Community Voices
This planning process included extensive meetings and interviews with all but one of the communities in
Wise County. One‐on‐one and small group discussions with community leaders provided an honest and
open dialogue with the consultant team. Though each of the communities has a unique history and
perspective, there were common themes and numerous opportunities to improve relationships:


Jobs, jobs, jobs. There are too few jobs and not enough economic development wins. A
coordinated economic development strategy for the County and communities, rather than the
current independent approaches.



Think as a region. There is too much focus on self‐interest, too much distrust. The perspective
that “everyone has to approve but anyone can derail” must change. Put the past behind us.
Focus on the future. Work as a team.



Power sharing, with communities as partners to the County. Each community proposed and
indicated they would support an intergovernmental committee that establishes meaningful day‐
to‐day and long‐term partnerships with the County (share information and resources, leverage
budgets and CIPs, implement common vision and goals).



Work together. Coordinate and support the efforts of other community groups.



Protect the structures we have. Work with the County to identify, and fund, critical sites for
condemnation and demolition. Implement a countywide Building Code that addresses blight.



Review Services. Review overlapping services and functions between the County, communities,
service providers (such as EMS and fire), administrative services, solid waste, vehicle repair and
capital facility maintenance.

It also was obvious that community representatives were ready and willing to engage in a new
relationship with the County. There are an abundance of opportunities for new dialogue, collaboration
and shared successes of the County and communities work together.

20

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part II ‐ Goals, Policies & Strategies

Education and Training
The input from educational institutions is integral to the planning process and the future of a
competitive community, as knowledge has replaced muscle and brawn. The vision, strengths and
perseverance that brought Wise County to the 21st century are the foundation that takes Wise County
through the 21st century. Wise County schools are in the top 5% of all Virginia schools, UVA‐Wise is
becoming a major regional asset and Mountain Empire Community College is expanding technical
training opportunities!
 Public Schools





Work with the County to improve financial planning for the school system.



Leverage the school system’s success for economic development marketing to
prospective investors.



Look for opportunities to share resources with County and communities (payroll,
purchasing, etc).

Higher Education


Wise County will continue to work with UVA Wise and MECC to improve relationships
and communication.



Wise County will continue to participate in grants to provide support for local business
and economic development.



Wise County will continue to participate with UVA Wise and MECC for economic
development marketing to prospective investors.



Wise County will continue to work with MECC as a resource to create custom training
programs and prepare students for post‐secondary education.

3.5 Key Implementation Tools
The Plan implementation program identifies a number of tools available to the County that may be
employed to bring the goals, policies and strategies of the Plan to fruition. These implementation tools
are interrelated and work together providing continuity and breadth to the implementation program.

Annual Review
Department Directors complete an annual review of Comprehensive Plan related activities prior to the
initiation of the budget process each year. The annual review is intended to:


Measure the County's success in achieving plan goals through the recommended strategies;



Propose strategies to be pursued under the coming year's budget;



Identify unlisted strategies that will achieve Plan goals;



Document growth trends and compare those trends to plan projections;
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List development actions which affect the Plan's provisions; and



Explain difficulties in implementing the Plan.

This annual review should include statements identifying that respective departments' progress in
achieving the goals of the Plan, the impact of the Plan on service provision, and proposed programs to
help achieve the Plan's goals. The annual review should be used as a tool to help set budgetary
priorities.

Land Use Amendments
The Development Plan Map is intended to serve as a guide for public and private development and land
use decisions. The County should adopt a formal amendment process in the development regulations.
Land use amendments are anticipated as growth occurs and market conditions change. While land use
amendments may occur more frequently than policy changes, they should not occur more than once per
year. By limiting opportunities to amend the future land use plan, the County will reduce the potential
for incremental land use changes to result in unintended policy shifts.

Policy Review and Amendment
To ensure that the Comprehensive Plan remains an effective guide for decision‐makers, Wise County
should conduct periodic major evaluations of the plan policies and strategies. These evaluations should
be conducted every four to six years, depending on the rate of change in the community, and should
consider the following:


Progress in implementing the Plan;



Changes in community needs and other conditions that form the basis of the Plan;



Fiscal conditions and the ability to finance public investments recommended by the Plan;



Community support for the Plan's goals and policies; and



Changes in county, state or federal laws that affect the County's tools for Plan implementation.

The major review process should encourage input from businesses, neighborhood groups, developers
and other community interests through the creation of a Citizen Review Committee. Plan amendments
that appear appropriate as a result of this review would be processed according to the adopted Plan
amendment process.

Development Regulations
On a day‐to‐day basis, the development regulations (zoning and subdivision regulations) are the most
important tools for Plan implementation. The Development Plan Map and the growth‐related goals are
achieved through a myriad of incremental decisions about specific development projects. Because the
Plan does not carry the force of law, the County must effectuate Plan policies through a variety of
actions, including amendments to the County development regulations. Updates to these development
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regulations should be consistent with the Plan to ensure that incremental actions on development
requests support the Plan's goals, policies and recommendations.

Capital Improvements Plan (CIP)
Short‐ and long‐range CIPs are important planning tools to ensure that the County has planned the most
cost‐effective facilities and to determine whether the County will have the capability to fund needed
public facilities. The short‐range CIP should identify and estimate costs of improvements needed to
serve anticipated growth for the next 5 to 10 years; the long‐range CIP should identify and estimate
costs of improvements needed to serve anticipated growth for the next 10 to 20 years. This Plan is not
an engineering document but should provide enough specificity to determine which costs are required
to remedy existing deficiencies and which costs provide new capacity that will be demanded by new
development. The short‐range CIP should establish the basis for the County's development fees and be
updated annually. The long‐range CIP should be updated at least once every five years or when
significant changes to the base systems modify the County's long‐term capital investment strategies
(e.g., changes in service areas, significant changes in the Future Land Use Plan, changes in service
demand or delivery patterns). The CIPs should list short‐term projects needed to maintain existing
levels of service, with each project being assigned a budget and a time frame for completion. The CIP
also should delineate the proportion of project costs that is designed to provide new capacity and the
proportion that is required to fund existing deficiencies. This delineation will enable the County to
quantify the capital costs associated with new development and to monitor the expenditure of
development fees.

Intergovernmental Agreements
Intergovernmental agreements (IGAs) are essentially treaties between two or more units of government
for the mutual benefit of all parties and form the foundation for an Intergovernmental Committee (IGC).
Within the context of this Plan, an agreement between the County, its communities and other providers
could address growth within designated growth areas. Such an agreement could establish each party's
rights, responsibilities and recourse within a cooperative growth management process designed to
implement the Plan. Items typically addressed in local government IGAs include: development review
authority, annexation processes, infrastructure projects, building and related codes, public safety
mutual aid agreements and IGA administrative procedures.

Comprehensive Plan
Completion of the Comprehensive Plan is not the end of planning for the future. Other planning
projects will build upon the foundation of this plan, whether they are neighborhood plans that provide
detailed examinations of needs and conditions or area plans developed in partnership with a developer.
As the County continues to plan for the future, these planning efforts should be based on the vision and
goals of the Comprehensive Plan and be consistent with the policies established by this document.
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Coordinate with Congressional Delegation and State Representatives
Wise County needs to establish and maintain a receptive audience in Washington and Richmond. This
will require Wise County stakeholders (and similarly affected communities ‐ a regional cooperation
opportunity to be ready to identify substantive recommendations that will help local residents and
businesses. The timing may be fast paced.

3.6 The Action Plan: An Implementation Strategies Matrix
Successful implementation of the Plan results from many individual actions by the County, other
jurisdictions and service providers, and private decision‐makers over the course of many years. The
goals and policies describe what the community wants to become and how decision‐makers should
respond to varied circumstances. To accomplish the plan’s goals and the Community Vision, the County
will need to accomplish many tasks throughout the life of the plan. Key strategies will be used to
accomplish the Plan's goals in the initial years of plan implementation. While most of the items on the
list will be carried out by the County, some items may require coordination with neighboring
communities, other service providers, or economic development entities. The work program:


Correlates implementation measures with specific Comprehensive Plan goals and policies;



Sets a general time frame to carry out each strategy;



Identifies action tools (i.e., existing and proposed codes, ordinances, regulations, standards,
requirements and policies) to implement action items; and



Assigns responsibility for implementing the action items and lists other entities that should be
involved in the process.

The work program is not intended to be an exhaustive list of all strategies that will implement the Plan.
The County may pursue different strategies and adjust priorities, depending on changing opportunities
and resources. The County should update this work program on an annual basis, adjusting the Short‐
Term Work Plan and tasks that are included in each year’s budgeted work programs.
The Strategies Matrix, which serves as the long‐term work plan, is intended to be the most dynamic
component of the Plan. Through annual updates, the County can ensure that the Plan continues to
serve the community effectively.
The Implementation Strategies Matrix, shown in Tables 1 and 2, schedules actions and recommends
the initial Short‐Term Work Program (Phase 1 Implementation). The Short‐Term Work Program is split
into two parts:
Table 1, Core Implementation Strategies, forms the most critical, central work program for the
County. These strategies have been identified for decision makers and responsible parties to
focus on at the outset of Plan implementation.
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Table 2, Supporting Implementation Strategies, are also important to the implementation to
the Plan, but they are strategies that should be revised and prioritized by local experts
(committees, volunteers, agencies, etc.) based on their expertise and familiarity with the issue.
Both parts of the Short‐Term Work Program should be updated annually to reflect community
accomplishments, new approaches to community issues, changing conditions, shifting priorities and new
demands. This list is not intended to be exhaustive or all‐inclusive ‐‐ the County and other public and
private entities will take numerous actions throughout the life of this plan to achieve the community
goals.
This list is intended to identify the highest priority tasks to be pursued over the next several years. The
table identifies the goals related to each task, the timeframe for task completion, and the entities
responsible for carrying out the tasks. Tasks that are not funded in the recommended years should be
evaluated for removal from the list or to be shifted back for later implementation. Programs that are
completed should be removed from the list.
The list of implementation strategies provides the following information in each column:


Item Number – Merely a reference number to quickly find and identify a strategy.



Plan Element – The topical section of the Plan which supports the strategy.



Strategy ‐ identifies the task and describes the project, action or document necessary to carry‐out
the strategy.



Timing – the fiscal year(s) the strategy is to be completed. It is a ranking of importance based on its
priority relative to other similarly‐classed strategies. The timing was based on Advisory Committee
and Board of Supervisor survey responses in the following manner:
Now: This is a critical task and should be undertaken as soon as possible, in the first two years
of the planning period. This is the Immediate Implementation phase.
Soon: Necessary to implement the Plan. To occur during the next five years of the planning
period. This is the Short‐Term Implementation phase.
Later: This task will help implement the Plan. To occur during the final years of the planning
period, through 2030. This is the Long‐Term Implementation phase.



Priority ‐ Within the fiscal year timeframe, each strategy action item was prioritized.



Tool – this is the activity or document that is necessary for undertaking the strategy.



Responsible Entity ‐ the person, department or agency that is primarily responsible for initiating,
advocating and/or performing the strategy.



Coordinating Entity ‐ the person, department or agency that is tasked with supporting the entity
with primary responsibility for initiating, advocating and/or performing the strategy.
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Fiscal Impact ‐ indicates the relative fiscal impact of the specific strategy on the County's Budget and
CIP. The ranking abbreviations are labeled in the following manner:
Low: Little or no fiscal impact on the County's budget.
Moderate: Some fiscal impact, but likely to be funded within one to two fiscal periods.
High: May be significant fiscal impact, depending on the nature of the capital investment, but
may provide opportunities for the use of alternative revenue sources.

3.7 Short‐Term Work Program: Strategic Planning
The Short‐Term Work Program is developed and reviewed on an annual basis to identify the previous
year’s accomplishments and to modify the work program tasks establishing a reasonable timeline for
key plan implementation tasks. This first Short‐Term Work Program (Phase 1: Immediate
Implementation) includes all of the highest priority strategies and other actions as determined by the
Advisory Committee and Board of Supervisors to kick‐off the first year of Plan implementation.
The Short‐Term Work Program should be considered the beginning of a Strategic Plan for the County. A
strategic plan delineates the goals of the County and establishes the actions that are necessary to
achieve those goals. It encompasses all critical elements developed in the planning stage to strengthen
the operations and ensure a directed endeavor among all stakeholders. In 2003 the County adopted a
resolution endorsing strategic planning and directing annual strategic plans. The County identified that
the purpose of strategic planning is to establish long‐range goals, annual objectives and detailed
strategies to address issues related to performance, productivity and generally improving the well‐being
of the community and work force.
The focus of strategic plans is to identify critical issues affecting the community and seek the most
effective and efficient means to address them. The County identified benefits of strategic planning,
including:








accelerating an agency's ability to solve identified issues and challenges
encouraging creativity and innovation
ensuring a more efficient use of resources
developing greater co‐operation and collaboration
reducing confusion about roles, responsibilities and accountability
serving as a basis for performance evaluation
tying funding allocations to performance.

The core and supporting strategies of the Short‐Term Work Program, below, can serve as a starting
point for development of an annual County strategic plan.
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Table 1: Core Implementation Strategies

Item #

Plan
Element

Core Implementation Strategy

Tool

Responsible
Entity
(Primary)

Coordinating
Entity
(Supporting)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Plan

Planning

Farm Bureau

Moderate

Low

Moderate

Low

Phase 1: 2018‐2019
CS 1

CS 2

CS 3

CS 4

CS 5

Ag

Establish an Agricultural Economy Committee and
develop and implement a strategic Agricultural Economic
Development Plan and work program.

Economic
Development

Establish a Workforce Development Committee to
coordinate among local economic development agencies,
employers and educational institutions.

Committee

Admin

Schools,
Colleges,
Chamber,
Industry,
Employers

Governance

Develop a 5‐Year Strategic Plan, with fiscal estimates, and
provide an Annual Report detailing how tax money is
spent.

Budget

Admin

Treasurer,
PSA, Planning
Commission

Low

Low

Governance

Develop, fund and maintain a five‐year Capital
Improvements Plan (CIP), and coordinate long‐term
capital improvement plans with service providers to
efficiently provide and equitably fund infrastructure and
services in a manner consistent with the needs of
targeted industries and existing residents.

CIP

Admin

Treasurer,
PSA, Planning
Commission,
Communities

Low

Low

Governance

Support the Wise County Intergovernmental Committee
with representation from each participating community,
to improve County‐to‐community and community‐to‐
community relationships.

Committee

Admin

Communities

Low

Low
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Item #

CS 6

Responsible
Entity
(Primary)

Coordinating
Entity
(Supporting)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Existing
Health
Department

Admin

Health
Department,
Hospitals,
Clinics

Low

Low

Existing
Committees

Admin,
Econ Dev

Tourism,
Chamber of
Commerce

Low

Low

Plan

Econ Dev

Communities,
Chamber,
UVA‐Wise

Low

Low

Admin

Planning
Commission,
Communities

Low

Low

Plan
Element

Core Implementation Strategy

Tool

Healthcare and
Public Safety

Support Wise County and City of Norton Health
Department to foster collaboration between local health
officials and County and community staff and elected
officials, develop a list of best practices related to
promoting healthy communities, and track community
health information systematically and in ways
appropriate for use in decisions about the built
environment.

CS 7

Tourism

CS 8

Economic
Development

CS 9
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Parks / Rec

Support the Arts, Culture and Tourism Committees and
develop and implement a strategic Arts, Culture and
Tourism Plan and work program to coordinate local
efforts and schedule with regional events and encourage
and support local participation in regional events.

Develop an Economic Development Plan to identify
strategies to recruit new business and industry and
support local business and industry.
Support Parks and Trails organizations and develop a
Parks, Recreation and Trails Plan to identify existing and
planned park, recreation area and trail locations and
need, a countywide plan for trails and bike routes,
including right‐of‐way needs, and develop a series of trail
maps.
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Plan
Element

Core Implementation Strategy

Tool

Responsible
Entity
(Primary)

Coordinating
Entity
(Supporting)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Governance

Update and maintain the Wise County website,
consistent with the efforts of organizations in the region
(such as Spearhead Trails and Heart of Appalachia) to
provide a content rich source of information and present
an image of a tech‐savvy community.

Committee

Admin

Admin

Mod

Low

Healthcare and
Public Safety

Develop a Substance Abuse Prevention Plan, for drugs,
alcohol and tobacco abuse, to support multi‐sector
collaboration and citizen involvement, and improve the
assessment and implementation of prevention activities,
including workforce development and industry
representatives.

Plan

Admin

Health
Department,
Hospitals,
Clinics. CW
Att. Law
Enforcement

Low

Low

Outreach

Admin

Econ Dev, IT

Low

Low

Planning

Admin, Wise
County
Housing
Authority

Low

Low

Phase 2: 2020‐2025

CS 12

CS 13

Governance

Housing

Create and maintain a Wise County social media
presence, such as a Facebook or Instagram, to provide
opportunities for residents and visitors to post comments
and pictures of Wise County assets, viewsheds, etc.
Similar tasks also include notifying regional and state
business, tourism and economic development news
sources (such as Virginia Business) of local events and
news.
Require a Report from the Wise County Housing Authority
prioritizing County, state and federal housing programs,
incentives, loans and grants available for the production
of workforce housing.
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Plan
Element

Core Implementation Strategy

Infrastructure

Establish an Infrastructure Committee. A key function of
this committee will be to establish a thorough and
complete understanding of each utility district's needs
and capabilities (technical and financial).

Responsible
Entity
(Primary)

Coordinating
Entity
(Supporting)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Committee

Admin

PSA,
Communities,
Treasurer,
LENOWISCO

Low

Low

Committee

Admin

Econ Dev

Low

Low

Mod

Low

Moderate

Low

Tool

Phase 3: 2025‐2030
Establish an Education Committee, comprised in part of
representatives from the School District and Colleges, to
inform and build stakeholder and community support for
a broad educational framework.

CS 15

Education

CS 16

Healthcare and
Public Safety

Develop a Community Health Plan that creates a
coordination and referral network among health care
providers, criminal justice providers, employers and
education facilities.

Plan

Planning

Health
Department,
Hospitals,
Communities

CS 17

Infrastructure

Continue to enhance a Technology Infrastructure Plan to
embrace advancing technology.

Plan

Planning,
Admin

Planning
Commission
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Table 2: Supporting Implementation Strategies
Plan
Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Phase 1: 2018‐2019

Ag

Continue support of farmers markets, buy‐local
campaigns, and a local products website to market
and distribute fresh goods.

Outreach

Admin

Communities

Low

Low

Ag

Coordinate with State and Federal agencies and
other funding partners to incentivize agriculture
economic development, including U.S. Department
of Agriculture Rural Development and Virginia
Cooperative Extension (such as for the Stronger
Economies Together (SET) initiative).

Coordination

Admin

Farm Bureau

Low

Low

SS 3

Ag

Coordinate with the Farm Bureau to provide a
support network for traditional ag, roots ag, ag/green
tourism and specialized ag (such as raising fish,
vineyards, growing organic vegetables or using
hydroponic, aquaculture and aquaponic technology,
exotic and other boutique farming), develop an ag
education and mentoring program so that farms can
be transferred, and new farmers recruited and
mentored and develop programs to promote
gardening, food systems, and other sustainability
seminars.

Coordination

Admin

Farm Bureau

Low

Low

SS 4

Economic
Development

Plan

Admin

Wise, UVA‐Wise,
Chamber

Low

Low

SS 1

SS 2

Develop economic development strategies with the
Chamber, Town of Wise and UVA‐Wise to create a
vibrant, but compatible, entertainment district that
supports the college.
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Plan
Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

SS 5

Economic
Development

Continue to coordinate with State and Federal
agencies and other funding partners to expand
infrastructure and economic development.

SS 6

Economic
Development

SS 7

SS 8

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Coordination

Admin,
EconDev,
Planning

State/Fed agencies

Low

Low

Establish standards and incentives to attract energy
development.

Incentives

Admin,
EconDev

Admin, EconDev

Low

Low

Economic
Development

Develop a major emphasis on technology education
and training through UVA‐Wise and MECC.

Coordination

EconDev

Admin

Low

Low

Economic
Development

Continue to collaborate with adjacent counties to
develop a regional economic development plan.

Coordination

EconDev

Admin

Low

Low

SS 9

Economic
Development

Encourage and support local technology businesses
and conduct technology‐oriented events, including
tech industry recruitment, mentoring and support
and tech‐related educational and entertainment
activities.

Coordination

Admin

Econ Dev

Low

Low

SS 10

Economic
Development

Continue a Business Retention and Expansion
Program that works with existing businesses to grow
and cultivate a supportive business ecosystem.

Program

MECC, VCEDA

Chamber

Low

Low

SS 11

Infrastructure

Undertake an assessment of current infrastructure
and amenities and identify priorities based on a
countywide perspective and fiscal impact analysis.

CIP

Admin, PSA

Admin

High

High

SS 12

Infrastructure

Coordinate with gas providers to expand service
areas and ensure that economic development is
adequately served.

Coordination

EconDev

Admin

Low

Low
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element
SS 13

Economic
Development

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)
Coordinate with DMME to identify coal lands that
may be appropriate for post‐coal uses.

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Coordination

Planning

GIS

Low

Low

CIP

Admin

Admin

Moderate

Moderate

CIP

Admin

Admin

Low

Low

Application

Admin

Admin

Moderate

Moderate

SS 14

Parks / Rec

Develop and enhance outdoor experiences at parks,
forests, recreation areas, nature areas, and
preserves, develop, and enhance accommodations
related to outdoor experiences, and enhance and
develop themed trails.

SS 15

Parks / Rec

Coordinate with communities to improve local parks.

SS 16

Parks / Rec

Seek and maintain designations for National Scenic
Byways and the Virginia Scenic Byways and Scenic
Drives.

SS 17

Tourism

Expand infrastructure to support tourism.

CIP

Admin

Admin

High

High

SS 18

Tourism

Identify and increase awareness of recreation needs
for the community, and the feasibility to create
facilities (private versus public venture) to enhance
tourism, establish a pro‐tourism public relations
effort (local, state and national outreach) and seek to
position Wise County as the preferred destination in
Southwest Virginia.

Plan

Admin

Admin

Moderate

Low

SS 19

Tourism

Use the Tourism Committee to encourage and
support local participation in regional events.

Committee

Tourism

Admin

Low

Low
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)
Strengthen tourism‐related partnerships,
encouraging and strengthening positive regional
affiliations and enhance communications through
various media (i.e. websites, newsletters.) and
maintain an online calendar of local events. Tasks
include attending and actively participating or co‐
sponsoring regional tourism or economic
development conferences.

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Outreach

Admin

Econ Dev, IT,
Chamber

Low

Low

Coordinate with LENOWISCO, VDOT, UVA‐Wise and
the Town of Wise to advocate and support the
Innovation Highway.

Coordination

Admin

Econ Dev

Low

Low

Public Safety

Seek to implement the Wise County Fire Services and
EMS Report (2013)

Coordination

Admin

Admin, EOC

Moderate

Low

SS 23

Economic
Development

Coordinate with LENOWISCO and Virginia
Department of Forests to develop and enhance GIS
datasets for forestland and timber.

Coordination

GIS, Planning

GIS

Low

Low

SS 24

Economic
Development

Coordinate with LENOWISCO and Virginia
Department of Mines, Minerals and Energy (DMME)
to develop and enhance GIS datasets for coal
production, reserves, and post‐operation.

Coordination

GIS, Planning

GIS

Low

Low

Planning

GIS

Low

Low

SS 20

Tourism

SS 21

Economic
Development

SS 22

Phase 2: 2020‐2025

SS 25

Ag

Create an inventory of agricultural lands and conduct
a land suitability analysis to identify agricultural
potential.
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

SS 26

Ag

Coordinate framework of community‐specific
Farmer's Markets and a cannery for residents to
produce products to take to local markets.

Committee

Admin

Farm Bureau

Low

Moderate

SS 27

Ag

Conduct outreach with ag‐oriented organizations,
such as Appalachian Sustainable Development.

Committee

Admin

Farm Bureau

Low

Low

Plan

Econ Dev

Communities,
Chamber

Low

Low

Outreach

Econ Dev

Admin, Schools,
Colleges, Chamber,
Employers

Low

Low

Coordination

Admin, Schools,
Colleges,
Chamber,
Employers

Chamber

Low

Low

SS 28

SS 29

SS 30

Economic
Development

Develop strategies to recruit companies that use
local labor and those that provide a living wage,
develop a targeted recruitment campaign for specific
types of employers and businesses. Coordinate with
communities to prepare and implement a plan for
the development of their adjacent corridors and
gateways.

Economic
Development

Support a one‐stop Economic Development Center
to assist the business community in starting, locating
and expanding in Wise County, including detailed
information on business financing and incentive
programs and make this information available to
business prospects.

Economic
Development

Create a network of business owners and local
innovators that conduct topical seminars describing
successful practices and case studies, allow
participants to learn from real‐world situations and
business decision‐making and peer‐to‐peer small
business mentoring.
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Plan
Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

SS 31

Economic
Development

Engage coal industry employers and community
colleges to explore formal recognition or expanded
credit towards credential completion for job‐related
experience and training.

Committee

SS 32

Economic
Development

Support a Regional Skills Academy geared towards
supplying trained workers for technical and
manufacturing occupations.

SS 33

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Admin

Schools, Colleges,
Chamber, Industry,
Employers

Moderate

Low

Committee

Admin

Schools, Colleges,
Chamber, Industry,
Employers

Moderate

Low

Economic
Development

Expand the use of apprenticeships, on‐the‐job
models, and accelerated boot camps and incorporate
‘soft‐skills’ for non‐STEM (Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics) training
opportunities.

Committee

Admin

Schools, Colleges,
Chamber, Industry,
Employers

Moderate

Low

SS 34

Economic
Development

Identify skills shortages that could be met through
shorter training and credentialing programs and
developing and implementing specific fast‐tracked
training programs.

Committee

Admin

Schools, Colleges,
Chamber, Industry,
Employers

Moderate

Low

SS 35

Economic
Development

Conduct an employer survey to reveal workplace
needs and assist with identifying targeted industries.

Survey

EconDev

VCEDA

Low

Low

SS 36

Economic
Development

Develop and implement a Branding and Marketing
Plan for the County and communities, including
brand establishment and niche market identification.

Plan

EconDev,
Admin

Communities

Moderate

Low

SS 37

Economic
Development

Identify industrial sites and parks with adequate
infrastructure and services.

Inventory

Planning

GIS, Econ Dev

Low

Low
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

SS 38

Economic
Development

Encourage the Wise County Chamber of Commerce
to establish awards, such as a Local Innovators
Award and a Student Entrepreneurs Award that
recognizes and broadcasts local success stories.

SS 39

Economic
Development

SS 40

SS 41

SS 42

Responsible
Entity

Outreach

Admin

Establish links on the Wise County website to identify
State and regional economic development and
related educational and advocacy programs, entities,
and agencies.

Report

IT

Education

Undertake efforts to support education affordability
and job training.

Committee

Admin

Governance

Review and adjust County fees and rates on an
annual basis, including fees for development review
and solid waste.

Fees

Governance

Showcase the region's history and heritage through
events and festivals as well as personifying the
culture of the region through arts, music, and
culinary experiences.

Outreach
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Communities

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Low

Low

Low

Low

Econ Dev

Low

Low

Admin

Admin

Low

Low

Admin

Econ Dev

Low

Low
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

SS 43

SS 44

SS 45

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Governance

Explore all opportunities to consolidate services
(parks, solid waste, public safety, administration,
water/sewer) and leverage funding. Coordinate
County and community CIP and budget investment
consistent with County goals and strategies.
Empower the Intergovernmental Committee to
prioritize strategies, set a timeline, establish metrics
and evaluation criteria and issue a call to action. The
committee may make formal recommendations to
Board of Supervisors regarding County CIP, budget
and strategic plans.

Committee

Admin,
Planning

Communities

Low

Low

Governance

Conduct annual countywide meetings between
functionally equivalent staff and departments (i.e.,
public safety, planning) and entities (i.e., Planning
Commission, Legislative Body) to address and discuss
issues of common concern.

Coordination

Admin

Communities

Low

Low

Governance

Coordinate with and support the Chamber's Forward
Wise County program to support and expand the
program to incorporate hands‐on County and
community governmental experiences.

Program

Admin

Chamber

Low

Low
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Governance

Establish a Local Governance Committee to consider
alternative citizen representation and public
administration models, including expanding the
Board of Supervisors to include one (1) at‐large
member, reconfiguring County Administration
hierarchy to incorporate one (1) County
Administrator and a formal Executive Committee of
County Department Directors that makes
recommendations to the Administrator, and CIP and
budgeting allocations that are based on priority and
need rather than electoral district.

Committee

BOS

Legal

Low

Low

SS 47

Governance

Conduct a series of workshops for County officials
and staff to better understand roles of the Board of
Supervisors and Planning Commission, County
department core functions, processes and timelines,
find opportunities to share and cross‐train staff, and
become a more efficient organization with
decreasing resources.

Coordination

Admin

Department
Directors

Low

Low

SS 48

Healthcare
and Public
Safety

Coordinate with the school system and local health
department to develop educational program events
to reduce youth exposure to an interest in alcohol,
tobacco and other drugs.

Coordination

Admin

Health Department,
Schools, Colleges

Low

Low

SS 49

Healthcare
and Public
Safety

Maintain adequate public safety vehicles, equipment
and facilities.

CIP

Admin

EOC, Admin,
Communities

Moderate

High

SS 46
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

SS 50

Healthcare
and Public
Safety

Maintain updates to the Assessment Plan for
Emergency Services and Emergency Plan, evaluate
and prioritize options to mitigate inadequate
emergency access and safety hazards to emergency
response equipment or personnel, and identify
funding and resources to provide training for career
and volunteer personnel to meet or exceed local,
state, and federal requirements.

SS 51

Healthcare
and Public
Safety

Empower the Public Health Committee to prioritize
strategies, set a timeline, establish metrics and
evaluation criteria for the provision of whole
community healthcare.

SS 52

Housing

SS 53

SS 54

SS 55

Responsible
Entity

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Admin

EOC, Communities

Low

Low

Plan

Admin

Health Department,
Hospitals,
Communities,
School Systems,
Social Services

Mod

Low

Adopt incentives in the development regulations to
encourage affordable, workforce housing.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

Infrastructure

Coordinate with communities to determine when it is
fiscally appropriate, or required, to expand or extend
service.

Coordination

Planning

Planning
Commission,
Communities

Low

Low

Infrastructure

Prepare an annual Transportation Plan for the
improvement of secondary roads in the county.

Plan

Planning

Planning
Commission

Moderate

Low

Infrastructure

Establish regulations to limit most development,
including dense, small lot and commercial
development to areas with adequate and available
water and sewer service.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low
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Plan
Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

SS 56

Infrastructure

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)
Establish regulations to prohibit development of
subdivisions or small lots that lack necessary
infrastructure.
Enhance the Litter Control Program that includes
sponsoring community cleanup days, increasing trash
and recycling collection services and enforcing litter
laws.

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

Program

Admin

Litter Control

Low

Low

SS 57

Tourism

SS 58

Public Safety

Track and maintain data regarding well location and
production to monitor water quantity and quality.

Coordination

Planning

GIS

Low

Low

Governance

Establish opportunities and standards for County and
community planning commissions to provide formal
input into development review proposals that have
the potential to impact a community.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

SS 60

Governance

Adopt sustainable development standards for new
residential and non‐residential development, and
develop resource materials for developers and
builders to promote green development practices.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Moderate

Low

SS 61

Governance

Establish standards to require erosion and
sedimentation control best management practices.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

SS 62

Governance

Adopt revisions to the development regulations to
protect commercial and industrial land from
encroachment and incompatible uses.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

SS 63

Governance

Investigate the need for standards for outdoor
lighting to minimize light pollution.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

SS 59
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

SS 64

Governance

Encourage development and design standards, to be
included with new non‐residential development and
redevelopment and public investment.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Moderate

Low

SS 65

Parks / Rec

Encourage, develop, promote and protect hiking
trails and supporting amenities in strategic locations.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

SS 66

Parks / Rec

Leverage nature and recreation opportunities
prevalent in the area and coordinate with regional
organizations and communities.

Coordination

Planning

Planning
Commission,
Communities

Low

Low

Tourism

Support and enhance the Crooked Road, Spearhead
Trails and Round the Mountain Trails experience,
including clustering new development, ensuring
necessary public facilities and services are available
and adequate to support shopping, dining, and
accommodations and showcase Appalachian
heritage.

Coordination

Econ Dev

Local and regional
groups

Low

Low

Tourism

Establish a Visitor Information Program than ensures
that destination directions are visible and
discoverable and that information about local
activities are available at multiple locations
throughout the County.

Program

Econ Dev

Chamber

Moderate

Low

SS 67

SS 68

Phase 3: 2025‐2030
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

SS 69

SS 70

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Economic
Development

Conduct an annual Economic Summit, that
celebrates the year’s hits, recognizes achievement,
builds community and workforce confidence,
establishes funding and programmatic strategies for
the coming year, and is the kickoff for hands‐on
quarterly economic development opportunity
summits.

Outreach

Econ Dev

Admin, Chamber,
UVA‐Wise

Low

Low

Economic
Development

Coordinate and sponsor periodic, topic‐specific
Breakfast Roundtables, Lunchtime Brownbags and
Afterwork Networking Seminars with other
economic development and education programs,
entities and agencies (including Virginia Economic
Development Partnership, Virginia Economic
Developers Association, Virginia Coalfield Coalition,
Appalachian Prosperity Project, Virginia Coalfield
Economic Development Authority, Southwest
Virginia Higher Education Center, Manufacturing
Technology Center, the UVA & Southwest Virginia
Economic Development Partnership, and others) to
regularly sponsor and present training and other
opportunities for local businesses, on a variety of
topics identified by local businesses, including Using
Community to Build Your Business Using the Internet
(or Facebook, or social media) to Grow Your
Business, Growing and Supporting Entrepreneurs,
Healthy Business Practices, Building Local
Partnerships, Sharing Resources and Lowering Costs,
How to Succeed in Business After Retiring.

Outreach

Econ Dev

Chamber, Farm
Bureau, Schools,
Colleges

Mod

Low
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

SS 71

Economic
Development

Establish scholarships, with local industry, school and
college participation, that provides intern and
apprentice opportunities to local businesses,
shadowing opportunities and work‐based
experiences for local students.

SS 72

Economic
Development

SS 73

SS 74

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Outreach

Econ Dev

Schools, Colleges

Low

Low

Establish and coordinate partnerships to identify,
increase awareness, and promote current assets.

Coordination

Econ Dev,
Admin

Virginia Cooperative
Extension,
Communities,
Chamber

Low

Low

Economic
Development

Encourage development of hotels, motels and bed
and breakfast inns.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Legal

Low

Low

Economic
Development

Conduct quarterly Opportunity and Workforce
Summits to introduce possible new ventures and
entrepreneurial talent.

Outreach

Econ Dev

Chamber, Farm
Bureau, Schools,
Colleges

Low

Low

SS 75

Economic
Development

Develop a set of ideas about ways to create a
stronger local economy, closing the skills gap to meet
the needs of employers and cultivating local talent.
Community forums can be used to facilitate the
exchange of ideas and build networks including
regional networks.

Outreach

Econ Dev

Chamber, Farm
Bureau, Schools,
Colleges

Low

Low

SS 76

Economic
Development

Include a Regional Job Fair event as a way to highlight
and publicize program and attract former and
transitioning mine industry workers.

Outreach

Econ Dev

Chamber, Farm
Bureau, Schools,
Colleges

Low

Low

SS 77

Education

Coordination

Admin

Schools, Colleges

Low

Low

Participate, with the School District and colleges, in
long‐range planning and funding for educational
facilities and programs.
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

SS 78

SS 79

SS 80

SS 81

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Education

Sponsor a fall and spring Student Leadership
Conference, with local businesses to lead workshops,
serve on panels and participate in mentoring
sessions, topics may include College and Career
Readiness, Best Foot Forward, Managing Student
Debt, and, with business and industry input, targets
high school students and their parents about careers
that provide sustainable, long‐term employment and
opportunities in the region.

Education

Coordinate with the school district and the SW
Virginia Cultural Heritage Foundation to offer and
enhance cultural opportunities for local students.

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Outreach

Admin

Schools, Colleges,
Chamber

Low

Low

Coordination

Admin

Schools, Colleges

Low

Low

Education

Sponsor outreach workshops, roundtables,
presentations and networking opportunities for local
students, residents and business owners on a variety
of topics, including Education Pathways to Success,
Business Start‐Up Basics, Preparing Students for the
Workforce, and more.

Outreach

Admin

Schools, Colleges

Low

Low

Governance

Conduct regular and recurring administrative
meetings between Administration and Department
Directors, and share information with officials and
stakeholders. Each type of meeting is purpose‐
driven: weekly (current activities), monthly (progress
on long‐term department tasks), quarterly (assessing
progress and performance based on annual
projections and work program), annual (current year
assessment, goal and strategy setting for the next
year).

Coordination

Admin

Department
Directors

Low

Low
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

Governance

Coordinate with the communities on the
development of artisan studios and additional places
for the display of art, such as public art, sculpture
exhibitions, open air markets and community arts
venues.

Coordination

Planning

Communities

Low

Low

SS 83

Governance

Develop Intergovernmental Agreements (IGAs) with
each community, to address community‐specific
needs and issues. Each IGA is unique to the
community, preserves and recognizes independence
of community and County, and is fair to both. Issues
may include: revisiting community boundaries,
unifying municipal and County functions, using local
taxes and revenue streams to incentivize
development and improve infrastructure.

IGAs

Admin

Legal

Low

Low

SS 84

Governance

Establish standards to award incentives that are
outcome‐oriented and consider leverage, return on
investment and community payback and benefit.

County Code

Admin

Legal, Treasurer

Low

Low

Governance

Establish a Communication and Outreach Plan to
effectively communicate with the public, create a
central collection point for all news and other stories
of interest, to be distributed to relevant
stakeholders, and establish a Communication
Director responsible for sharing and coordinating
information with and among shareholders, including
maintaining a reference directory of individuals and
organizations participating in Plan implementation
and support.

Plan

Admin

Planning

Low

Low

SS 82

SS 85
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

SS 86

Governance

Create more opportunities for staff level decision‐
making, within parameters established by the
Development Regulations and County Code, to
streamline process and interaction between the
County and stakeholders (residents and businesses).

SS 87

Healthcare
and Public
Safety

Collaborate with regional healthcare providers to
ensure resource/outreach materials are available for
residents.

Outreach

Admin

Planning

Low

Low

SS 88

Healthcare
and Public
Safety

Develop a Community Garden Program to identify
and inventory potential community garden and
urban farm sites on existing parks, public easements,
right‐of‐ways, and schoolyards, and establish
community gardens in appropriate locations.

Program

Planning

GIS

Low

Low

SS 89

Healthcare
and Public
Safety

Host, sponsor, and/or organize Health Fairs,
including annual countrywide health fairs, senior
fairs, youth fitness programs, speakers, competitions,
lectures, and/or workshops. Make it easier for non‐
profits and private/public institutions to host or
participate in such events by reducing barriers such
as administrative event paperwork and/or costs.

Outreach

Admin

Health Department

Moderate

Low

SS 90

Healthcare
and Public
Safety

Recruit more EMS volunteers in combination with
paid Fire Response personnel.

Staffing

Admin

Fire Department

Moderate

Low

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

SS 91

Housing

Conduct a review of existing regulations and policies
to identify barriers to the development of accessory
dwelling units, co‐housing, and other non‐traditional
housing types.
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)

Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

SS 92

Housing

Coordinate the housing program with other social
and economic development programs and provide
regular training classes in the areas of budgeting and
financial management, homeownership, parenting,
health, and life skills to all affordable housing
owners, tenants and participants.

SS 93

Infrastructure

Coordinate the Infrastructure Committee and
Intergovernmental Committee to propose fair and
equitable levels of service and funding frameworks.

Coordination

Admin

Planning, PSA, GIS,
Treasurer,
Communities

Low

Low

Land Use

Incorporate standards into the development
regulations that reflect the history of the area and
incentivize for historic accommodations, such as
rustic lodges and mountain B&Bs.

Development
Regulations

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Low

Parks / Rec

Coordinate the Parks Committee and the
Intergovernmental Committee to propose parks,
recreation facilities and trails capital improvements,
fair and equitable levels of service and leverage
funding and budgeting.

Coordination

Planning

Communities

Low

Low

Parks / Rec

Use the Parks Plan process to develop a Parks CIP, for
the development of additional ATV trails, which have
the potential to link scenic destinations and
commercial centers, usable and interconnected
sidewalks and paths (pedestrian and bicycle),
greenbelt trails, parks and trails with exercise
stations, lighted walking paths.

Planning, GIS

Communities,
Planning
Commission

Moderate

Moderate

SS 94

SS 95

SS 96
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Item #

Strategy

Tool

Element

SS 97

SS 98

Parks / Rec

Tourism

Responsible
Entity

Coordinating Entity
(Supporting)

(Primary)
Develop a County Park with a variety of tourism‐
related facilities and activities (such as nature center,
planetarium or historical and archeological
resources).
Engage, support and coordinate with regional art,
culture and tourism assets, such as the Crooked
Road, the Heartwood Center, Spearhead Trails,
‘Round the Mountain and the Clinch River Valley
Initiative.
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Fiscal
Impact,
Budget

Fiscal
Impact,
CIP

CIP

Planning

Planning
Commission

Low

Moderate

Committee

Econ Dev

Local and regional
groups

Low

Low
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Part 4: Appendix / Plan Context
4.1 Historic Overview
Historic Overview
Location
Wise County is located in the southwestern portion of the Commonwealth of Virginia. It is bounded on
the southwest by Lee County, on the south by Scott County, on the east by Russell County and on the
northeast by Dickenson County. Pine Mountain to the north and Black Mountain to the northwest form
a natural boundary between Wise County and the Commonwealth of Kentucky.
Historical Perspective
The first documented settlement of what is now Wise County occurred in 1782 near present‐day St. Paul
by a man named John English. The delay in settlement stemmed from Indian raids, the lack of fertile soil
suitable for agriculture, and poor access caused by the mountainous terrain. At the time Wise County
was formed in 1856, the town of Wise, then called Gladeville, was the county's principal locality with a
population of 250. In 1860, the county's total population was 4,308 persons, and the county continued
to be sparsely populated until the turn of the century.
Agriculture
Most of the people living in what became Wise County in 1856 engaged in subsistence farming, like
most of the population of the United States at that time. These farmers found Wise County's steep
topography and thin soils to be limiting factors for agriculture, although some of the steep hillsides were
plowed and cultivated with horses and mules. Many of the steepest hillsides were cleared and cultivated
for only a few decades, however, before soil erosion and declining productivity resulted in their
reforestation.
Between 1850 and 1860, tobacco production in southwestern Virginia increased by more than 2000
percent, still Wise County's tobacco production in 1860 was only 2,300 pounds. While small scale
tobacco production eventually benefitted from a government‐imposed quota system established in the
1930s, such systems were not established for any other locally grown crops. Corn was a more important
crop and was widely grown in the county, with 115,925 bushels produced in 1860.
The county's population expanded most rapidly after coal mining became a significant source of
employment. Many areas of the county were more densely populated than they are today, with a much
greater proportion of the food for this industrial workforce locally grown than is true today. It was a
typical pattern for subsistence farmers to work as miners during the winter months. According to the
1940 Soil Survey of Wise County, about two‐thirds of the farmers of Wise County also worked in the
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mines. The Survey also noted that the increase in population associated with the growth of mining
caused some general farms to be converted to dairying and growing of fruits and vegetables for the local
market.
Wise County’s temperate climate, characterized by cool summers, no distinct dry season and rainfall
usually well distributed throughout the growing season favor cultivation of these fruits and vegetables.
The county became well known as a producer of fine quality apples, and a number of commercial
orchards were established. From the 1940s through the 1960s, apples were an important local crop,
with about 230,000 bushels harvested in 1949, 117,000 bushels in 1954 and 92,500 bushels in 1964. In
1965, a map prepared by the Wise County Fruit Growers Association showed 45 commercial orchards
near the town of Wise. Most of these locally produced apples were sold in Virginia, Kentucky and West
Virginia, although one local grower exported apples to Europe. By 1974, however, apple production had
further declined to 35,400 bushels.
Coal, Iron Ore and Timber
The economic and population growth that took place in Wise County at the turn of the twentieth
century set the tone for conditions existing in the county today. This growth resulted from the
construction of railroads into the county, providing access to the abundant coal and iron deposits. Coal
has been the lifeblood of the county since that time.
The first interest in Wise County iron ore and coal emerged in 1879. By 1882 two large tracts of land
totaling 67,000 acres had been acquired by coal operators for development, leading to the purchase of
nearly all the county's coal lands by developers. At this time, the county's population was approximately
7,775.
Lumbering operations began in Wise County about 1887. Other lumbering operations followed in 1895,
after the construction of railroads into the county, but by 1915 practically all of the accessible
marketable timber had been cut.
The pending arrival of railroads in the county gave rise to a "boom" in 1890. English and northern
investors began pouring money into companies formed to develop the area's iron and coal resources.
Prices soared as speculators bought and sold land; lot prices in the "new towns" rose from an average of
$30 to as much as $1,000. The "boom" faded when the flow of English capital stopped.
Two railroads were completed into Wise County in 1890, another in 1891 and two others soon after.
With the railroads came prosperity, as lumber, coal and iron could be shipped to eastern and southern
markets. Development occurred rapidly, with mines opened, coke ovens and mining towns built, and
schools and churches erected. The county's population grew from 9,345 persons in 1890 to 19,653 in
1900 and to 34,162 in 1910, a 266 percent increase in 20 years.
The first coal was shipped by railroad from Wise County in 1892. Because of high transportation costs,
the market for coal was limited. But southern iron furnaces needed coke, and by 1910 there were 4,400
coke ovens in the county. Two iron furnaces were constructed in the county. One at Big Stone Gap went
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into production in 1892, but economic conditions caused its closing in 1916, signaling the end of iron ore
mining in the county. 1
Coal production in Wise County reached a peak in 1926, with 6.5 million tons being mined and more
than 6,500 men employed in the mines. By that time, the importance of lumbering had declined, and
the importance of iron ore had ceased, leaving coal as the basis of the county's economy.
Meanwhile, Wise County had become one of the state's wealthiest and most populous counties. In 1925
the county ranked seventh in the state in income tax, twelfth in assessed value of all real estate and
eighteenth in assessed value of all taxable property. The county's 1920 population of 46,500 made it the
eighth most populous county in Virginia and seventh in density of population per square mile.
During this period, Wise County schools were among the best in the state. In the mid‐'20s, the county
led the state in average teachers' salaries. Moreover, only the counties of Arlington, Henrico, Norfolk,
Pittsylvania and Roanoke surpassed Wise County in total disbursements for county schools and total
value of school property. The county also had one of the highest tax rates in the state.2
By 1933, however, the county's fortunes were beginning to turn. Coal production had dropped to 2.8
million tons, marking the first of a series of "booms and busts" within the county's economy. In 1937,
nearly one third of the county's coal production was used as railroad fuel, but this market was
eliminated when the nation's railroads were dieselized following World War II. The home heating
market also disappeared when coal was replaced by cheaper and more convenient fuels such as oil and
electricity. Cheap imported oil cut into the industrial and electrical utilities market.
A United Mine Workers mechanization agreement was reached with the major coal operators in 1950.
Prior to the agreement, in 1949, about 3.5 million tons of coal were mined in Wise County. By 1955
production had increased to six million tons, but this increase in production was accompanied by a
decrease in jobs, with mining employment falling from 4,700 persons in 1949 to 3,200 in 1955.
Strip mining, first practiced in Wise County in the mid‐1940s, became a major facet of the county's
economy in the mid‐'60s. Productivity‐per‐worker increased while mining employment fell. Production
of coal by all mining methods had increased to 9.3 million tons in 1969, with only 1,823 production
workers employed that year.
The productivity increases of the 1950s and '60s allowed Wise County's coal industry to survive, but the
local economy suffered. Unemployment increased, money needed for public services was not available
and people left the county to seek employment elsewhere.
In the 1960s national attention was focused on the plight of the Appalachian region. Efforts were begun
to diversify the economy, provide jobs, improve the entire spectrum of public services, improve the

1

Norman H. Scott, Iron Mining in Wise County, 1993.

2

Ralph Emerson Kennedy, An Economic and Social Survey of Wise County, 1928.
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quality and quantity of housing and reverse the flow of people leaving the region. A temporary end of
the economic and population decline for Wise County and the surrounding region accompanied the
energy crisis and the Arab oil embargo of the early 1970s. During the mid‐'70s, another boom period
occurred, with significant concurrent activity in the service industries. Fast food chains and discount
merchandise outlets moved into the area to take advantage of the renewed vigor of the coal industry.
The euphoria of the 1970s dwindled during the decade of the 1980s. While various factors have been
cited regarding that downturn in the region's coal‐based economy, the 1980s saw a "second generation"
of mechanization in the coal industry, resulting in higher productivity but decreased employment.
Although it was not possible to use longwall miners in all mining applications, the use of these machines
allowed production to remain on the increase, while manpower needs were reduced.
The number of mining employees decreased by nearly 1,300 persons from 1980 to 1990, and the
county's population declined by more than 5,000 persons. In 1985, unemployment in the county rose to
15 percent, while coal production reached an all‐time high. While coal employment continues to
decline, coal production appears to have stabilized, at least temporarily. Production is expected to begin
a steady decline in the near future, however, as the more accessible reserves are depleted.

4.2 Natural Resources
Topographic Features
Roughly 95 percent of Wise County is included in the Cumberland Mountain section of the Appalachian
Plateau physiographic province. This portion of the county lies to the north and northwest of Stone
Mountain but also includes Powell Mountain. Over thousands of years, streams have cut so deeply into
the underlying rock formations that the plateau‐like character has disappeared and the surface consists
now of hills and irregular ridges rising to a fairly common height. In such places as Black Mountain and
Pine Mountain, mountains originally stood on the surface of the plateau, but over time were also
reduced and dissected by streams. These mountains, still standing above the hilltop remnants of the old
plateau, have historically been and remain obstacles to transportation. The Appalachian Plateau portion
of the county can be described by its degree of dissection: (1) steep, deeply dissected plateau, (2) steep,
less deeply dissected plateau, and (3) hilly and rolling ridge land.
The steep, deeply dissected plateau has very steep V‐shaped valleys and sharp ridge tops. Slopes in
these areas generally range from 50 to 100 percent, with the difference in relief ranging from 500 to
1200 feet. Such terrain is poorly suited for agricultural and urban purposes, but when it is underlain by
coal beds, as it is in much of Wise County, its steep, dissected character can be beneficial in allowing
coal outcrops to be mined using surface methods. While such dissection allows ease of access to coal, it
causes the construction of roads and railroads to be somewhat difficult and expensive. For this reason,
transportation networks are confined almost entirely to the narrow valleys along the streams.
The steep, less deeply dissected plateau is characterized by somewhat linear ridges and rounded knobs,
with total difference in relief ranging from 200 to 600 feet. Under some circumstances, portions of these
areas may be suitable for development.
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The hilly and rolling ridge land plateau has been dissected to only a small extent by streams, with the
plateau‐like surface relatively unchanged. Total relief difference ranges from 100 to 350 feet and slopes
range from two to 20 percent. Portions of this area may be suitable for farming and urban type
developments.
The Ridge and Valley physiographic province comprises about five percent of Wise County. The area
includes Powell Valley and a small area underlain by limestone southwest and northeast of St. Paul. The
Ridge and Valley province is a lowland interrupted by long, narrow, even topped mountain ridges
tending to run in a northeast‐southwest direction. The valley floors are trenched by streams.
Powell Valley is a broad basin‐like depression rimmed on three sides by high, steep slopes. The valley
floor is rolling with rounded knobs and low linear ridges. Two tributaries to the South Fork of the Powell
River have cut shallow channels into the valley. These streams are separated by a limestone ridge with
small knobs, not more than 50 to 100 feet high, and sinkholes. Wallens Ridge, extending from the
central part of the valley southwestwardly to beyond the Lee‐Wise line, has gentle slopes on the
southeastern side but steep slopes on the northwestern side.
Table 3: Elevations at Selected Points within Wise County
Location
High Knob

Feet Above
Sea Level
4,162

Grindstone Ridge 3,400‐3,500
Morris Mountain
Flatwoods

Feet Above
Sea Level

Location

3,250

Wise

2,450

Norton

2,135

Coeburn 1,950

2,050‐2,730

Appalachia 1,169

Black Mountain 2,860‐4,150

Pound

1,546

Pine Mountain 2,366‐4,150

St. Paul

1,600

Little Stone
Mountain

2,600‐3,250

Big Stone Gap 1,488

Sandy Ridge 2,825

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, Soil Conservation Service, et al., Soil Survey, Wise County,
Virginia, Series 1940, No. 12, Issued May 1954.
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Geological Features
The general surface configuration of Wise County serves to reflect the underlying geological structure.
Rock types exposed in the area are of sedimentary origin and consist of sandstone, shale, coal, dolomite
and limestone. These rocks range in geologic age from 600 million to Pennsylvania 280 million years old.
The Appalachian Plateau portion of the county is characterized by generally flat‐ lying, relatively
undisturbed, alternating beds of sandstone, shale and coal. The Ridge and Valley portion of the county is
underlain by limestone, presenting potential development problems. Sinkholes often found in limestone
areas indicate the presence of underground drainage and caverns.

Climate and Weather
Wise County has mild winters and warm summers, with average monthly temperatures ranging from
32° to 40° Fahrenheit during the winter and from 67° to 71° during the summer. Record temperatures
have been ‐23° at Wise and 105° at St. Paul. Such extremes are quite rare, although freezing spells do
occur during the winter months, while the summers may have periods when daily high temperatures are
in the 90's. The frost‐free season normally lasts from early May to late September. Temperatures may
be five to ten degrees lower in the mountains than in the valley portions of the county.
With total annual precipitation between 45 and 50 inches, Wise County is part of one of the wettest
regions of the United States. Due to the mountainous terrain, a wide variation in rainfall can occur
within short distances. Precipitation is reasonably well distributed throughout the year but is noticeably
less in late summer and early fall. The driest month is usually October, with July generally the wettest.
During the summer, hard showers or thunderstorms appear from the west and northwest. Slow, steady
rains and light snows occur in the winter, with snow and sleet sometimes falling at higher elevations
while rain is falling in the valleys. Snowfall is generally not a significant part of total precipitation, with
annual depths in the vicinity of Wise at about 30 inches. Although severe storms have produced snowfall
totaling from 41 to 68 inches in depth, there is rarely more than six inches of snow on the ground at one
time.
Although roughly 51 percent of the annual rainfall occurs during the growing season, its poor
distribution during critical periods may cause drought damage. About 10 drought days, or 50 percent of
the total drought days, occur in June, July and August. Drought in April and May is of negligible
consequence.
Flooding occurs in most streams on an average of almost once a year. For streams with drainage areas
greater than 20 or 30 square miles, about 75 percent of the floods occur from December through
March, 15 percent in April and May and 10 percent in June, July and August. Very few floods are
experienced in the dry fall months of September, October, and November. For very small drainage
basins, locally intense thunderstorms cause floods throughout the year and the frequency of spring and
summer floods approaches that of the winter season.
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Hydrologic Features
A potable water supply is necessary to sustain human life. A safe, dependable water supply is required
for many commercial, industrial, agricultural and recreational purposes as well. Water availability and
quality is thus an important consideration in assessing the county's development potential.
Water resources exist as ground water and as surface water. Ground water occurs beneath the earth's
surface, stored in open spaces in rocks, while surface water occupies the earth's surface in such forms as
streams, rivers and lakes.
Both ground and surface water depend upon precipitation for replenishment. Surface water is
replenished directly through runoff of rain and snow melt and indirectly by surface flows of ground
water such as springs, and ground water either by direct infiltration of rain and snow melt or by seepage
from surface water.
In addition to the intensity, frequency, duration and distribution of precipitation, a complex set of
factors influence the water resources of the county. Such factors as topography, geologic structure,
temperature, soils, vegetation and land use activities contribute to both the quantity and quality of
water available.
Surface Water
The streams and rivers of Wise County are headwaters of two major rivers, the Tennessee and the Big
Sandy. The Powell and Guest Rivers and their tributaries lie within the Tennessee River Basin, while the
Pound River and its tributaries are a part of the Big Sandy River Basin.
As headwater streams, these rivers and streams have relatively small watersheds and are particularly
subject to the wide variation in rainfall that can occur within the county due to the mountainous terrain.
The terrain also contributes to rapid runoff during periods of heavy rain. These factors cause stream
flows to change dramatically, often in a matter of hours, creating flash flooding situations.
The small size of the watersheds and the fluctuation of stream flows mean that these streams can
provide only moderate supplies of surface water unless impoundments are used, allowing water stored
during periods of high stream flow to be used during periods of low stream flow. Several impoundments
have been constructed in the county, serving as raw water sources for public water systems.
The Clinch River, which skirts the eastern end of the county, is one of the most ecologically diverse areas
in the mid‐Atlantic or northeastern United States. As noted in Chapter VIII, the Wise County Public
Service Authority uses the Clinch River to supply its water treatment plant at Carfax.
Ground Water
Wise County is divided into three hydrogeological sections. The northern section, which includes nearly
three‐fourths of the county, is located north of the Powell and Guest Rivers. The southeastern section
lies south of the Guest River and extends to the west on the northern and southern sides of Powell
Valley, while the southwestern section is Powell Valley.
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The northern section of the county is underlain by nearly horizontal shales, sandstones and coal seams.
Wells drilled in this area average 150 feet in depth and yield an average of 10 gallons per minute. More
than 70 gallons per minute have been reported from deeper wells, most located in stream valleys.
Because the shallow ground water in this area has an undesirable iron and sulfur content, most wells are
cased at 90‐100 feet. Water from depths between 100 and 200 feet is often moderately hard and
sometimes slightly acidic. Although additional stores of ground water are present at greater depths,
seepage through coal seams causes much of this deeper ground water to be very acidic with iron
deposits.
The southeastern section is underlain by moderately and steeply dipping shales and sandstones. Wells
drilled into these rocks average 100 feet in depth and yield an average of 20 gallons per minute. A few
deeper wells near the Guest and Powell Rivers are reported to yield more than 100 gallons per minute.
Ground water is developed at depths between 70 and 150 feet in most wells. Water quality in this area
is similar to that of ground water in the northern section of the county.
The Powell Valley floor portion in the county's southwestern section has static water levels generally
within 10 feet of the surface. In the southern foothills, natural flows of 70 gallons per minute have been
reported. Most wells in this section are shallow, but some wells deeper than 200 feet yield more than
200 gallons per minute. Ground water from the shale strata of this area often has iron deposits, and
water from the limestone formations is moderately hard to hard. On the upper slopes of Powell and
Little Stone Mountains adjacent to Powell Valley, wells average 80 feet for small users. Nearly all these
wells are cased at least 50 feet because of iron‐laden and turbid ground water at shallow depths.
It is difficult to estimate the overall ground water potential in the county due to a lack of sufficient well
data. Additionally, extensive mining activity in the northern section of the county has adversely affected
the water table. It is unlikely that ground water will furnish any appreciable amount of future water
demand.

Mineral Resources
Mineral resources have dominated the history and development of Wise County. While coal has been
the most abundant and important of these resources, others such as iron ore, natural gas, shale,
limestone, sandstone, manganese and clay are also present in varying quantities and qualities. The
geographical extent of the more important mineral resources is shown on Plate 3. The importance of
these resources to the nation's economy has changed in the past and will continue to change in the
future, with the economy of Wise County in turn greatly affected.
Coal
Although the presence of coal in Southwest Virginia was known prior to the Revolutionary War, it was
not mined for shipment from Wise County until 1892. Since that time, bituminous (soft) coal has grown
to be the county's single most important natural resource.
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Rapidly changing economic and
technological conditions make it difficult
to offer a definitive statement on the
amount of minable coal, as opposed to
total remaining reserves, existing in Wise
County. At the start of 1993, the
county's total coal reserves stood at
1,958 million tons. During the five prior
years, an average of 11.9 million tons
per year were mined. At this rate of
production and assuming 100 percent
recovery (an impossibility), these
reserves would last 165 years.
In actuality, restrictions imposed on
mining ‐‐ e.g., government regulatory
policies, liability potential, limitations of
mining technology, safety concerns and
economic considerations ‐‐ significantly reduce reserve figures. Researchers now predict that minable
reserves state‐wide will be used up by 2030, if coal mining continues at current levels.
Table 4 and Figure 1 show the cyclical nature of coal production. Though not every mine has reportable
tonnage activity, the number of mines has increased from four in 2007 to seven mines currently.
Table 4: Coal Tonnage, 2007‐2016

Tonnage

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

215,783

363,300

292,698

436,828

334,600

274,364

472,258

293,805

235,039

99,271
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Figure 1: Annual Reported Coal Tonnage, 2007‐2016
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Given the decreasing yields, this planning process has identified new sources of raw analytical data and
geo‐coded data to be incorporated into a future study, in coordination with active permit holders, to
identify opportunities for future coal extraction, energy production and land conservation.
Natural Gas
Natural gas exploration in Wise County began in the 1890s, and has maintained a continual and
significant presence in the Appalachian region, delivered via a transmission lines originating in
Dickenson County and heading south to East Tennessee Natural Gas' lines in the Tri‐Cities area.
Additional wells are planned for future years, though market trends in natural gas prices will impact the
rate of drilling.
While there has been periodic interest in developing a local retail natural gas network in Wise County,
most feasibility studies completed to date do not justify the need for such services, since there is not a
sufficient local market for gas. Natural gas distribution is as much a utility as a water or sewerage
system, and such systems must be economically viable from a cost of installation and maintenance
standpoint. Interest, however, remains high for natural gas to be distributed locally, and it should be
stressed that such a development would be highly desirable. Wise County should encourage the
development of such systems, tempered with the knowledge that they will not be economically feasible
in every section of the county.
Iron Ore
Historically, low‐grade iron ore from the Clinton formation was mined southeast of Short Hollow, on
Wallens Ridge at Irondale and at Oreton. Local mining and smelting of iron ore became uneconomical
with the development of extensive iron deposits in the Lake Superior region and the rise of large iron
and steel centers in the East and Midwest. Iron ore is not considered to be of economic importance to
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the county in the foreseeable future due to its low grade, the low available tonnage and the distance to
markets.
Other Mineral Resources
Limestone deposits are quarried and crushed for use as road stone, agricultural stone, concrete
aggregate and in asphalt. Locally available supply easily meets local demand, and limestone has not
been marketed in the past beyond the limits of Wise County due to its general availability.
An abundant supply of sandstone is available in the county. In past years, it has been quarried, crushed
to sand and then marketed as mortar and concrete sand, traction sand and for coal production.
Although high‐grade glass sand is present, its being recovered profitably under present conditions is
questionable. Further study of this mineral would also be helpful in evaluating its marketability.
Samples of clay materials occurring in the county have been tested and found potentially useful in the
manufacture of brick, tile, quarry tile and lightweight aggregate. Some of the coal refuse accumulations
also contain slate potentially suitable for making brick and lightweight aggregate.
While manganese nodules occur southwest of Little Stone Gap, no evidence exists that the deposits are
extensive enough to warrant commercial mining.

Forest Resources3
Wise County’s land area is approximately 67% forest, and the county realizes significant economic
impact from the products of that land. Based on data from the 2015 Forest Inventory Assessment,
shown in Table 5, almost 87% of the forest land in the county is in private ownership. Wise County relies
heavily on its rural land and natural resources to support its population. Loss of forestland will result in
loss of both economic vitality and environmental stability in the county. Therefore, the leaders of Wise
County should seek a balance between growth and development and forestland retention.

3

Compiled and written by William Miller, Senior Area Forester, Virginia Department of Forestry, November 2017
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Table 5: Forestry Statistics for Wise County, Virginia, 2015
Land Use

Acres

Total Area of Wise County

249,312

Commercial Timberland

167,644

Total Area of Forestland

167,644

Non‐forest Area

81,250

Water

417

% of Wise County in Forest

67%

Ownership

Acres

Percentage

Area of Forestland all classes

167,645

100%

National Forest System

18,196

10.9%

State

4,389

2.6%

145,060

86.5%

Acres

Percentage

White Pine

6,250

4%

Oak ‐ Pine

10,354

6%

Oak ‐ Hickory

126,075

75%

Bottomland Hardwood

8,850

5%

Beech/Birch Maple

11,918

7%

Nonstocked

4,198

3%

167,645

100%

Private Ownership

Forest Type Group

Total

Source: USDA, Forest Service, Forest Inventory and Analysis
(Miles, P.D. Tue Oct 31 12:25:48 UTC 2017. Forest Inventory EVALIDator web‐application Version 1.6.0.03. St. Paul,
MN: Department of Agriculture, Forest Service, Northern Research Station. [Available only on Internet])
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Annual value of timber
Timberland plays an important economic role in the county. The value of the timber harvested in Wise
County has averaged over $8 million dollars annually in the last 10 years as shown in Table 6. The 2006
publication Virginia’s Forest Our Commonwealth by the Virginia Department of Forestry estimates that
every dollar a landowner receives for their timber generates more than $35.00 for the state’s overall
economy.
Table 6: Hardwood Timber Value, Harvested in Wise County, 2005‐2014
Year

Hardwood Value

2005

$10,514,580

2006

$11,453,200

2007

$8,990,662

2008

$5,297,317

2009

$4,881,754

2010

$6,732,980

2011

$5,674,400

2012

$7,716,296

2013

$8,717,103

2014

$9,542,887

10‐year average

$8,159,244

Forestry is a major contributor to Wise County’s economy through the sale of products, employment,
and the generation of support activities. Forestry also provides benefits such as protection of public
water supply watersheds, preservation of the natural landscape and open space, and less costly service
delivery needs that would be required by scattered residential subdivision developments. In addition,
forestland has traditionally contributed to the quality of life in Wise County. It provides the rural
character and scenic quality which distinguishes these areas from urban regions.
Non‐consumptive Benefits of Forests
Forests help recharge ground water, clean it for drinking, absorb carbon dioxide from combustion and
provide oxygen. In addition, timberland filters and traps sediments and pollutants. They also act as
natural buffers along the rivers and their tributary streams by preventing excess nutrients, like nitrogen
and phosphorus, from entering and polluting our waterways. Moreover, forests provide essential
ecosystems for a variety of plants and animals by providing food, shelter, nesting, and bedding areas.
Several rare or threatened species, along with some very unique ecological systems, can be found
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throughout Wise County. According to the Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation’s
Division of Natural Heritage, at least 78 rare and/or endangered species and 15 unique terrestrial
natural communities have been found in Wise County.
Forestry Challenges
Due to past harvesting methods, the quality of timberland in Wise and the surrounding counties has
steadily declined. Traditionally, the forests of the Appalachian region have been selectively cut or “high‐
graded.” During these type harvests, the best timber is removed, leaving the less desirable timber to
become dominant. The result is a species conversion from the preferred yellow‐poplar and upland oak
to beech, maple, and lower quality oak.
Through sound forest management techniques, such as harvest planning, the quality of this renewable
resource can be improved. In addition, proper harvest planning will protect soil and water quality while
enhancing wildlife habitat. The Virginia Department of Forestry offers many services to assist
landowners with the management of their forest resources.
Forestlands are perhaps the most important aesthetic, environmental, and economic resources of Wise
County. While their annual value as a cash crop can be determined, their economic value as the scenic
backdrop of the county is incalculable. Forest provide the beauty which is enjoyed by both residents and
tourists alike. Maintaining forestland will enable the County to grow at a measured and deliberate pace
and to better plan for public services.

4.3 Facilities and Services
Public services and accompanying facilities contribute toward a community's quality of life. Many such
services are mandatory, as government’s role in protecting its constituents’ health, safety and welfare
has resulted in the provision of police, sanitation and educational services. Other services such as
recreation, libraries and public works are also now demanded by most residents.

Public Water Supply and Watersheds
One of the most valuable resources available to any area is its water supply. Water sources are vital to
the continuing health and welfare of the county and its citizens.
Watershed Preservation
Water resources are among the most precious resources a locality has to protect and use. Threats to
watershed areas come primarily from land uses. Among those land uses that can negatively affect water
supply and quality are improper harvesting of forest land, high‐density residential development, mining,
manufacturing, underground storage tanks, fertilized vegetation, and other uses with impacts on
vegetation or hydrology.
There are six reservoir systems used as water sources in the county, containing over six billion gallons of
capacity. At the present time, at least one of the county's reservoir watersheds is vulnerable to land uses
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with potential negative impacts on the water supply. Concern has been raised regarding the immediate
protection of the Wise reservoir watershed from adverse effects of near‐term development. Further,
problems for other watersheds could arise if current land ownership patterns change (i.e., if the towns
or the USDA Forest Service sell off properties), or private owners change their current land uses (e.g., a
current open space lot owner decides to commence intensive farming within the watershed).
Watershed Data
Each of the towns, the City of Norton and the Wise County Public Service Authority (PSA) owns and
operates a waterworks system.
Most water providers in the county depend on a reservoir as a main (or only) source, although several
do have backup sources. These reservoirs combine for a capacity of more than six billion gallons and
serve more than 30,000 people, not all of them within county boundaries. Two exceptions wherein
providers do not rely primarily upon reservoirs are the Town of St. Paul and the Wise County PSA, which
both utilize the Clinch River as their source of water.
Table 7: Wise County Watershed Data
Locality

Water Source

Appalachia
Ben's Branch Reservoir
Big Stone Gap
Big Cherry Lake
Coeburn
Tom's Creek Reservoir
Norton City
Norton Reservoirs
Pound
North Fork Reservoir
St. Paul
Clinch River
Wise
Wise Reservoir
Wise Co PSA
Clinch River
Source: Municipal records

Capacity
(million gals)
100.0
580.0
12.7
120.0
5,037.2
‐‐
200.5
‐‐

Population
Served
2,500
9,000
4,000
4,000
1,500
2,000
5,500
10,500

Watershed
(acres)
340
2,800
2,000
560
10,300
‐‐
920
‐‐

Town of Appalachia. A one million gallon per day (MGD) water treatment plant completed in 1983
produces water for Appalachia and users in Andover, Arno, Derby, Osaka, Roda, Stonega, Exeter and Lee
County's Keokee. Additional tank and line upgrades have been made in the past few years.
The Town’s only regularly used water source is the reservoir at Ben's Branch, approximately two miles
east of town and one mile south of U.S. 23 Business. Ben's Branch is a 100‐million‐gallon man‐made
impoundment, a relatively small but deep mountain reservoir. Its relatively small watershed of
approximately 340 acres yields an estimated average flow of 0.8 million gallons per day. Water from the
reservoir flows by gravity to the filter plant located below the dam.
The reservoir is located within the boundaries of the Jefferson National Forest, making watershed
preservation somewhat easier to accomplish. Further aiding the situation is the fact that the entire
watershed is owned by the Town.
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It should be noted that this reservoir, like most of the others, is susceptible to drought, and that lines
and pumps have been set up to supply the Town with water from the Powell River if the need arises.
This arrangement has been utilized only once, at the time of its creation in 1980.
Two six‐inch water mains leave the plant. One is a low pressure supply line, meeting a pressure reducing
tank further down the mountain before continuing to Appalachia. Excess water from this line goes to a
100,000 gallon covered steel standpipe located on a hill above the town. The other six‐inch main is a
high pressure line, extending from the filter plant through Andover and on to Arno, Derby, Osaka, Roda
and Stonega. There are 13 storage tanks on the system with total storage of 1.856 million gallons.
Approximately 1,600 connections are served by the Appalachia system. A significant number of users,
approximately 40 percent of all customers, are outside the corporate limits.
Town of Big Stone Gap. The Town's sole water source is the Big Cherry Lake, formed by an
impoundment on the south fork of the Powell River. This lake is located less than a mile from the Wise
County/Scott County border, approximately six miles east of the Town. Big Cherry Dam, a masonry
structure, was constructed in 1935. The 100‐acre reservoir impounds approximately 580 million gallons
of water and has a watershed of 2,800 acres. The watershed land lies within the Jefferson National
Forest in Wise and Scott Counties. The watershed itself is primarily (90 percent) owned by the Town,
with the remainder largely Forest Service property. There are a few privately‐owned tracts at the
northeastern end of the area, mostly quite remote from major corridors. The lake is less susceptible to
drought, but has shown itself vulnerable during severe drought conditions. The Town has the ability to
be supplied water from Norton and/or Appalachia in an emergency.
From the reservoir, water flows through a natural channel to an intake just above the filter plant, then
to a 4 MGD filter plant for treatment. The finished water flows into 11 storage tanks with a combined
volume of 3.337 million gallons.
The Big Stone Gap system presently has approximately 3,060 connections, with average daily usage at
1.016 million gallons. Like Appalachia, a significant number of customers are outside the town's
corporate limits, with the bulk of those being located in the Powell Valley area northeast of the town.
Town of Coeburn. Coeburn is served by a waterworks system that has also been recently upgraded. The
supply is taken from a 12.7 million gallon, man‐made impoundment on Tom's Creek, located just off
State Route 652, approximately three miles east of State Route 72, 3.5 miles northeast of Coeburn. The
watershed has a drainage area of approximately 2,000 acres, with a safe yield estimated at 0.3 million
gallons per day.
The watershed is owned largely by the Town, although it is located fairly near some residential
development along Route 652, including the community of Franco. The Town's administration, however,
has not expressed great concern over future development in this region, and does not anticipate a need
for any special protection. The Town is also fortunate in that its secondary water source is near the
Tom's Creek reservoir. Water from an underground cavern, with a capacity of several million gallons,
can be pumped directly into the impoundment on an as‐ needed basis. The Town also has the ability to
be supplied water by the PSA in an emergency.
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The recently expanded filtration plant has a capacity of 1.15 MGD and the distribution system consists of
eight, six and four inch mains. The system serves Toms Creek, Coeburn and the Flatwoods Job Corps
Center. Four storage tanks provide 1.65 million gallons of water storage.
The system has approximately 1,300 connections, with average daily water usage of 500,000 gallons.
City of Norton. The Norton water plant was constructed in 1949 and much of the water distribution
system is approximately 60 years old. The supply is obtained by gravity from a pair of impoundments on
Benge's Branch, the Upper and Lower Norton Reservoirs. Like others in the county, these reservoirs are
man‐made, holding approximately 120 million gallons of water. They are located inside the City's
corporate limits, about one mile south of the City Hall. The reservoirs' 560‐ acre watershed is located
entirely within either the corporate limits, the Jefferson National Forest or both, an arrangement that
gives a certain amount of protection to the water supply.
As a secondary source, the City may purchase water from the Wise County PSA or utilize an emergency
source from Big Stone Gap. Pipe casings and pumps have been set up in abandoned mine shafts
northwest of the City to add groundwater to the system when called upon, but with nearly three miles
of primarily uphill terrain from the shafts to the reservoirs, such an operation is extremely expensive.
Before remodeling in 1973, the treatment plant had a capacity of 720,000 gallons per day (GPD), but
now has a filtration capacity of 2.0 MGD. Total plant capacity, however, is limited to 1.44 MGD due to
limited sedimentation capacity. Recent improvements have included pipeline extensions and an
additional 288,650 gallons of finished raw water storage. Present finished water storage capacity is
2.338 million gallons.
The Norton system has about 2,200 connections, and average daily production is approximately 1.07
million gallons.
Town of Pound. The Pound waterworks system was constructed in the 1930s and initially operated by
the Pound Sanitary District. After the town was incorporated, it assumed operation of the water system.
Improvements were made to the distribution system in 1954, and additional improvements consisting of
a 0.5 MGD treatment plant, a 150,000‐gallon storage reservoir and new water mains were made in
1967‐68.
Pound's principal water supply is the Army Corps of Engineers‐operated North Fork Reservoir on the
North Fork of the Pound River. This man‐made impoundment, with a capacity of approximately 953
million gallons, is located along the North Fork, beginning above the confluence of the North Fork and
Laurel Fork, less than a mile east of Pound and U.S. 23. It continues nearly two‐thirds of the way to Flat
Gap, a stretch of more than two miles. About half of the 10,300‐acre watershed is located within
National Forest land, and the Town has expressed little concern with possible development in that area.
Serving the Town and surrounding areas of the county, the North Fork Reservoir has not been adversely
affected by drought.
The combined finished water storage for the town is 300,000 gallons and the distribution mains consist
of four‐ and six‐inch cast iron pipe. This system serves approximately 575 connections, 115 of which are
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located outside the corporate limits. The present water production is estimated to be 0.3 MGD. At one
time, Pound's system suffered from low accountability (water lost through leaks), but recent
improvements have been made to lines, plant and storage facilities.
Town of St. Paul. St. Paul's raw water is drawn from the Clinch River by an intake located inside the
corporate limits. A drainage area of approximately 615 square miles feeds the river above the intake.
The 500,000 gpd filtration plant was constructed in 1965. The distribution system, consisting of eight‐,
six‐ and four‐inch mains, was constructed in 1930. The system has four water tanks providing 530,000
gallons of storage.
Presently 450 connections are being served by this system. Daily water production averages 153,000
gallons. The issues experienced by the PSA in obtaining a valid permit from DEQ would also expect to be
experienced by St. Paul should they need to upgrade their volume.
Town of Wise. Initial construction of the Wise waterworks system was completed in 1966, and the plant
was expanded in 1976. The supply is obtained from a 200‐million‐gallon impoundment on Bear Creek
approximately three miles east of town. The average yield of this watershed has been estimated at 1.22
MGD.
The Town is in the most difficult position with respect to watershed protection. The Wise Reservoir is
located in the heart of one of the major remaining areas of developable land in the county. While the
Town does own the majority of the 920‐ acre watershed, there are some parcels off Pole Bridge Road
still owned by private interests and which could be developed. In addition, there presently exists an
industrially‐zoned area north of the reservoir (near the Lonesome Pine Airport) which could be utilized
in the future. The residential possibilities of the former issue are the driving concern, however, since
those areas do lie within the watershed itself. This area is the most likely to need some type of
protection to maintain the integrity of the drainage area. The Town has no major secondary source of
water, although it has the ability to be supplied water by the PSA and Norton in an emergency.
The filtration plant, which can treat 1.5 MGD, is located at the south end of the Bear Creek Dam. Storage
is provided by seven tanks with a total capacity of 2.625 million gallons. The system has approximately
2,281 connections, with present average daily production at one million gallons.
Wise County Public Service Authority. The PSA's 2 MGD water treatment plant at Carfax serves the
majority of those areas of Wise County outside of Town or City boundaries. The plant is tied into the
existing system through a series of connections and interconnections with existing systems managed by
other Wise County towns, as well as the City of Norton.
There are a total of approximately 4,500 connections on the Authority's system, which has a total
finished water storage capacity of 2.945 million gallons.
The distribution system ranges in age from about 45 years old to almost new. Portions of the oldest
sections have had a relatively large number of leaks that will necessitate line replacement in the near
future. The system has the ability to provide emergency feeds to all the towns except St. Paul and Big
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Stone Gap as discussed below. The system can also take at least some water from all the towns (except
St. Paul and Big Stone Gap) and Norton in emergencies. Water to Norton is provided via contract when
their reservoirs reach a set low level that requires them to reduce use. This typically happens during the
fall for up to three months, although it has happened for longer periods or not at all depending on
rainfall. The PSA system has no interconnect with St. Paul. This may be accomplished in the future as
development occurs along US58. In regards to interconnect with Big Stone Gap, the PSA can only send
water to them or receive water from them via Norton and possibly Appalachia. The most likely scenario
for supplement to/from them for the PSA is for Norton and/or Appalachia to revalue their systems to
accommodate the sources differently to maximize or minimize water from one of them as required.
The Carfax plant was originally designed to accommodate an expansion that would allow the plant to
treat up to 4 MGD. The plant intake was designed to handle 3.75 MGD and the current intake
improvement project (scheduled for completion in February 2018) will preserve this capacity. In regards
to the intake improvements, associated with that is a DEQ‐VWP (Department of Environmental Quality –
Virginia Water Protection) permit required that limits the amount of water that can be withdrawn. The
permit will preserve the daily withdrawal rate of 3.75 MGD, but it limits the monthly and annual
maximum withdrawals to equivalents of 3.4 MGD and just under 2.71 MGD, respectively. Further, it
restricts daily withdrawals to no more than 10% of the streamflow. This condition is intended to protect
aquatic life in the stream. The minimum streamflow condition would only be less than the maximum
design withdrawal rate of the intake approximately 1 day in every two years based on historic data since
1920. The real concern is the restrictions imposed by DEQ on withdrawal rates based on historic usage
and anticipated growth over the permit term, which is 15 years. This is an emerging concern for all
water supplies in Virginia as they seek to renew or establish permitting. The practical concern is the
possible need to seek renewed permitting for growth that exceeds that expected in the permit term,
including any not previously anticipated large water users that may seek to locate in an area. This is not
an immediate concern for Wise County, but it is something that needs to be considered when planning
for growth or soliciting economic development prospects.
Protecting Water. Wise County is prepared to coordinate and collaborate with public providers and
private sector organizations to play a key role before, during, and after any emergency incident, to
provide for the welfare and protection of residents, business and responders. The County is prepared to
support all efforts that in the repair of water treatment and delivery systems, power generation facilities
and distribution lines; and sewage collection and treatment facilities.


The Emergency Management Coordinator works with entities that provide water, power,
communications, transportation, medical care, security, and numerous other services upon
which both response and recovery are dependent.



The Department of Pubic Works coordinates with local fire departments to determine the need
for preventing toxic material runoff from entering the sewer/storm drain system. They will
provide heavy equipment, such as front end loaders and dump truces, etc. and operators. They
will also assist with the prevention of water supply contamination, assist in traffic control by the
use of barricades, and assist with cleanup after the scene has been contained.

68

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context



The Health Department assist and coordinate with the District Health Director to develop plans
for response to mass exposure and ensure water supplies and foods are free of contamination
after cleanup.



The Lenowisco Health District, in conjunction with the Office of Drinking Water Programs,
conducts environmental sampling of water sources (i.e. wells and water treatment facilities) to
ensure safe drinking water supplies.
Existing Public Sewerage Systems

The areas of Wise County presently served by public sewerage systems are shown on Plate 9. A brief
description of each sewerage system follows:
Towns of Appalachia and Big Stone Gap. A regional treatment plant serving both localities went on line
in 1994. This plant, located in Big Stone Gap, has a 1.6 MGD capacity. Presently, the Town of Appalachia
has an average daily flow of 300,000 gallons per day (gpd), while Big Stone Gap generates 500,000 gpd.
The Town of Appalachia and the PSA have been in the process of expanding sewer service in the coal
camps around town. The Town currently serves Andover. The PSA serves Upper Exeter, Lower Exeter,
Imboden, Roda, Osaka, and Derby, and is currently completing construction of sewer in Stonega. The
PSA utilizes Appalachia’s collection system to send flow to the Big Stone Gap plant for Roda, Osaka,
Stonega, and Derby. Upper Exeter is currently served by a package treatment plant, but that is
scheduled to be replaced by a pump station and forcemain to convey flow to Appalachia’s collection
system sometime in late 2018. Lower Exeter and Imboden each have treatment provided by individual
septic tanks, a package effluent treatment plant, and a mass drainfield system. The plants and drainfield
may be replaced by replacing them with pump stations and forcemains to tie them into the coming
Upper Exeter line, but that has yet to be determined by the PSA.
C‐N‐W Regional Plant. In a cooperative venture, the Towns of Coeburn and Wise and the City of Norton
utilize the Coeburn‐Norton‐Wise (C‐N‐W) regional wastewater treatment plant located near Coeburn.
This 6.5 MGD facility, built in 1991 and upgraded to its current capacity in 2012, provides full secondary
treatment to all three communities as well as portion of the PSA service area, with a present average
usage of 3 MGD.
Town of Pound. A 175,000 gpd extended aeration treatment plant became operational in late 1976.The
collection system and the treatment plant are suffering from excess infiltration and inflow (I/I) that is
causing the plant and collection system to experience overflows and treatment permit violations. The
Town is currently under a Consent Order with DEQ to address the issues and is in the process of
designing a plant upgrade as well as beginning measures to address I/I.
Town of St. Paul. St. Paul is served by a central sewerage system constructed in 1973. This facility has a
design capacity of 400,000 gpd and provides treatment with an aerated lagoon system. Average daily
flow through the plant is approximately 200,000 gallons.
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Wise County PSA. The PSA has embarked on a plan to serve areas of the County with failing septic
systems and/or straight pipes with public sewer. The 2009 Sewer Study conducted by LENOWISCO, with
certain modifications based on additional areas to be added and certain areas removed due to service
provided by others, has become the starting point to provide sewer service by the PSA. The areas
currently served by the PSA include Stephens/Guest River, Riverview, Blackwood Industrial Park, Bold
Camp, the coal camps mentioned above under Appalachia, and Esserville. There are design projects
underway for Wells‐Adams (extension of Guest River) and Tacoma. Funding applications are also being
submitted for Banner. Future areas in the current 5 year CIP include Cranesnest, Upper Guest River,
Glamorgan, Dunbar, and additional extensions of Stephens/Guest River, Esserville, and Riverview. For
now, the focus is to maximize the use of the allocation in the CNW plant that the County purchased with
the 2012 upgrade by focusing on those areas that flow to CNW (Guest River watershed). Future
expansions are in the 2009 plan in the Pound River watershed for US23 toward Pound (Indian Creek),
South Fork, North Fork. For the Powell River watershed, there are projects identified for Irondale,
Crackers Neck, Wildcat Creek, and Powell Valley Road. These projects are subject to change due to
funding availability, public interest, economic development considerations, and economic sustainability.
Other Sewage Disposal Methods. Disposal of wastewater by residents not served by existing central
sewer systems is accomplished through septic tank drain field systems, pit privies, home package
treatment plants, sand filters and, in some cases, direct discharges to area streams. As was pointed out
under the heading "Land Use Suitability," some of the soils of Wise County are not well suited to
wastewater disposal by means of traditional septic tank drain fields and require the use of alternative
systems, which are typically more expensive than traditional systems.

Solid Waste
Although it might be properly termed a "service," solid waste collection and disposal is now a major
responsibility for municipal governments. Due to the importance of this service and its fundamental role
in each resident's daily life, solid waste can also be termed a "public utility."
"Garbage collection" has been a function of municipal governments for many years, purely out of the
necessity to deal with the large quantities of waste a concentrated population generates. Until the early
1970s, this waste was collected in open trucks and deposited in open dumps, where it was burned to
reduce the volume. Such operations are inconceivable by today's standards.
Until the early '70s, county residents outside incorporated areas were left to dispose of household waste
as best they could. Unauthorized roadside dumps were common, and area streams were subjected to
tons of waste each year. In 1972, a sanitary county landfill was established near Appalachia, and a
"green box" collection program established for county residents. The "town dumps" were closed and
reclaimed, and door‐to‐door collection systems were implemented in the towns and the City of Norton.
The county began operation of a new landfill at Blackwood in 1988. This site is expected to meet the
county's solid waste needs for 30‐40 years, although it will require a significant capital outlay each three
to four years for expansion of the liner, leachate collection system and other requirements.
Long‐term solid waste disposal plans for Wise County might include resource recovery or even
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incineration, although the capital outlay and operational costs for an incinerator large enough to handle
Wise County's waste volume would be immense and not cost‐effective considering the absence of
opportunities for electrical cogeneration or steam sales to partially offset these costs. In addition, even
the most efficient incinerators do not provide total waste load reduction, with the residual ash still
winding up in an approved landfill. Recycling, being more environmentally acceptable and less costly, is
also being used as a partial alternative to landfilling waste.
All of the aforementioned options are part of an integrated solid waste management system. No single
approach will work. While Wise County already has landfilling, recycling and source reduction programs
in place, the county must be constantly aware of the limitations of landfills and changes in the "state of
the art" on solid waste disposal and collection. The county must also be cognizant of the growing costs
for solid waste disposal. It will be incumbent on local officials to find the most cost‐effective and most
environmentally acceptable means of handling waste in future years. This is one of the greatest service
challenges facing Wise County's local government.
Finally, due in large part to the development constraints (poor soil conditions for landfills and unstable
geology due to mining), it is difficult to find a suitable site for a landfill, and therefore the county should
continue to try to minimize the landfilling of solid waste. In any event, Wise County will do well to deal
with, and control the management of, the volume of solid waste generated within its boundaries.
Proposals to import solid waste from other areas should therefore be discouraged.

Community Facilities and Services
Educational Facilities
Wise County has a wide range of educational facilities providing services to its residents. These include
elementary, middle and high schools, a vocational and technical school and two colleges. The value of a
comprehensive high‐performing educational system (public, private, post‐secondary, vocational) cannot
be overstated as a critical economic development indicator of a successful community.
Elementary, Middle and High Schools. The Wise County School Board operates the school system
serving Wise County, with a separate school system consisting of an elementary school and high school
operated by the City of Norton. The District includes 11 schools: Coeburn Primary, Union Primary, Wise
Primary, St. Paul Elementary, Coeburn Middle, L.F. Addington Middle, Union Middle, J.W. Adams
Combined, Central High, Eastside High, and Union High.
Recent Wise County School District highlights include:


The District was one of only two (!) Divisions in the state (2 out of 132 Divisions) that had every
school meet all requirements for state accreditation.



The District ranked 3rd in the state overall, out‐performing over 97% of the schools in Virginia
(95.5% to be more exact).



Wise County schools are in the top 3% of all Virginia schools.

71

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

The 2016‐17 Virginia Department of Education School Quality Profile shows continued successes. For
each of the past five school years, scores have continually improved for all factors tested ‐ reading,
math, history, writing and science ‐ and all state and federal targets have been met. The School District
should be hailed as a model based on solid academics supported by visionary administration. Though
the consolidation was a painful process, the School District has surpassed goals and students are
thriving.
Vocational and Technical Schools. The Wise County Career and Technical Center, established in 1942,
provides instruction to those county students who desire training in a craft or trade. Students attend the
Vocational School for one‐half day and their respective high schools the remaining half‐day. Adult
training courses are also offered at the facility. Courses such as cybersecurity and nursing are among the
variety of offerings available.
The Wise Skills Center is a jobs training center that provides work force development. Operated by the
Wise County School Board, the Center offers a variety of classes aimed at providing an employable work
force for the area.
The Flatwoods Job Corps Center, located near Coeburn, provides education and vocational training. The
center is operated jointly by the U.S. Department of Labor and the U.S. Forest Service. The center often
performs construction services for non‐profit organizations within the community.
Colleges. Two colleges located in Wise County serve residents not only of the county but the region,
state and scattered portions of the country as well.
Located in Wise, The University of Virginia’s College at Wise is a public, four‐year residential liberal arts
college located in the lush mountains of Southwest Virginia. As a COPLAC member institution, UVA‐Wise
is nationally accredited and has been nationally‐ranked among top public liberal art colleges in the U.S.
It has enrollment of 2,021 students and an outstanding student‐faculty ratio of 13:1. Average class size
is 15. UVA‐Wise offers 31 majors, 36 minors, and 17 teaching licensures, and numerous degree
programs, including Bachelor of Arts (BA), Bachelor of Science (BS), and Bachelor of Science in Nursing
(BSN). UVA‐Wise is ranked second among public liberal arts colleges for graduating students, with low
debt. UVA‐Wise anticipates starting post graduate courses within the next 5 years.
The UVA‐Wise David J. Prior Convocation Center is a $30 million, 78,000 square foot facility that also
houses the College bookstore, retail shop, concession areas and an outdoor patio. The Center not only
hosts athletic events ‐ with seating for up to 3,600 people, it also hosts a wide variety of concerts,
performances, competitions and conventions. The Prior Center, in conjunction with the Virginia High
School League (VHSL), has been deemed a super site for VHSL contests, including volleyball, basketball
and wrestling. These events have attracted visitors from across the Commonwealth and beyond.
Mountain Empire Community College, near Big Stone Gap, is a two‐year state‐ supported college
offering both university‐parallel and occupational‐technical degree programs. MECC offers Associate of
Arts, Associate of Science and Associate of Applied Science degrees, as well as certificates in a number of
programs. MECC also offers Continuing Education courses and services designed to promote economic
development, serving persons of all ages throughout the region. College facilities and personnel are
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available to provide specialized services to meet the cultural and educational needs of the area through
credit and non‐credit courses, cultural events, workshops, conferences and special community projects.
The college's Master Plan through the year 2040 includes the additional construction of a student
center, the John Fox amphitheater, a rustic inn and conference center, and additional academic and
administrative buildings.
Private Schools. There are two private schools in the county ‐ Wise County Christian School and Faith
Temple Apostolic Christian Academy.

Health Facilities
Wise County, including the City of Norton, is the location of a number of health facilities, including
hospitals, clinics, mental health facilities, nursing and rest homes, a health department and a number of
physician and dentist offices. The County is served by Ballad Health which was the result of a merger
between the Mountain States Health Alliance and the Wellmont Health System. While the hospital
systems maintain that the merger allowed them to save money and provide more diversified services,
opponents are concerned that a merger will result in a lack of competition.
Facilities currently serving Wise County include Mountain View Regional Medical Center, Norton
Community Hospital, Lonesome Pine Hospital and the Southwest Virginia Regional Cancer Center. The
County has a very active community‐based Health Department that sponsors numerous events and
targets a wide variety of at‐risk groups.
The Health Wagon hosts an annual event, formally known as RAM, at the Wise County Fairgrounds,
which is one of the largest free medical clinics in the country, serving thousands of local and regional
citizens every year. Staffed by hundreds of health care professionals and volunteers, the clinic typically
serves 2,000 people over three days. Services are available for anyone who cannot afford to go to a
health care provider and are intended for the uninsured or underinsured. A broad range of free health
care, prescription, eye and dental care services are available.
In 2017, major sponsors included the Health Wagon, RAM Virginia, Lion’s Club of Virginia, Virginia Dental
Association Foundation/Missions of Mercy, Norton Community Hospital/Mountain States Health
Alliance, Volunteer Optometric Services to Humanity of Virginia, University of Appalachia College of
Pharmacy, the Virginia Health Department/Lenowisco Health District and the University of Virginia
Health System. Other major sponsors include Mountain View Regional Medical Center, UVa‐Wise,
WeCAN, the Wise Fair Committee, Mountain Empire Older Citizens, Inc. Transit, Wellmont Lonesome
Pine Hospital, Dominion Energy, Kiwanis, town of Wise, Wise County Board of Supervisors, Pepsi and
Food City, AstraZeneca HealthCare Foundation, Anthem BlueCross & BlueShield Foundation &
HealthKeepers, and INTotalHealth‐MCO.
The Health Wagon is a unique community asset. It is a nonprofit organization providing mobile health
services to the medically underserved in Southwest Virginia since 1980. The Health Wagon visits eleven
sites in Virginia’s Buchanan, Dickenson, Russell, Lee, Scott, and Wise counties (and the City of Norton) to
serve a severely medically underserved population. The Health Wagon’s staff consists of two Doctors of
Nursing Practice, a Family Nurse Practitioner, two Registered Nurses, three Licensed Practical Nurses, an
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Outreach Coordinator, a Director of Operations, an Administrative Assistant, a Director of Development,
a Data Systems Coordinator, and a Receptionist. The health Wagon partners with many pharmaceutical
companies, the Virginia Health Care Foundation and Mountain Empire Older Citizens Agency, the Health
Wagon’s Pharmacy Connect Program, and utilizes an advanced computer system and broadband
telecommunications linkage to provide clinical, educational, and other specialty services to patients via
telemedicine technologies. As a partnership with the University of Virginia Health System, the network
is capable of rapidly transferring patient records and medical images – such as x‐rays, CT and MRI scans,
ultrasound recordings, and more.

Public Safety and Administration
Each of the county's towns and the City of Norton has a town or city hall for municipal administrative
purposes. Each has a police department, public or volunteer fire department and volunteer rescue
squad, with the exception being St. Paul, served by the Castlewood Rescue Squad and Coeburn served
by LifeCare. In addition, the Powell Valley and Sandy Ridge Volunteer Fire Departments serve their
respective areas.
Cooperative efforts should be made on the part of the county, towns and the City of Norton to locate
fire and rescue facilities to optimize the fire protection and medical services available to all county and
city residents. Fire and rescue facilities may need to be expanded within the planning period, and
service areas and cost allocations reviewed.
The County participates in the Southwest Virginia Regional Jail Authority, operating in Duffield. The
county also needs a juvenile detention facility.
The County maintains an Enhanced 911 emergency telephone system with central dispatching, which
was implemented in 1993 but has been expanded and supported to address changing community needs.
A detailed Fire Services Plan was commissioned by the County in 2013. Its detailed findings covered five
key themes, and is incorporated by reference in this Plan:
 Theme 1: Organizational Development
 Theme 2: Communications
 Theme 3: Training
 Theme 4: Budget and Administration
 Theme 5: Delivery of Services
An update to this plan is being prepared in 2021.

Public Transportation
Mountain Empire Transit provides general public transportation to county citizens of all ages. MET
provides service to aging services, human service agencies and Medicaid recipients.

Recreational and Cultural Facilities
Numerous recreational facilities and programs are scattered throughout the county. These services are
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provided by the individual municipalities, educational institutions, federal and state agencies and private
concerns.
Most of the county's towns have recreational facilities, as do UVA‐Wise and Mountain Empire
Community College.
More than 36,000 acres in the county lie within the Jefferson National Forest, and there are seven
developed National Forest recreation sites in the county. Included in these sites are campgrounds, picnic
and swimming areas, and High Knob, at 4,162 feet the region's highest peak. Development of the Guest
River Gorge Trail near Coeburn further expands recreational opportunities, as do state parks in
neighboring counties — Breaks Interstate Park in Dickenson County and Scott County's Natural Tunnel
State Park. Other community assets include the Green Belt (in Big Stone Gap) and the Powell River Trail
(Wise County’s newest scenic and fitness trail from Appalachia to Big Stone Gap).
In August 2017, the Wise Town Council approved a conditional use permit for a nature park and animal
sanctuary, covering more than 31 acres at 205 Wampler Ave. The park will be animal‐friendly and
include trails and paths of differing lengths and difficulties. The land and operating funds for the
sanctuary were bequeathed by longtime resident Carol Phipps Buchanan. Area organizations that have
agreed to partner for the park project include: Keep Wise County Beautiful, The Upper Tennessee River
Roundtable, Wise County Health Department, Keep Southwest Virginia Beautiful, Spearhead Trails and
UVa‐Wise Environmental Club.
Private golf courses are located in Powell Valley (Lonesome Pine) and Jenkins (Raven Rock) and in
nearby Jonesville (Cedar Hill) in Lee County.
The Lonesome Pine Regional Library System serves county residents through its headquarters at Wise
and branch locations in Big Stone Gap, Coeburn and St. Paul. The county libraries are a part of the
Lonesome Pine Regional Library System, of nine public libraries service Wise, Dickenson, Lee and Scott
counties and the City of Norton. The regional system also operates a Mailbox Library from its Wise
location, which provides library materials by mail.
A collection of 598,000 library materials is available for the use of county residents through a shared
online catalogue that may be viewed on the library’s website, at www.lprlibrary.org. Books and other
in‐house library materials may be requested through the online catalogue for pickup at any library in the
system. Access to electronic resources, including downloadable eBooks, magazines, audiobooks and
movies, as well as educational and research databases, are also available on the Library’s website.
The Library offers year‐round programs, including children’s programs, to promote reading and
community activities. Public internet access and computers are available at all library locations. Public
photocopying, computer printing and fax services are available on a fee basis.
The County and its towns host a number of local festivals each year, centered around various topics —
arts and crafts, music and the county's historic heritage. Big Stone Gap is home to "The Trail of the
Lonesome Pine" (officially designated the State’s outdoor drama) and the Lonesome Pine Community
Concert Association, while the Town of Wise hosts the Virginia‐Kentucky District Fair and the Pro‐Art
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Association. The Association, supported by commitments from local governments, the private sector
and the Virginia Commission for the Arts, brings a year‐round calendar of events in the visual and
performing arts to the region.
Cultural facilities available to county residents include the Southwest Virginia Museum and Harry C.
Meador Coal Museum, both in Big Stone Gap, the Harris Gallery located inside the Wise County Public
Library in Wise, the Pro‐Art Association (provides a wide variety of high‐quality cultural arts
performances in the region), and the Lay Building (in Coeburn).

Historic and Archeological Sites
It is the policy of the Wise County Planning Commission and the Wise County Board of Supervisors to
preserve and enhance all sites, buildings, structures and objects with significance to American history,
architecture, archaeology and culture. Inherent within this policy is the goal of avoiding any adverse
impacts on any property or district included or pending inclusion on the Virginia Landmarks Register and
the National Register of Historic Places.
County sites listed on the National Register of Historic Places and the Virginia Landmarks Register are
the June Tolliver House, John Fox, Jr. House, Southwest Virginia Museum, U.S. Post Office and Christ
Episcopal Church in Big Stone Gap, the original structure of the Wise County Courthouse, the Inn at Wise
and the Country Cabin in Josephine.
In 1994‐95, the county, the City of Norton and all county towns participated in a cost‐sharing program
with the Virginia Department of Historic Resources, wherein two consultants were hired to survey
architectural resources and provide an assessment of archaeological resources in the towns, city and
county.
In the architectural survey, selected historic resources over 50 years of age were surveyed and recorded.
These resources were, in most cases, the least altered and best preserved examples of the historic
themes dominant during the county's developmental years, or, in a few cases, the only known building
of its type or form in the county. In some cases, the resource represented changes in the stylistic
interpretations that occurred during the years of greatest change in the county, 1880 to 1940. A notable
exception to the 50‐year rule was the late‐1940s enameled‐metal Lustron homes in Norton and Big
Stone Gap.
Using United State Geological Survey (USGS) topographic maps, the consultant mapped, numbered,
photographed and described nearly 500 properties containing 700 historic resources. These resources
are the physical expressions of the residential, agricultural, government, education, religious,
commercial, industrial, transportation, recreation, funerary and ethnic themes dominant in the county
during its years of development. The survey data have been entered into a new Integrated Preservation
Software (IPS) system. Through the use of this system, all Wise County Architectural Survey data will be
permanently stored and can easily be retrieved. In addition, a set of nearly 500 "hard copy" files of all
surveyed properties will be located at the Wise County Public Library in Wise and the Department of
Historic Resources, with a written report of the survey in county, town and city offices.

76

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

As part of the survey, the consultant identified nine proposed historic districts and 47 individual
properties and sites that may be eligible for listing on the Virginia Landmarks Register and the National
Register of Historic Places. Before a property is nominated to the registers, a determination of eligibility
must be made by a state review board. A completed Preliminary Information Form for each of the nine
districts has been filed with VDHR in Richmond to determine whether an application can be made for
these districts to be listed.
The nine districts are: Appalachia Historic District, an area encompassing three residential
neighborhoods; Big Stone Gap Historic District, centered around the Poplar Hill neighborhood;
Blackwood Historic District, in the community west of Norton; Coeburn Historic District, containing a
collection of residential, commercial, religious and transportation resources; Derby Historic District, in
the community northwest of Appalachia; Norton Historic District, with a wide variety of residential and
other structures; St. Paul Historic District, with a collection of residential, commercial and religious
resources; Stonega Historic District, in the community north of Appalachia; and Wise Historic District,
centered around the Wise County Courthouse and the Inn.
Among individual properties identified as potential register listings are: Wycliffe Nash House, east of
Wise; Bond/Lawson Log House, Bond Gap Ennis House, St. Paul; John K. Taggard House, Big Stone Gap;
Ted Wentz House, Big Stone Gap; Dotson House, Wise; Hillman/ Banner House, Coeburn; George Esser
House, Norton; Taylor House, East Stone Gap; Fraley House, Norton; Pelligrini Lustron House, Norton;
Hamm House, Carfax; Blue Sulphur Hotel, St. Paul; Last company house, Toms Creek Appalachian
Towers, Appalachia; Virginia City Church; Cherry Grove Church; Dry Fork Imboden Methodist Church;
Roda Baptist Mission; Williams Chapel A.M.E. Zion Church, Big Stone Gap; Mt. Hermon Presbyterian
Church, Big Stone Gap; Glencoe Cemetery, Big Stone Gap; Bondtown Cemetery, Coeburn; Railroad
Tunnel, St. Paul Holbrook Tunnel, Dwina; Bee Rock Tunnel, Appalachia; Inman Street Bridge; Sugar Hill
site, St. Paul; Church Ruins, Big Stone Gap. Additional sites include the Tacoma Community Center,
Stonega, the Appalachia Post Office, Fairview Community Center and the Callahan Tunnel Bridge.
Threatened properties include: Bartley Hollyfield House, Bold Camp Richmond House, Big Stone Gap; Old
Bull Run Church, Banner; Baker School, Roberson district; Andover School; Stonega School; Osaka Store;
Andover Store; Toms Creek Freight Station, Coeburn; Stonega Freight Depot; Westmoreland Coal Co.
Warehouse, Appalachia.
Archaeological Resources
The assessment of Wise County's archaeological resources has documented a full range of sites, from
8,000‐year‐old Native American camp sites to historic iron mines abandoned in the early twentieth
century. Although only 141 archaeological sites have been recorded so far, these sites reveal thousands
of years of past land use. Of the 141 sites, 137 were already contained in Virginia Department of Historic
Resources files, with four more identified during the assessment. Nearly 90 percent of the sites are from
the prehistoric period, with rockshelter sites within Jefferson National Forest lands accounting for a
majority of these. Documented historic period sites include log cabins in mountain hollows and the
remains of a French nobleman's two‐story house overlooking the Clinch River and St. Paul.
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Transportation
Topographic constraints and resultant costs associated with the construction of transportation facilities
have played major roles in the county's development.
Highways. Two major U.S. highways, seven primary highways and numerous state secondary highways
serve the county, as shown in Map 1. U.S. 23, an Appalachian Corridor "B" Highway, is a major north‐
south artery connecting Columbus, Ohio with Asheville, North Carolina. U.S. Alternate 58 is an east‐west
highway that connects Norfolk, Virginia with Middlesboro, Kentucky. With the 1995 completion of the
Norton bypass, U.S. 23 is completely four‐lanes through Wise County. U.S. 58A is four‐lane from St. Paul
to Big Stone Gap.
The County’s intention is to coordinate with VDOT to preserve existing roadway improvement needs and
maintain levels of service. The current FY2017 Final Six‐Year VDOT Improvement Plan includes:


Bridge (Fed Id19255) Route 23 Over Route 610 / Powell River



Bridge (Fed Id 19247) Route 23 Business Over Indian Creek



Route 23 Median Shoulders



0072‐097‐1037 Superstructure Replacement (Fed Id 19324)



Route 121 CFX ‐ Pound Connector ‐ VDOT Oversight



Rte. 158 Over Toms Creek (Fed Id 19301)



Alt 58 Shoulder Initiative Wise County



Route 1101 ‐ Install Concrete Crossing Surface



Route 757 ‐ Widen to a 3‐Lane Urban Design



Bridge Replacement ‐ Bull Bun Rd Over Little Toms Creek (Fed Id 19308)



Structural Rehabilitation of Asphalt Concrete ‐ Various. Routes

78

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

Map 1: Transportation Map ‐ Functional Classifications

Roadway functional classification lane miles are shown in Table 8, which identify some significant issues:


Over 25% of the roads are private, not public right‐of‐way (roads not dedicated to the County
for public use and maintenance). The County’s reliance on private roads provides a particular
challenge for roadway maintenance funding.



Nearly half of all lane miles are State Highways. The reliance on State transportation
investment (construction and maintenance) underscores the importance of County‐VDOT
coordination for improvement projects and funding.
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Table 8: Roadway Lane Miles

US Primary
State Primary
State Secondary
Town Roads
Forest Roads
Private Roads
Total

Miles
125.99
34.47
411.92
94.27
47.33
239.63
953.61

Percent
13.2%
3.6%
43.2%
9.9%
5.0%
25.1%

Pavement construction type is shown in Map 2, which appears to indicate that primary roadways are
paved, but there is significant reliance on non‐paved roads.
Map 2: Pavement Type
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Roadway traffic counts are shown in Map 3, and show generally ample capacity to accommodate traffic,
though private roads are responsible for moving a considerable number of trips.
Map 3: Traffic Counts

Rail. The construction of railroads into Wise County provided the initial stimulus at the turn of the
twentieth century for development and growth. Originally devoted primarily to the transportation of
coal, the railroads remain a necessary ingredient for the vitality of the county's economy. Two major
railroad corporations, Norfolk Southern Corporation and CSX Transportation, serve the county.
Map 4 identifies the location of railroad lines in Wise County.
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Map 4: Railroads in Wise County

Air. Lonesome Pine Regional Airport, located on an 417‐acre site four miles east of Wise, is "home base"
for many business and personal aircraft, serving the general aviation needs of the area's public and
corporate community. The facility has a 5,280‐foot long, 100‐foot wide asphalt runway; 35‐foot wide
taxiway; 10,875 square yard apron; six T‐hangars, three corporate hangars and a conventional hangar;
12,000 gallon storage for both Avgas and Jet‐A fuel; a 4,000 square foot germinal building; and 32
automobile parking spaces. Airport terminal Navaids include an airport beacon; AWOS III;
CATF/UMICOM communications; VOR/DME; segmented circle and wind cone; SDF localizer; ODALS;
REILS; VASI‐ 4; and MIRL lighting for the runway and MIRL lighting for the taxiway and exits.
Public Transportation. Mountain Empire Transit, the transportation department of Mountain Empire
Older Citizens, Inc., is the only public transit system serving Wise County and the LENOWISCO district.
Utilizing a fleet of 65 vehicles (as of September 2017, which represents a near doubling of capacity since
1995), MET provides ambulatory and wheelchair passengers both fixed‐route and paratransit service,
Medicaid and aging services, human service transportation and general public transit at nominal fares.
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Innovation Highway
Transportation is critical to economic development. The Innovation Highway has been proposed as a
five‐mile‐long stretch anchored on one end by a linkup with U.S. Route 58‐A at the Ramsey interchange
and at the other by the county's Lonesome Pine Regional Business and Technology Park, next to
Lonesome Pine Airport, with University of Virginia College at Wise located in between.
The connector would be an innovative way to draw attention to the growing tech emphasis in the local
economy, complementing the UV‐Wise tech education programs. The Innovation Highway connector
also provides the opportunity to open that part of Wise County to development, which has water and
sewer available, will also relieve traffic congestion in downtown Wise, provide an alternate route to the
college.
The highway also provides an opportunity for coordination and cooperation among local jurisdictions
and institutions to encourage and convince VDOT to place the improvements on its next round of 6‐year
CIP projects. With support building by the County, the Town of Wise and UVA‐Wise, other partners can
be brought on board as VDOT will require alternate (non‐VDOT) funding sources.
The innovation highway also will improve response time for public safety providers responding to
emergencies at homes, businesses, schools and colleges, which also supports and provides opportunities
for continued growth of the colleges, Technology Park and Airport.
US 58 East of Tacoma Mtn Median Barrier
The proposed project involves constructing a concrete barrier (MB‐8A) with chevron warning signs (W1‐
8) within the median of US Route 58 for a length of 750 feet. The proposed project is located
approximately 800 feet east of Stone Mountain Road.
US 23 Safety Improvements
This project involves turn lane and median opening improvements along US 23 at 5 locations. Left‐turn
lanes will be constructed on US 23 at Carriage Ln with storage and taper lengths of 200’. The midblock
median opening will be closed at Dakota Rd. Existing access to the Indian Mountain Trade Center will be
modified and new turn lanes constructed. An eastbound left‐turn lane will be constructed at the BBQ
restaurant entrance to the south with a storage length of 100’ and taper length of 200’.
Coalfield Expressway
Coalfield Expressway. The region faces accessibility limitations without the benefit of direct, major
interstate access running throughout the region. The Coalfields Expressway, designated as U.S. Route
121 and a Congressional High Priority Corridor, is a proposed four‐lane limited access highway to
provide a modern, safe and efficient transportation artery through the coalfields region of far
southwestern Virginia and southern West Virginia. This will provide significantly improved accessibility.
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In addition, the Crooked Road, Round the Mountain – Southwest Virginia’s Artisan Network, and trails such
as the Fincastle Turnpike of the Wilderness Road – Virginia’s Heritage Route and the Coal Heritage Trail, help
to connect attractions and destinations, many of which are distant from each other.

4.4 Planning and Participation Process
As part of the planning process, an Opportunities and Challenges Analysis was completed to provide an
overview of the outcomes of the participation process. That Analysis forms the core of the Plan’s vision
statement and policy framework. Based on the real knowledge, perception, and experience of residents,
businesses, service providers, and decision‐makers, the opportunities and challenges identified in this
analysis will guide development of the Plan update.
The Wise County Comprehensive Plan update defines a long‐term vision for the future and guide public
and private actions to help achieve that vision. The vision is shaped by local community values, ideals
and hopes about the best management and use of the community's resources. To that end, Wise
County has taken steps encouraging stakeholders provide real input into the planning process.
Identification of key challenges and opportunities is a critical first step in the planning process and is the
precursor to establishing an attainable vision. With an understanding of the County’s strengths and
weaknesses and an idea of stakeholder’s preferences for the future, a unified community vision can be
established. The next step in the planning process will be developing goals and policies to support the
vision, and prioritizing strategies to achieve the vision.

Survey Summary
Members of the public, decision‐makers and Advisory Committee members were asked to complete a
survey asking them about current conditions, positive and concerning changes in the County. One of the
most remarkable aspects of the survey responses is how similar all the responses are. It is especially
remarkable given that the surveys were in an “open‐ended” format where participants wrote in their
answers, rather than a multiple‐choice type format where participants are required to choose from a
closed set of possible answers.
While there is some diversity in the answers, the overall impression is that the participants in the
process are overwhelmingly “on the same page” in their perception of the County’s greatest
opportunities and challenges. It seems as though the critical challenge of the Plan update won’t
necessarily be to build consensus on what the County’s priorities should be, rather, it might be to build
support for a unified plan of how to achieve/implement those priorities.
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Planning process input showed support for each major
town (Pound, Big Stone Gap, Wise, St. Paul, Coeburn,
Appalachia, and the City of Norton) in Wise County
contributing to the overall consolidated Update for Wise
County. Opening constructive communications among
various economic development groups and other
interests will be critical to ensuring a successful process.

Too Many Good News Secrets


Last year, the School District was one of
only two (!) Divisions in the state (2 out of
132 Divisions) that had every school meet
all requirements for state accreditation.



The SD ranked 3rd in the state overall, out‐
performing over 97% of the schools in
Virginia (95.5% to be more exact).

Most Important Positive Changes
There was wide consensus on the most positive changes
in Wise County.

Improvements to Education
 Wise County schools are in the top 3% of
Education‐related improvements are one of the most
all Virginia schools.
frequently mentioned positive changes, encompassing
several related items. The Wise County Public School
system consolidation of six high schools into three, the
construction of two new state of the art institutions and the renovation of a third building was a big
improvement. Continuing infrastructure and training developments and the ability of high school
students to dual enroll and receive credit at Mountain Empire Community College (MECC) through the
Virginia Community College system was also mentioned, as was the ongoing development of the
University of Virginia College at Wise with the completion of the convocation center and expansion of
the educational curricula.
Infrastructure Investments and Improvements
Infrastructure improvements were mentioned as important positive changes in nearly every survey
submitted. Specifically, including:


Expansion of the County water and wastewater systems (including the expansion of the Town of
Big Stone Gap and Town of Wise water treatment and storage facilities);



Development of the Virginia City Hybrid Energy Center (VCHEC);



Bringing the Appalachia America Energy Research Center to Wise County;



Road improvements;



$7.5 million investment in the Business Technology Park;



Development of the Tier 3 Data Center; and



Expansion of 4G broadband service.
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Outdoor Recreation and Tourism Improvements
Another positive change that was noted by many participants was the growth of tourism efforts,
including outdoor recreational opportunities, especially the Spearhead Trail and trailheads in St. Paul
and Coeburn, the Big Stone Gap Greenbelt Trails, the rebuilt High Knob Tower, the Guest River Gorge
Trail, and the Powell River Trail.
Other Positive Changes Noted by Participants
Other positive changes noted include:
 Growth of Mountain Empire Older Citizens (MEOC)


Litter control



Convenience centers



GIS – NASA grants



New justice center with major upgrades for law enforcement and central dispatch



Paperless offices



Filming (BSG movie)
Most Concerning Changes

Lack of Economic Development and Employment
Opportunities
Economic development concerns overwhelmingly
topped the list of concerns for survey participants. In
fact, almost every concerning change listed by
responders is intimately connected to the lack of
employment opportunities in the County. Stakeholders
are very concerned about the decline in coal mining
and the lack of diversification of the County’s economic
base. Economic development has been stagnant, and
many people mentioned the loss of the severance tax
as a problem. The loss of small industry and businesses
is a noted concern.

Change = Opportunity


Technology presents new opportunities



Knowledge has replaced muscle and
brawn



The vision, strengths and perseverance
that brought Wise County to the 21st
century are the foundation that takes Wise
County through the 21st century

Health of Workforce and Impacts of Drug/Alcohol Dependence
The health and quality of the local workforce is a huge concern in the County. Drug and substance
abuse/dependence, mental health, and access to health care for workers are all oft‐cited problems.
Loss of Youth and Population through Out Migration
Respondents mentioned the loss of population, in particular young people, as a big concern. One
respondent mentioned the lack of businesses to support a college atmosphere, which, along with a lack
of economic opportunities, may impact youth out migration.
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Need for Adequate Services (Medical, Transportation, Retail)
The loss of medical services and the community hospital is a large concern, as is the need for other basic
services for residents, including public transportation and retail. The need for medical care access and
support for community health was most frequently cited.
Need for Cooperation and Coordination Among Communities
Also frequently noted throughout the survey responses was that the community is divided and
polarized. There is a notion that each locality within the County is competing with another, when
instead there is a need to work together. The discord and lack of unity and cooperation with the City of
Norton and Wise County was mentioned.
Most Important Issues Facing Wise County
Responses related to the three most important issues facing Wise County truly reflected the desire to
build on the County’s most positive changes while addressing the most concerning changes. The top
responses reflected the following needs:
 Need to address substance abuse problems and mental health issues across the County.


Need for diverse economic development that provides living wage employment opportunities,
including for semi‐ and higher‐skilled workers, and to move past the mindset of dependency on
coal. Related to this, a need to stop the loss of talent/brain drain.



Need to improve the attitudes and mindsets of people.



Need for effective and accountable leadership in public positions, making decisions with buy‐in
ownership of common, long range planning and interests not driven by political correctness or
self‐serving interests.



Need for more opportunities for youth, including recreation and after‐school programs. Must
educate children and young adults about the greater world outside Wise County and the
opportunities available and within reach for Wise County.



Need to increase revenues to address infrastructure needs, investments and finances.



Coordinated and cohesive approach to meet the challenges and opportunities the new economy
presents.



Local commitment to develop solutions that will work locally.



Transform the economy to sustain innovation, small entrepreneurs, and information access that
are not dependent on traditional methods; sustain growth in the workforce by encouraging the
local colleges and educational systems to build networks that inspire the youth of the region to
raise motivation levels.

Vision 2030/ 2040
A long‐term vision, rooted in community values, will be the foundation of the Wise County planning
process. The vision statement helps citizens and decision‐makers remember the ends to which the Plan
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aspires. Responses from participants regarding their vision for the years 2030 and 2040 will help define
the County’s vision statement. The following summary reflects the prevailing ideas for Wise County’s
future.
Prosperous Families Enjoy a High Quality of Life
Young families and retirees alike find Wise County a good place to live. They are healthy, educated and
employed, living in safe communities with access to services and amenities, including medical care,
retail, outdoor recreations facilities and other necessary infrastructure. Communities are
walkable/bikeable.
Center for Recreation and Tourism
Wise County is a recreational trails haven known as the “playground of the south.” Development of High
Knob and Jefferson National Forrest and recreation‐based development, such as resorts/ cabins and
other small businesses, support a thriving tourism industry.
Progressive Growth and Leadership
Progressive County leadership focuses on the “big picture,” taking action to promote growth and diverse
economic development. Towns throughout the County cooperate, achieving infrastructure
improvements that support new businesses and job creation.
Center for Education
Mountain Empire Community College and the University of Virginia College at Wise continue to grow
and expand, supported by a vibrant “college town” atmosphere provided by businesses, recreation, and
future job opportunities. Young people choose to stay in Wise County due to these opportunities and
high quality of life.
Unity and Progress
“The pulling together of all the different stakeholders and players in the new economy who are aware of
the local challenges and opportunities, who can identify key objectives for achieving the mission, to
instill a “pride in ownership” of Wise County, and formulate strategies that will achieve and maintain a
competitive position which will lead to the continued diversification of the economy that will be locally
led and market driven in the global economy. “
Thriving Community
“A thriving rural county in the mountains, a perfect place to raise your family and visit. A safe haven for
children to grow up in, an excellent and diverse school system offering opportunities, a thriving
economy driven by the health profession, secondary and higher education, strong and active local
governments, and technology.”
“A thriving rural community with diversified industries to include technology, research and
development, and tourism.”
A Place for Family and Employment
“Factories, business, and jobs for all skill levels so that when our children finish college they want to
come back and raise their children here and those without college degrees can have a comfortable living
here as well”
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“A much more diversified economy that can provide steady employment at all skilled and education
levels.”
Coordinated and Improved
“I would like to see a county where much of the devastation of surface mining is reclaimed by DMLR
with fees that have been set aside over the years. I would like to see a County with one municipal
government where the six towns and the City of Norton bring together infrastructure assets of water
and wastewater treatment and solid waste collection and management. An abundance of employment
brought about by an all new economic base and cleaner County. UVA‐Wise and MECC having a much
larger enrollment. A strong hospital and banking network.”

The Most Important Issues for Tomorrow’s Leaders
Tomorrow’s Leaders Survey – Youth and Young Adults
Having the opportunity to incorporate the views of the community’s youth and young adults typically
yields a confirmation of issues the ‘adults’ identify (there were far more issues in common than in
contrast), but it also presents a unique perspective from the next generation of leaders, taxpayers,
business and home owners and families (one can reasonably assume that the same comments today are
many of the same from the prior generation of youth). The message the County delivers by reaching out
to youth and young adults is one of inclusiveness – your views matter, our efforts are about and for you.
Themes
Some interesting themes were identified during the three all‐day sessions with the high school
government classes:
 Community Pride. These are a bright group of high school students, with an awareness of larger
issues. From their comments, being aware of what other places offer and what is missing in
their community should in no way be interpreted as an overall lack of pride or respect for their
community. Other comments referenced a desire for a broader and more diverse community
base (more people from other places, a diverse, balanced economy). Wanting to see
improvement indicates the desire to make things better for themselves and those that follow
them. Most indicated a desire to stay or return to Wise County. This is their home.


The Role for Local Government. This is not an unusual dilemma for students or adults,
uncertain of the grasp and reach of local control, which includes balancing action with the ability
to pay and desire to tax. The questions that arise from this uncertainty show creativity and
thinking outside the box (why can’t we…). Some of the examples raised include: finding
alternative uses for empty storefronts, encouraging home‐based businesses and promoting local
businesses.



More vs Less Law Enforcement. The drug problem was the number one issue negatively
impacting students (followed closely by lack of jobs). A significant number of students indicated
they would like to see a gentler approach to criminal justice, with what could be described as
being more community policing oriented. However, more students indicated, when this issue
was identified, a desire for more effective policing that addresses some of the community’s
critical problems – primarily drugs.



Coal vs No Coal. Most of the students commented on the lack of rewarding, good paying jobs.
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These high school seniors are aware of the economy they’re entering. As among the adults,
there were a significant number of comments by students on both sides of this issue. Some
more oriented on environmental protection and the development of alternate energy sources,
but most expressing support of the coal industry and the benefit that has been conveyed on the
community from coal. Transitioning, but not abandoning, the coal based economy.
What the County Has Going for It
There were numerous positive attributes identified by the students – the scenery and environmental
features, schools and college are highly valued, the culture of the community (people are friendly,
hospitable, humble, honest). The County is a cherished ‘home’ of family and friends. A common point
was dismay that there are problems interfering with their preference to stay. Law enforcement also was
rated highly, generally, for their fairness and drug enforcement.
Most Critical Problems Facing the County
The most critical problems facing County youth are: drugs (impacts from drug abuse and drug‐related
crime), lack of good‐paying jobs and poor economic conditions from the cumulative impact of coal
industry losses and limited opportunities for recreation and entertainment for youth.
Most Critical Needs
The greatest needs youth identified include having a wide range of good‐paying jobs (health care,
technology, outdoor‐oriented businesses, coal and post‐coal economy jobs), providing a wide range of
recreation (skating, pools, recreation center, shooting sports related, hiking and motorized trails),
entertainment (arcade, theaters, restaurants, shopping) and dealing with the drug problem.
What the County Can Build On
There also were some important insights by the youth – about solving problems and having hometown
pride. There was consensus that the community is good at resolving issues and solving problems (for
example, unsolicited, students spoke of the positives of the school consolidation of the community
working together). They are watching, listening and learning some valuable positive lessons. There also
were suggestions to publicize County success stories (people that have succeeded) and stories of local
history and culture to instill more community pride.

Potential Goals, Policies and Strategies
A list of actions and ideas was generated through stakeholder meetings and survey results from the
initial public participation process. This compiled list was viewed as a starting point of “brainstormed”
ideas. It was not considered as a complete list of possible implementation measures, nor was every idea
necessarily included in this final Plan. However, many of these actions and ideas were explored and
validated through additional work, and developed into goals, policies, and strategies to support and
achieve the community’s vision, as included in the Implementation section of this Plan.
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4.5 Current Conditions Analysis
Overview
Changes in the total population and the
characteristics of the population may have profound
impacts on the economic, social, and natural
Changes in the total population and the
environment of the County. While Wise County is
characteristics of the population may have
projected to lose population over the course of the
profound impacts on the economic, social and
planning period, projected demographic changes will
natural environment of the County. Different
increase demand for certain types of facilities and
segments of the population have different
services. It is important to note that different age and
needs, which shape demands for housing,
income segments of the population have different
services and infrastructure.
needs, which shape demands for housing, services,
and infrastructure. For instance, an elderly
population creates demand for communal housing
types, medical services, passive recreational opportunities, and public transportation. Families with
young children, on the other hand, generate demands for different housing types, day care facilities,
schools, athletic recreational opportunities, and a mix of transportation options.
This report summarizes various demographic indicators relevant to the development of Wise County’s
Comprehensive Plan, including a projection of the community’s likely population in 2030. This
information in turn will allow the County to craft land development, economic, and housing policies that
are responsive and reflective of the community’s shifting demographics.
The current planning process for Wise County is driven by a number of concerns and challenges that can
be seen through the demographic and economic trends that have played out in recent years. In fact,
many of the current concerns of participants in the 2014 planning process are the same as concerns that
were discussed and forecast in the 1998 Wise County Comprehensive Plan. For instance, the County’s
population continues to decline, while also becoming older. Youth out‐migration exacerbates this trend,
leaving the County with a smaller, older population that will require certain services, especially
transportation and medical services, while not contributing as much in terms of economic growth.
Economically, concerns also remain the same, with the greatest challenge being the accelerating decline
of employment in the coal industry. Jobs that have been lost in the mining sector are not being replaced
by jobs with comparable pay, leaving Wise County with a growing unemployment rate. The national and
state economies in 2017 are strong, with a low natural unemployment rate reflective of a healthy
economy. Experts consider 2017 to be the peak of a business cycle that indicates the end of the previous
financial crisis. However, Wise County has missed out on this economic recovery and continues to
struggle with growing unemployment and population loss.
Unemployment, in addition to impacting local tax revenues, simultaneously increases need for local
social services. Job training, poverty assistance, mental health and substance abuse services, are just
some of the services needed by families and individuals that are unemployed.
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Economic development, as well as provision of adequate and attainable housing opportunities, are both
dependent on the availability of suitable development locations, which means provision of adequate
infrastructure, facilities and services. As was noted in the 1998 Plan, the County has limited developable
land due to various constraints, including steep slopes, poor soil conditions, flood prone areas, mineral
land under development, land subject to subsidence from surface and underground mining, national
forest land and other public and private land unavailable for development. Future housing, commercial
and industrial growth and development is largely dependent on the availability of public utilities.
Maintaining and expanding infrastructure to encourage economic development and attract younger
residents will be a challenge for the County as it also balances the needs of an aging population and
helps families transition from dependence on coal‐related employment. It will be important to
coordinate service provision and development efforts to be as efficient as possible, while relying on its
strengths, such as the natural environment and educational institutions to drive positive growth.

Recent and Projected Changes
Of utmost concern and great impact, jobs in mining continue to decline in Wise County. This has caused
great hardship for family throughout the County, who are struggling to get by after severance pay and
insurance run out. Mines, such as the Cumberland River Coal’s Pine Branch Number One in Wise County
are being closed to a combination of stricter regulations for coal‐fired plants, rising mining costs and
cheaper alternative energy sources, including natural gas. In July 2013, Arch Coal, parent company of
Cumberland River Coal Co., announced plans to idle its mine in Appalachia and lay off 213 workers,
following a similar move by A&G Coal Co., once one of the region’s biggest employers.
The loss of coal jobs hastened out‐migration population loss from the County and increased
unemployment rates. There is no rebound forecast for coal development in the region, but a continuing
decline.
While the County enjoyed relatively low unemployment rates from 2003‐2008, the unemployment rate
spiked to an average of 8.8% in 2013. In August 2014 the rate was up to 9.1% in the County, as
contrasted to 5.7% for Virginia and 6.3% nationwide. By August 2017 the unemployment rate was down
to 7.0% for Wise County, almost double that of Virginia at 3.8%. The national unemployment rate in in
August 2017 was 4.4%4.
In their 2016 population projections (released June 2017), Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center for Public
Service projects that nearly every community in the coalfields region will lose population through 2040,
despite projecting that Virginia will grow to become the 10th‐most‐populous state by 2040 with more
than 10 million residents5. Most of this growth is expected to be in large urban areas, particularly

4

Bureau of Labor Statistic, Local Area Unemployment Statistics, https://data.bls.gov

5

https://news.virginia.edu/content/population‐projections‐virginia‐expected‐become‐10th‐largest‐state‐2040

92

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

Northern Virginia, while the divide between urban and rural Virginia is expected to increase. Virginia’s
urban population will be younger and more racially diverse than that of most rural communities.
Additionally, rapid aging of Virginia’s population will impact planning and service provision. By 2030,
Virginia’s elderly population is anticipated to nearly double in size, accounting for about one in five
Virginians. Growth in the number of seniors will disproportionally impact rural counties, including Wise
County.
Complicating public and private long‐range development and red‐development plans are the large
portions of Wise County that is constrained by coal ownership and mining activity, as shown in Map 5.
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Map 5: Constrained Coal Land

Despite growing unemployment, some positive economic development has occurred in recent years.
One of the most noted positive changes in Wise County was the development of Dominion Energy’s
Virginia City Hybrid Energy Center (VCHEC), which began commercial operation in July 2012. As part of
its fuel portfolio, the power station, just west of St. Paul, uses waste coal, also called “gob,” which
mining operations discarded in the early to mid‐1900s. Prior to regulations on how to handle gob, the
material simply piled up, often along streambeds, where it remains a major source of water pollution.
Dominion Energy works with Gobco LLC of Abingdon, Va., a company that specializes in mining gob coal,
to identify, mine and reclaim the hundreds of old
waste coal sites in Southwest Virginia. The
company, which has won multiple awards for its
work in environmental reclamation, separates the
waste coal from rock, cleans it and provides it to
VCHEC for use in the power station. The site is then
cleaned down to the original ground, covered with
topsoil, sloped as needed for proper drainage and
replanted with appropriate grasses and trees.
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In 2016 Dominion Energy, along with government agencies and Gobco LLC, completed a major project in
Southwest Virginia to remove thousands of tons of gob, and protect the Cinch River. The Hurricane
Creek gob pile had been polluting the river for decades6. It is estimated that every year more than 200
tons of waste coal from the pile made it into Clinch River. The Virginia Department of Mines, Minerals
and Energy has long considered the 12‐acre Hurricane Creek gob pile site as the largest pollution
contributor to the Clinch River. The photo below shows an example of one of the sites before and after
reclamation.
The VCHEC also is designed to be able to burn up to 20 percent biomass, which is waste wood from
timbering operations. The station began burning biomass in October of 2013 and is working toward
burning up to 10 percent biomass by the summer of 2020. The station operates under one of the
strictest air emissions permits in the nation for a plant of its kind.
In 2017 the VCHEC powers 150,000 homes and generates about $6 million a year in annual property tax
payments to Wise County and St. Paul, and $25 million annually for the local economy.

(Source: Dominion Energy, “Cleaning Up Abandoned Coal Waste Piles on the Clinch” presentation, Straight Hollow
D Pile before and after reclamation)

Partnerships with local educational institutions have benefitted the County and its students throughout
the past decade. For instance, in 2002, through the unique Wise Digital Earth Virtual Environment and
Learning Outreach Project (DEVELOP) academic program, Wise County college and university students
gathered data from various local, state, and federal sources; built tabular data; and created Wise County
maps for the County's WebGIS system, benefiting the County’s planning and development services while
giving valuable experience to local students. 7

6

https://www.dominionenergy.com/about‐us/making‐energy/coal‐oil/virginia‐city‐hybrid‐energy‐center;
https://www.dominionenergy.com/news/news‐releases/137160
7

http://www.esri.com/news/arcnews/spring02articles/wisecounty.html
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Public school consolidation was a big issue over the past several years and has been a big change in the
County. With the beginning of the school year 2011‐2012 the three small high schools (Pound,
Appalachia, and St. Paul) were closed. The three larger high schools were renamed and now house all
the high school students. These schools are Central High School (formerly JJ Kelly High School), Union
High School (formerly Powell Valley High School), and Eastside High School (formerly Coeburn High
School). Two new high schools were built for Union and Central and completed in 2014, and Eastside
High School was renovated and expanded. In 2017, Appalachia Elementary School was closed, with
students moving to Powell Valley Primary and Middle Schools.
The School District reports many achievements, but also cites limiting conditions that it faces as
challenges that are directly related to the County’s current planning process, including declining
enrollment, high poverty rates and economically disadvantaged students, an increase in non‐traditional
families, and an awareness that students may not be receiving health care services on a regular basis.
Continuing infrastructure and training developments and the ability of high school students to dual
enroll and receive credit at Mountain Empire Community College (MECC) through the Virginia
Community College system was a recent development in the County, as was the ongoing development
of the University of Virginia College at Wise with the completion of the convocation center and
expansion of the educational curricula.
The region is known for its scenic beauty, outdoor recreation, traditional American music and cultural
heritage crafts. Tourism‐based development has increased in the County over the past decade, with the
development of the Spearhead Trails as a centerpiece of those efforts. Currently over 400 miles of ATV,
Equestrian, mountain biking, and hiking trails are developed as part of five systems.8

Population Trends and Projections
Estimating population size into the future is an inexact science based on historic trends and various sets
of available data. The aim of these projections is to establish a reasonable baseline that Wise County
can use to inform its land use policies during the planning period. The Virginia Employment Commission
(VEC) is tasked at the State level for projecting Virginia’s and its Cities and Counties future population.
Factors affecting future population in a community include changing economic conditions, rate of
natural increase, and the rate of in‐ and out‐migration. Projections are based on available information;
the estimates cannot account for unforeseen circumstances, such as additional industrial closings or
changes in the national or international economy.
Population
As is shown in Table 9, the population of Wise County/Norton reached a high of 56,336 in 1950,
declined by 14 percent to 48,592 in 1960, and dropped again, by 17 percent, to 40,119 in 1970, the
county's lowest population level in nearly 60 years.

8

http://spearheadtrails.com/
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The 1970s saw the county's population increase to 48,620 persons. By 1990, however, this trend had
reversed, with the population dropping to 43,820. The county’s population combined with Norton city
continued to remain steady over the next two decades, growing to a population of 45,410 in 2010.
The loss of mining jobs in 2013 set off a wave of out‐migration, with the County losing 2,052 residents,
4.7% of its population, between 2010 and 20169. Each of the County’s towns lost population between
2010 and 2016, as shown in Table 10, with rates ranging from 4.3% in Big Stone Gap to 8% in Pound.
The degree of population loss was unexpected in earlier population projections from the U.S. Census,
therefore this section includes and compares data from various sources and timeframes to provide the
most recent and accurate data.
Table 9: Historic Population, Wise County and Norton City
Wise County
9,345
19,653
34,162
46,500
51,167
52,458
56,336
43,579
35,947
43,863
39,573
40,123
41,452
39,501

1890
1900
1910
1920
1930
1940
1950
1960
1970
1980
1990
2000
2010
2016**

Norton *
‐
‐
‐
‐
‐
‐
‐
5,013
4,172
4,757
4,247
3,904
3,958
3,928

Combined
9,345
19,653
34,162
46,500
51,167
52,458
56,336
48,592
40,119
48,620
43,820
44,027
45,410
43,358

*Norton City was not chartered until 1954; Source: U.S. Census
**2016 Estimates from the Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, June 2017

Table 10: Town Populations, 2010‐2016
Census,
April 1
2010
Appalachia
town
Big Stone
Gap town

9

Estimate on July 1
2011

2012

2013

2014

Change 2010‐2016
2015

2016

Numeric

Percent

1,754

1,759

1,734

1,727

1,684

1,671

1,654

‐100

‐5.7%

5,614

5,622

5,580

5,548

5,457

5,416

5,372

‐242

‐4.3%

http://demographics.coopercenter.org/virginia‐population‐estimates/
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2,139

2,144

2,123

2,115

2,015

1,999

1,986

‐153

‐7.2%

1,037

1,040

1,029

1,014

976

966

954

‐83

‐8.0%

970

974

963

956

925

918

907

‐63

‐6.5%

3,286

3,296

3,260

3,232

3,144

3,119

3,083

‐203

‐6.2%

Source: Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, June 2017

Table 11 is an overview of the most recent projections from the Weldon Cooper Center for Public
Service, released June 201710. These projections do not include estimates or projections for the smaller
communities within Wise County, but are more current than other available projections, and consider
the unexpected population decline from 2010 to 2016. As shown in Table 11, the County lost 4.7% of its
population from 2010 to 2016, and Norton lost 2.6%, in comparison with statewide growth of 5.1%
during the same period. These projections show the County losing another 10.1% of its population by
2040, with Norton losing another 2.1%. The state is expected to grow 27.5%, to over 10 million people,
with most growth going to urban areas in Northern Virginia.
Table 11: Current Estimated and Projected Population State, County, and Norton City

Virginia,
Statewide
Wise County
Norton city

Census

Estimate

April 1,
2010

July 1, 2016

Change since 2010
Total

Percent

Total
Change %

Projections
2020

2030

2040

2010‐2040

8,001,024

8,411,808

410,784

5.1%

8,744,273

9,546,958

10,201,530

27.5%

41,452
3,958

39,501
3,857

‐1,951
‐101

‐4.7%
‐2.6%

38,554
3,928

38,166
3,928

37,260
3,875

‐10.1%
‐2.1%

Table 12 shows that Appalachia, Pound, St. Paul and the unincorporated County all experienced
population loss from 2000 to 2010, while Wise stayed steady. Big Stone Gap and Coeburn experienced
moderate growth. The 2010 Census identifies a Riverview CDP, which is a new designation, adjacent to
and included in the Coeburn numbers. Given its proximity to Coeburn, it is reasonable to expect that
population growth in that area was similar. Norton also experienced slow growth. Overall, the County
increased by a total of 3.3% over the decade, with Norton city increasing by 1.4%.
Table 12 also displays estimated population for the County and Norton city through 2040. Projections
are only available for Counties and towns with greater than 5,000 residents. Norton City is expected to
maintain its current 2016 population in the near‐term, eventually losing about 53 people between 2030
and 2040. The County is expected to lose population at a low average rate, losing 2,241 between 2016
and 2040.

10

http://demographics.coopercenter.org/virginia‐population‐estimates/
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Note that previous population projections were prepared in November 2012, which was prior to many of
the mining‐related layoffs of 2013‐2014. It is important to note that the estimates for 2013 did not
match the projected growth trend, and instead show a higher negative growth rate for Big Stone Gap
and the County as a whole. While the population might recover as the County’s economic condition
stabilizes, the loss in recent years will likely have an impact on the County’s total population for some
time to come. The more recent 2016 estimates and projections are included here.
The trend shows the more urbanized towns and city having a more stable population, while the smaller
towns and rural areas continue to slowly lose population. From 2010 to 2016 the only growth was in St.
Paul and Norton. St. Paul had an average annual growth rate of 2.9% and Norton had an average annual
growth rate of .5%. All other areas of the County lost population from 2010 to 2016.
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Table 12: Population Estimates and Projections, 2000‐2040
2000‐
2010

Population

Average Annual Change,
2016‐2020

Population

Average Annual Change,
2020‐2030

Population

1,839

4.60%

13.30%

1,754

4.20%

‐0.50%

1,654

‐1.0%

Big Stone Gap

4,856

12.10%

35.10%

5,614

13.50%

1.50%

5,372

‐0.7%

Coeburn

1,996

5.00%

14.40%

2,139

5.20%

0.70%

1,986

‐1.2%

Pound

1,089

2.70%

7.90%

1,037

2.50%

‐0.50%

954

‐1.3%

784

2.00%

5.70%

772

1.90%

‐0.20%

907

2.9%

3,255

8.10%

23.60%

3,286

7.90%

0.10%

3,083

‐1.0%

Total
Unincorporated
County

13,819

34.40%

14,602

35.20%

0.60%

13,956

‐0.7%

26,304

65.60%

26,850

64.80%

0.20%

25,545

‐0.8%

County Total

40,123

41,452

0.30%

39,501

‐0.78%

38,554

‐0.24%

38,166

‐0.10%

37,260

‐0.24%

1.40%

3.30%

3,904

3,958

0.10%

3,928

0.50%

3,928

0.00%

3,928

0.00%

3,875

‐0.13%

Average Annual Change,
2030‐2040

Average Annual Change
2010‐2016

Appalachia

% of Unincorp. County

Population

2040

Average Annual Pop Change,
2000‐2010

2030

% of Total County

2020

Population

2016

% of Total County

2010

Population

2000

Incorporated County

St. Paul (partial)
Wise

Decennial Change
City of Norton*

*Not included in Wise County Total
Source: Population from U.S. Census Bureau, 2000, 2010 Census.
Source: 2016 Population Estimates for July 1, 2016 and population projections for 2020‐2040 published on January 30, 2017 by the Weldon Cooper Center for
Public Service, http://demographics.coopercenter.org/virginia‐population‐estimates/
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Age Characteristics
The age characteristics of a population can be used as a
rough indicator of the levels and types of services desired
and needed in an area. Each of the three age groups
considered here — 19 and younger, 20‐64 and 65 and
over — has certain needs and desires that are quite
different from those of the other age groups.
Table 13 shows the 2010 and 2016 composition of Wise
County's population by age group and gender, as well as
the 2010 median age. Table 14 on the following page
reveals the rate of change in each age group by decade
from 1970‐2016 in comparison with state and national
figures.

Over the next few decades, trends
indicate that the retirement age
population will continue to increase.
This could potentially create a fiscal
burden on local government by
spreading available services to a
greater population while losing a
portion of tax revenues.

From 2010 to 2016, the County lost a total of 2,224 people. It lost 1,144 people under the age of 19
years and 1,841 people of working age, between 20 and 64 years, while gaining 761 seniors over the age
of 65 year. As noted above, there are slight discrepancies in the 2016 population estimates available
from the U.S. Census and Virginia’s Weldon Cooper Center, however the trends are consistent.
In comparison with state figures, it is significant to note the marked increase in the county's proportion
of "65 and over" population and the losses in the portion of the population in the "20‐64" and persons
"19 and younger” age groups. These combined changes point to increased goods and services needs for
seniors. Table 15 shows that between 2000 and 2010, the combined County and Norton city gained
3.1% in population, but lost 5.1% of the youth population. The population gains included 6.5% of the
working‐age population and 4.2% of the older adult population. Between 2010 and 2016, the combined
County and city lost 5.1% of the total population, including 11.4% of those under 19 years, and 6.8% of
working‐age adults. The only increase was in the proportion of those over age 65, which increased by
12.9%.
Dependency
Table 16 and 17 provide youth dependency and aged dependency ratios. These ratios reflect the
number of people in the working age population for every young person and older person who are not
in their prime wage‐earning years. In general terms, these ratios indicate whether there is a significant
imbalance between the workforce and those dependent on the workforce for goods and services. This
factor, when combined with other economic indicators, can provide insight regarding the vitality of the
local economy.
In 2010, in terms of the youth dependency ratio, Wise County had 2.56 working aged persons for each
youth, somewhat higher than the State (2.37). The aged dependency ratio shows a wider variation.
Consistent with its relatively high percentage of residents in older age cohorts, Wise County had 4.36
workers for each person of retirement age, lower than the ratios for Virginia (5.06).
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As shown in Table 11, due to significant loss of youth population between 2010 and 2016, the youth
dependency ratio for Wise County decreased in 2016, with 2.65 working aged persons for each youth,
compared to 2.43 in the State. Reflecting the increase in the number of seniors in the County, there was
an increase in the aged dependency ratio in 2016, with 3.59 working aged persons for each senior,
compared to 4.14 in the State.
Over the next few decades, with more people reaching retirement age, Wise County will likely feel
added pressure vis‐à‐vis the aged dependency ratio. A decrease in either ratio will create addition
burden on the local government fiscally by spreading available services to a greater population while
losing the most economically active age group and related loss of tax revenues.
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Table 13: Gender and Age, Wise County, 2010, 2016
Male
SEX AND AGE

Number

Female

Percent

Number

Percent

Total
Number

Percent

2010
Total population

21,431

51.7%

20,021

48.3%

41,452

100.0%

Youth (19 years and younger)

5,186

12.5%

4,811

11.6%

9,997

24.1%

Worker Bees (Ages 20‐65)

13,711

33.1%

11,879

28.7%

25,590

61.7%

Seniors (Ages 65 and older)

2,534

6.1%

3,331

8.0%

5,865

14.1%

Total population

20,429

52.1%

18,799

47.9%

39,228

100.0%

Youth (19 years and younger)

4,551

22.3%

4,302

22.9%

8,853

22.6%

Worker Bees (Ages 20‐65)

12,835

62.8%

10,914

58.1%

23,749

60.5%

Seniors (Ages 65 and older)

3,043

14.9%

3,583

19.1%

6,626

16.9%

2016

Median Age (2010)
Median age (years)

37.1

41

Source: U.S. Census 2010; U.S. Census Population Estimates, July 1, 2016 (V2016)
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Table 14: Population by Age Comparison, Wise County, Norton and Virginia, 1970‐2016
Total Population
1970

Percentage of Total Population
19 and Under

20‐64

65 and Over

4,764,000

38.0%

54.2%

7.9%

Wise County

35,947

39.5%

50.1%

10.4%

Norton City

4,172

36.0%

52.4%

11.6%

40,119

39.1%

50.3%

10.6%

5,347,000

24.8%

65.8%

9.4%

Wise County

43,863

34.4%

55.2%

10.4%

Norton City

4,757

32.9%

54.4%

12.7%

48,620

34.3%

55.1%

10.6%

6,187,000

27.6%

61.7%

10.7%

Wise County

39,573

30.1%

56.8%

13.1%

Norton City

4,247

29.5%

56.4%

14.1%

43,820

30.0%

56.8%

13.2%

7,078,515

27.4%

61.4%

11.2%

Wise County

40,123

26.4%

59.6%

13.9%

Norton City

3,904

24.4%

60.4%

15.3%

44,027

26.3%

59.7%

14.0%

8,001,024

26.0%

61.7%

12.2%

Wise County

41,452

24.1%

61.7%

14.1%

Norton City

3,958

24.9%

60.4%

14.7%

45,410

24.2%

61.6%

14.7%

8,411,808

24.9%

60.5%

14.6%

Wise County

39,228

22.6%

60.5%

16.9%

Norton City

3,864

22.8%

60.4%

16.8%

43,092

22.6%

60.5%

16.9%

Virginia

Wise Co./Norton
1980
Virginia

Wise Co./Norton
1990
Virginia

Wise Co./Norton
2000
Virginia

Wise Co./Norton
2010
Virginia

Wise Co./Norton
2016
Virginia

Wise Co./Norton
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Source: U.S. Census

Table 15: Change by Age Group, 2000‐2010, 2010‐2016
Change,
2000 to 2010

Change,
2010 to 2016

Wise County
19 and Under
20‐64
65 and Over
Total Population

‐5.8%
6.9%
5.0%
3.3%

‐11.4%
‐7.2%
13.0%
‐5.4%

Norton City
19 and Under
20‐64
65 and Over
Total Population

3.7%
1.5%
‐2.7%
1.4%

‐10.6%
‐2.5%
12.1%
‐2.4%

Wise Co. / Norton
19 and Under
20‐64
65 and Over
Total Population

‐5.0%
6.5%
4.2%
3.1%

‐11.4%
‐6.8%
12.9%
‐5.1%

Source: Derived from U.S. Census

Table 16: Age Dependency, 2010

Age Group
Youth (0 ‐ 19)
Working (20 ‐ 64)
Aged (65+)
Total
Youth
Dependency
Aged
Dependency

Virginia
Number
2,083,685
4,940,402
976,937
8,001,024

Wise County
Norton city
Wise Cty/Norton
Percent Number Percent Number
Percent Number Percent
26%
62%
12%
100%

9,997
25,590
5,865
41,452

24%
62%
14%
100%

986
2392
580
3,958

25%
60%
15%
100%

10,983
27,982
6,445
45,410

24%
62%
14%
100%

2.37

2.56

2.43

2.55

5.06

4.36

4.12

4.34

Source: Derived from U.S. Census

105

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

Table 17: Age Dependency, 2016

Age Group
Youth (0 ‐ 19)
Working (20 ‐ 64)
Aged (65+)
Total
Youth
Dependency
Aged
Dependency

Virginia
Wise County
Norton city
Wise Cty/Norton
Number
Percent Number Percent Number
Percent Number Percent
2,092,529
25%
8,853
23%
881
23%
9,734
23%
5,090,535
1,228,744
8,411,808

61%
15%
100%

23,749
6,626
39,228

61%
17%
100%

2,333
650
3,864

60%
17%
100%

26,082
7,276
43,092

61%
17%
100%

2.43

2.68

2.65

2.68

4.14

3.58

3.59

3.58

Source: Derived from U.S. Census

Table 18 shows population projections by age and gender for the County through 2040. Keeping with
current trends, it is projected that the total percent of younger and working aged residents will slowly
decrease while the percent of retirement aged residents will increase to 19.6% by 2040, an increase of
2.7% over 2016.
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Table 18: Population Projections by Age and Gender, Wise County, 2010‐2040

Female
2010
19 and Under
20‐64
65 and Over
Total
2016
19 and Under
20‐64
65 and Over
Total
2020
19 and Under
20‐64
65 and Over
Total
2030
19 and Under
20‐64
65 and Over
Total
2040
19 and Under
20‐64
65 and Over
Total

Male

Total

Percent of Total

4,811
11,879
3331
20,021

5,186
13,711
2534
21,431

9,997
25,590
5865
41,452

24.10%
61.70%
14.10%

4,302
12,835
3,043
20,180

4,551
10,914
3,583
19,048

8,853
23,749
6,626
39,228

22.6%
60.5%
16.9%

4,173
10,400
4,189
18,762

4,498
12,015
3,279
19,792

8,671
22,415
7,468
38,554

22.5%
58.1%
19.4%

4,117
10,150
4,400
18,667

4,438
11,708
3,353
19,498

8,555
21,858
7,753
38,166

22.4%
57.3%
20.3%

4,011
10,063
4,166
18,240

4,325
11,574
3,121
19,020

8,336
21,637
7,287
37,260

22.4%
58.1%
19.6%

Source: Demographics Research Group of the Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service, June 2017

Families and Households
Table 19 shows the general family and household characteristics for Wise County, for both 2000 and
2010. Other than a slight drop in families and households with children under the age of 18, and an
increase in the number of householders living alone, the characteristics of families and households in
Wise County remained fairly consistent over the course of the decade. In 2010, there were 15,968 total
households in Wise County. Family households comprised 68.2%, with 26.7% of those with children
under 18 years. Non‐family households comprised 31.8%, with 31.4% of those with children under 18
years.
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Table 19: General Household Characteristics, Wise County, 2000 and 2010
HOUSEHOLDS BY TYPE

2000

2010

Number

Percent

Number

Percent

Total households

16,013

100

15,968

100

Family households (families) *

11,517

71.9

10,892

68.2

4,963

31

4,260

26.7

8,992

56.2

8,036

50.3

3,717

23.2

2,847

17.8

850

5.3

390

2.4

With own children under 18 years
Husband‐wife family
With own children under 18 years
Male householder, no wife present
With own children under 18 years
Female householder, no husband present

1,918

12

2,006

12.6

966

6

1,023

6.4

Nonfamily households*

4,496

28.1

5,076

31.8

Householder living alone

4,088

25.5

4,379

27.4

1,917

12

523

3.3

2,462

15.4

1,291

8.1

With own children under 18 years

Male
65 years and over
Female
65 years and over
Total Householders living alone 65 years+

1,792

11.2

1,814

11.4

Households with individuals under 18 years

5,488

34.3

5,013

31.4

Households with individuals 65 years and
over

4,160

26

4,369

27.4

Average household size

2.44

2.4

Average family size*

2.91

2.9

Source: U.S. Census, 2000 and 2010
* "Family households" consist of a householder and one or more other people related to the
householder by birth, marriage, or adoption. They do not include same‐sex married couples even if the
marriage was performed in a state issuing marriage certificates for same‐sex couples. Same‐sex couple
households are included in the family households category if there is at least one additional person

108

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

related to the householder by birth or adoption. Same‐sex couple households with no relatives of the
householder present are tabulated in nonfamily households. "Nonfamily households" consist of people
living alone and households which do not have any members related to the householder.
Table 20 shows updated housing information as estimated by the U.S. Census as part of their 5‐year
updates. The number of households in the County dropped from 15,968 in 2010 to 15,254 over the 5‐
year period.
Table 20: Housing, Families, and Living Arrangements, Wise County 2011‐2016
Housing
Housing units, July 1, 2016, (V2016)
Housing units, April 1, 2010
Owner‐occupied housing unit rate, 2011‐2015
Median value of owner‐occupied housing units,
2011‐2015
Median selected monthly owner costs ‐with a
mortgage, 2011‐2015
Median selected monthly owner costs ‐without a
mortgage, 2011‐2015
Median gross rent, 2011‐2015
Building permits, 2016
Families & Living Arrangements
Households, 2011‐2015
Persons per household, 2011‐2015
Living in same house 1 year ago, percent of
persons age 1 year+, 2011‐2015
Language other than English spoken at home,
percent of persons age 5 years+, 2011‐2015

17,740
17,940
69.7%
$87,500
$941
$302
$600
11
15,254
2.46
87.8%
2.5%

Source: U.S. Census QuickFacts, 2011‐2015
(https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/VA,nortoncityvirginiacounty,wisecountyvirginia/PST045216)

Race and Ethnicity
Historically, the population of Wise County has been predominantly white. The results of the 2010
Census indicate that, while the county’s population is still predominantly white (93%), the percentage of
non‐white population has increased slightly since 2000 (6.9%). Table 21 lists selected race and ethnicity
characteristics of Wise County for 2000 and 2010.
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Table 21: Race & Ethnicity, Wise County, 2000 and 2010

RACE
Total population
One Race
White
Black or African American
American Indian and
Alaska Native
Asian
Asian Indian
Chinese
Filipino
Japanese
Korean
Vietnamese
Other Asian [1]
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander
Native Hawaiian
Guamanian or Chamorro
Samoan
Other Pacific Islander [2]
Some Other Race
Two or More Races
HISPANIC OR LATINO
Hispanic or Latino
(of any race)

2000
Number
Percent
40,123
100
39,878
99.4
38,870
96.9
713
1.8

2010
Number
Percent
41,452
100
41,067
99.1
38,561
93
2,137
5.2

64

0.2

53

0.1

121
41
9
35
5
14
8
9

0.3
0.1
0
0.1
0
0
0
0

141
30
30
28
6
9
7
31

0.3
0.1
0.1
0.1
0
0
0
0.1

4

0

2

0

1
1
2
0
106
245

0
0
0
0
0.3
0.6

0
0
0
2
173
385

0
0
0
0
0.4
0.9

292

0.7

471

1.1

[1] Other Asian alone, or two or more Asian categories.
[2] Other Pacific Islander alone, or two or more Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander categories.
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Economic Conditions
Regional Perspective
Wise County shares economic characteristics and considerations with surrounding Southwest Virginia
counties. Recognizing the economic vulnerability of the area’s economy, due to its overall lack of
diversification and dependence on federal government spending, the Virginia Initiative for Growth and
Opportunity (GO VA) was created by the passage of legislation during the 2016 General Assembly
session. This resulted in the creation of a Region One Council Growth and Diversification Plan11,
published August 2017. Region One includes the Southwest Virginia counties shown in Figure 2.
Additionally, the Plan discusses the region with consideration of the labor shed and regional commuter
plans, to include a greater area of adjoining counties and municipalities, including areas in Tennessee,
Kentucky, West Virginia, and North Carolina, as shown in Figure 3.

Figure 2: Virginia Region One

Source: Region One Council Growth and Diversification Plan, August 2017

11

http://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/images/GoVA/Region%201%20G&D%20Plan.pdf
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Figure 3: Region One Labor Shed

Source: Region One Council Growth and Diversification Plan, August 2017

According to the Plan, the “objective of the GO VA initiative is the promotion of private sector job
growth, creation, and diversification across the Commonwealth, emphasizing high wage careers, and
utilizing targeted incentives and regional collaboration across all segments of the job market.”
As part of the planning process, a citizen survey was completed, which showed that a quarter of people
living in the Southwest region of the state are considering relocation, primarily due to the economic
conditions of the area. Economic conditions have already caused significant out‐migration in Wise
County – continuing population decline threatens economic and social stability in the region.
The Plan identifies and explores the economic challenges of the region, which has been dependent on
natural resources, including coal, timber, and natural gas, as its economic base. Lack of industry
diversification and reliance on a single source economy is not sustainable and leaves the region at
continuing risk ‐ the need for economic diversification is the primary theme of the Plan.
Unemployment levels show that the region has not recovered from the Great Recession. It has the
weakest economic growth of all regions in the State. According to the Plan, “unlike the state and nation
where employment has risen beyond pre‐recession peak levels, employment in GO VA 1 has continued
to contract. In the first quarter of 2008, at the start of the recession, 157,933 people were employed in
the GO VA 1 region. Employment has since dropped by 18,469 workers (or 11.7%) to a total of 139,464
employed in the first quarter of 2017.”
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Attracting high quality jobs that can provide wages comparable to lost mining or manufacturing wages is
a challenge. The region has many competitive disadvantages to address. Compared to other areas of the
state, and to other regions where job growth is high, Virginia’s Region One has lower education levels,
lower workforce participation, higher disability levels, less diversity, and an older population.
U.S. Census estimates (2011‐2015) show that 74.0% of people in Wise County age 25 years or older had
a high school diploma, compared with 88.3% in the State. Only 14.0% of people had a bachelor’s degree
or higher, compared to 36.3% in the State. Additionally, 19.5% of people in Wise County under the age
of 65 years had a disability, more than double the statewide rate of 7.7% of people with disabilities12.
The Plan identified six strategic goals for the Growth and Diversification Plan:
1. Strengthen existing leadership and foster next generation leadership.
2. Cultivate entrepreneurs, and support and diversify existing businesses.
3. Develop regional collaboration for workforce and education (including K‐12) and expand, market
and grow regional educational resources.
4. Leverage broadband infrastructure to promote the ability to work remotely and grow
information technology (IT) infrastructure and technology hubs.
5. Create a new identity for the region as a “culture of wellness” and promote the region’s high
quality of life, assets, and amenities through marketing and telling positive stories of the region.
6. Coordinate and focus workforce programs to align with industry and economic development
targets.
One of the most important aspects of the Plan is that it identifies target industries that the Region Once
Council believes could provide diversified, high‐wage job opportunities. These industries are advanced
manufacturing; agriculture and food manufacturing; information and emerging technologies; and energy
and minerals. Implementation strategies for targeting growth in these industries fall into the categories
of talent development; education, workforce and leadership capacity; entrepreneurship and innovation;
and infrastructure. A SWOT analysis was completed to identify the potential to develop each of these
targeted industries.
Tourism and health care, while both discussed during the community meetings, were not selected as
target industries. Wages for tourism‐related jobs have relatively low wages. And health care is related to
a region’s population, and therefore isn’t typically targeted as a growth industry for economic
development purposes.
Specifically related to economic development in Wise County, the Plan mentions Data Centers DP
Facilities South, which invested $65 million in Wise County on a 22‐acre site to construct a Mission
Critical Tier III Data Center. The site, which officially opened in April 2017, employs 40 people. The
broadband fiber in the area and low cost of living relative to Northern Virginia where many data centers

12

U.S. Census QuickFacts, 2011‐2015
(https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/VA,nortoncityvirginiacounty,wisecountyvirginia/PST045216)
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are clustered, make the GO VA 1 region attractive for additional data centers. However, these jobs do
not typically have high wages.
The health care and social assistance sector employs the most people in LENOWISCO (Planning District
Commission 1) followed by retail trade and educational services. Based on its current mix of industries,
the region is expected to shed an annual average 0.8% employment over the next ten years beginning
with the four quarters ending with the first quarter of 2017.
All the clusters in LENOWISCO are forecast to see declines in employment over the next ten years
beginning with the first quarter of 2017. The exception is the health care cluster where employment is
expected to grow an average 0.59% over the next ten years. It also pays an annual average wage higher
that the average for the region, but it is not considered an export industry. In other words, it grows
based on population growth and demographics rather than demand from consumers outside of the
region.
Industry Analysis & Major Employers
As noted, Wise County's origins lay in coal and iron ore extraction and lumbering activities. Coal mining
has continued to be the county's dominant basic economic activity. The 1998 Plan noted that such
dependence on one basic industry makes an area's economy highly susceptible to changes in that
industry, and that dependence has historically resulted in a series of coal related "booms and busts."
Emphasis is placed on the basic employment sector and the role that mining has played as the principal
employer in that sector. "Basic employment" is defined as employment in those industries selling most
of their goods and services outside of the area, depending upon national or regional demand rather
than local demand. By contrast, "supporting employment" is defined as employment in industries that
find their primary market in the local area. Local government, retail trade, utilities and banking services
generally are supporting activities.
An economic base analysis considers these two sectors in looking at economic trends. The bellwether of
a local economy, the basic sector "imports" purchasing power to the local area while "exporting" a
product to outside markets. This purchasing power, in the form of wages and local taxes, provides the
money necessary for the local supporting sector to produce the goods and services desired by the local
population.
Figure 3 shows employment by industry in the first quarter of 2014 for Wise County. Government is the
largest employer of any type, employing 3,736 people in the County. Health care and social assistance
as well as retail are both larger industries in the County. Total employment in the County for the first
quarter of 2014 was 12,458.
As is shown, only 988 people were employed in Mining, Quarrying and Oil and Gas Extraction in the
County in the first quarter of 2014, which negatively impacts the County’s base sector. In comparison,
the U.S. Census reported that 1,987 people were employed in Mining, Quarrying and Oil and Gas
Extraction as of March 2012, which indicates a loss of approximately 999 jobs in that sector over the
course of 24 months in Wise County. This is especially problematic because Mining Employment pays
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significantly more than other industries, with average weekly wages averaging $1,361, as opposed to the
total average in all industries of $675, as shown in Table 22.
Figure 5 shows updated employment by industry for the first quarter of 2017, showing further loss in
mining employment, along with smaller losses in government, administration, and management. Gains
are shown in information, retail, and healthcare. Figure 7 shows updated weekly wages by industry. The
total weekly wage for all industries was $643 in the first quarter of 2017, down from $675 in the first
quarter of 2014.
Loss in base employment is also a problem at the regional level, as identified in the Region One Council
Growth and Diversification Plan13. According to the Plan: “Coal mining is one of the highest paying
industries in the region. At an annual wage of $79,546 in the four quarters ending with the first quarter
of 2017, coal mining pays more than double the regional average wage of $33,865. Regulatory and
environmental concerns as well as cheaper alternatives such as natural gas have led to a loss of 2,592
coal mining jobs in the region since the third quarter of 2012. An estimated 2,230 people worked in the
coal mining industry in GO VA 1 in the first quarter of 2017.”
The Plan also describes current levels of manufacturing jobs in the County: “Manufacturers employed
more than 26,000 people in Virginia Region One in 2002, but employment in the sector steadily declined
through the first quarter of 2010 (two quarters after the end of the Great Recession), shedding more
than 9,300 jobs. Since then, employment has leveled off around 18,000; manufacturing employment has
risen as high as 18,137 in 2012 and now stands at 17,025.”
Wise County and the region must work to find employment opportunities with high wages to replace
lost mining and manufacturing jobs, as regional employment at coal mines is expected to continue to
decline at an average annual pace of 2.1% over the next decade. Wise County is just under the region’s
average annual wages per worker in the first quarter of 2017, with employment of 11,781 and average
annual wages of $33,472, compared to a regional average of $33,865, as shown in Table 22.
Figure 8 lists the fifty largest employers in Wise County in 2017.

13

http://www.dhcd.virginia.gov/images/GoVA/Region%201%20G&D%20Plan.pdf
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Table 22: Wise County and VA Region One Average Annual Wages (2017)

Source: Region One Council Growth and Diversification Plan
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Figure 4: Wise County Employment by Industry, 1st Quarter 2014

1,635

Local Government

1,976

State Government
125

Federal Government

3,736

Government (Total)
219

Other Services (Except Public Administration)

907

Accomodation and Food Services
23

Arts, Entertainment and Recreation

1,620

Health Care and Social Assistance
11

Educational Services
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Administrative Support and Waste Management
105

Management of Companies and Enterprises

495

Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services
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Real Estate and Rental and Leasing

280

Finance and Insurance

97

Information

202

Transportation and Warehousing

1,987

Retail Trade
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324
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Mining, Quarying, and Oil and Gas Extraction
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting*
-
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Note: Asterisk (*) indicates non‐disclosable data.
Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, Quarterly Census of Employment
and Wages (QCEW), 1st Quarter (January, February, March) 2014
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Figure 5: Wise County Employment by Industry, 1st Quarter 2017

20

Unclassified

1,481

Local Government

1,990

State Government
120

Federal Government

3,591

Government Total
163

Other Services (except Public Administration)

907

Accommodation and Food Services
19

Arts, Entertainment, and Recreation

1,694

Health Care and Social Assistance
9

Educational Services

761

Administrative and Support and Waste…
22

Management of Companies and Enterprises

418

Professional, Scientific, and Technical Services
60

Real Estate and Rental and Leasing

250

Finance and Insurance

1,038

Information
180

Transportation and Warehousing

2,370

Retail Trade
Wholesale Trade

263

Manufacturing

276

Construction

261
156

Utilities

378

Mining, Quarrying, and Oil and Gas Extraction
Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing and Hunting*
0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

Note: Asterisk (*) indicates non‐disclosable data.
Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, Quarterly Census of Employment
and Wages (QCEW), 1st Quarter (January, February, March) 2017
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Figure 6: Wise County Average Weekly Wages by Industry, 1st Quarter 2014
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(January, February, March) 2014.
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Figure 7: Wise County Average Weekly Wages by Industry, 1st Quarter 2017
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Figure 8: Wise County 50 Largest Employers, Fourth Quarter 2019
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.
22.
23.
24.
25.

26.
27.
28.
29.
30.
31.
32.
33.
34.
35.
36.
37.
38.
39.
40.
41.
42.
43.
44.
45.

Wise County School Board
Sykes Enterprises
Food City
Red Onion Correctional Center
University of Virginia / Blue Ridge
Hospital
Wallens Ridge Correctional Center
Heritage Hall
Mount Empire Community College
County of Wise
Bristol Regional Health System
Mullican Flooring
Telemed
Crutchfield Corporation
Health Connect America, Inc.
Mount Empire Older Citizens
Dominion Virginia Power
Shore Stop Store
Lowes' Home Centers, Inc.
Frontier Health
Town of Big Stone Gap
In Home Care
A & A Enterprises Inc
Virginia Department of Mines,
Mineral & Energy
Thompson and Litton, Inc.
VDOT

46.
47.
48.
49.
50.

Wise County Social Services
Riggs Oil Company Black Diamond
Hardee's
Roth LLC
Wellmont Medical Associates Inc
Southern Forest Products LLC
Patriot Mining, LLC
Marshall's
Renos Roadhouse
Frontier Communications
Rish Equipment Co Inc New
Freedom Ford Lincoln Mercury Inc
J W Construction Co. Inc.
Red River Coal Company
Miner's Exchange Bank
Radford U
Town of Wise
Rnse Enterprises Inc
Postal Service
Virginia Department of Corrections,
Western VA Field Office
Head Start
Huddle House
Norrisbuilt Fabrication
Save A Lot Food Stores
Pizza King

Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Economic Information & Analytics, Quarterly Census of
Employment and Wages (QCEW), 1st Quarter (October, November, December) 2019.
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Commuting Patterns
Table 23 reports commuting patterns for the County as of 2014, showing that 5,476 live and work in
Wise County, while 8,223 people commute in to the County and 7,084 people commute out of the
County. Norton city is the top destination for out‐commuters, with 1,502 County residents working in
Norton. Commuting patterns to neighboring coal‐producing counties of Virginia and Kentucky represent
a large portion of all commuting from the county, with just under 3,000 in‐commuters traveling to Wise
County from both Lee and Dickenson County, Virginia.
From a historic perspective, in 1990, 77.4% of the county's resident workers worked within the county,
down from 90.2% in 1980. This is a large contrast to conditions in 2014. Of the total 12,560 employed
residents of Wise County in 2014, only 5,476, or 43.5% are employed within the County, with the
remaining 56.4% commute out of the County. In‐commuting to the county has also increased as of
2011, with the number of non‐residents who chose Wise County as a place of employment rising from
3,725 in 1990 to 12,366 in 2011. However, that number was down to 8,223 in 2014. The overall impact
of increased in‐ and out‐commuting points to an increased need for transportation services and
infrastructure, as well as higher fuel costs for commuters to travel to and from their job. This can mean
less disposable income for those employees as well as less time for home and recreation activities.
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Table 23: Wise County Commuting Patterns, 2014
People who live and work in the area
In‐Commuters
Out‐Commuters
Net In‐Commuters
(In‐Commuters minus Out‐Commuters)

5,476
8,223
7,084
1,139

Top 10 Places Residents are Commuting To
Area
Workers
Norton city, VA
1,502
Washington County, VA
568
Dickenson County, VA
529
Lee County, VA
308
Sullivan County, TN
299
Russell County, VA
295
Scott County, VA
279
Tazewell County, VA
272
Bristol city, VA
190
Buchanan County, VA

151

Top 10 Places Workers are Commuting From
Area
Workers
Lee County, VA
1,635
Dickenson County, VA
1,308
Russell County, VA
866
Scott County, VA
568
Norton city, VA
465
Washington County, VA
442
Sullivan County, TN
279
Letcher County, KY
261
Tazewell County, VA
214
Buchanan County, VA
212
Source: U.S. Census Bureau,
OnTheMap Application and LEHD Origin‐Destination Employment Statistics, 2014.

123

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

Unemployment
Table 24 and Figure 9 show unemployment trends from 2006 to 2016 for Wise County, Virginia and the
United States. While Virginia has enjoyed a lower than average unemployment rate for the past decade,
Wise County had a higher rate, but was still relatively lower than the national rate from 2006 to 20011.
However, in mid 2011 the rate in Wise County began to spike due to discussed losses in the coal
industry. In 2016 the unemployment rate in Wise County, at 8.3% was more than double that of the
state, at 4.0%, and nation, at 4.9%. The most recent data show that by August 2017 the unemployment
rate was down to 7.0% for Wise County, almost double that of Virginia at 3.8%. The national
unemployment rate in in August 2017 was 4.4%14.

Table 24: Unemployment Trends, 2006‐2016

14

Wise County

Virginia

United States

2006

4.5%

3.1%

4.6%

2007

3.9%

3.0%

4.6%

2008

4.6%

3.9%

5.8%

2009

6.6%

6.7%

9.3%

2010

8.3%

7.1%

9.6%

2011

7.7%

6.6%

8.9%

2012

8.9%

6.1%

8.1%

2013

10.3%

5.7%

7.4%

2014

9.5%

5.2%

6.2%

2015

8.3%

4.5%

5.3%

2016

8.3%

4.0%

4.9%

Bureau of Labor Statistic, Local Area Unemployment Statistics, https://data.bls.gov
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Figure 9: Unemployment Trends Comparison, 2006‐2016
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Source: Virginia Employment Commission, Local Area Unemployment Statistics.

Income and Poverty
Table 25 includes general employment status data for the County in 2012, showing that 48.2% of the
County’s population is in the labor force.
As is shown in Table 26, median household income in 2012 was $35,120, and mean household income
was $47,075. Per capita income was $18,693. Just over 20% of the County received Food Stamps/SNAP
benefits during the year.
Tables 27 and 28 show the age, gender, educational attainment, and employment status of those below
the poverty level in Wise County in 2012. It is estimated that nearly a quarter, 24.1%, of the County’s
population is below the poverty line, with 34.5 percent of children under 18 being in poverty, and 12.1%
of those over 65. In addition to children being disproportionately affected by poverty, so are females,
with 28.3% of females estimated to be living in poverty, compared to 19.9% of males. Those with less
than a high school education are most likely to be in poverty, with a rate of 31.2%. It is estimated that
13.6% of those in the labor force are in poverty, with 10.5% of employed people being in poverty, and
41.5% being unemployed.
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Table 25: Employment Status, Wise County, 2012
Number Percent
Population 16 years and over

33,875

In labor force

16,319

48.20%

Civilian labor force

16,272

48.00%

Employed

14,580

43.00%

Unemployed

1,692

5.00%

Armed Forces

47

0.10%

Not in labor force

17,556

51.80%

Civilian labor force

16,272

16,272

Percent Unemployed
(X)
10.40%
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008‐2012 American Community Survey
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Table 26: Household Income and Benefits, Wise County
(2012 Inflation‐Adjusted Dollars)
Number Percent
Total households

15,673

Less than $10,000

1,992

12.70%

$10,000 to $14,999

1,551

9.90%

$15,000 to $24,999

2,336

14.90%

$25,000 to $34,999

1,926

12.30%

$35,000 to $49,999
$50,000 to $74,999
$75,000 to $99,999
$100,000 to $149,999
$150,000 to $199,999
$200,000 or more

2,201
2,554
1,489
1,291
176
157

14.00%
16.30%
9.50%
8.20%
1.10%
1.00%

Median household income (dollars)
Mean household income (dollars)

35,120
47,075

(X)
(X)

With earnings
Mean earnings (dollars)
With Social Security
Mean Social Security income (dollars)
With retirement income
Mean retirement income (dollars)

9,914
51,849
7,022
16,390
3,203
15,059

63.30%
(X)
44.80%
(X)
20.40%
(X)

With Supplemental Security Income
Mean Supplemental Security Income
(dollars)
With cash public assistance income
Mean cash public assistance income
(dollars)
With Food Stamp/SNAP benefits in the
past 12 months

1,734

11.10%

6,942

(X)

592

3.80%

2,149

(X)

3,199

20.40%

Per capita income (dollars)

18,693

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008‐2012 American Community Survey
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Table 27: Estimated Poverty by Age and Gender, Wise County, 2012
Total
Estimate

Below
poverty level
Estimate

Percent below
poverty level
Estimate

Population for whom
poverty status is
38,478
9,274
24.10%
determined
AGE
Under 18 years
8,312
2,869
34.50%
Related children under 18
8,231
2,788
33.90%
years
18 to 64 years
24,445
5,715
23.40%
65 years and over
5,721
690
12.10%
SEX
Male
19,267
3,842
19.90%
Female
19,211
5,432
28.30%
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008‐2012 American Community Survey
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Table 28: Estimated Poverty by Educational Attainment, Wise County 2012

EDUCATIONAL
ATTAINMENT
Less than high school
graduate
High school graduate
(includes equivalency)
Some college,
associate's degree
Bachelor's degree or
higher

Total

Below
poverty level

Percent below
poverty level

Estimate

Estimate

Estimate

7,147

2,233

31.20%

8,611

1,621

18.80%

7,392

1,384

18.70%

3,608

111

3.10%

EMPLOYMENT STATUS
Civilian labor force 16
16,025
2,178
13.60%
years and over
Employed
14,426
1,514
10.50%
Male
7,895
721
9.10%
Female
6,531
793
12.10%
Unemployed
1,599
664
41.50%
Male
1,047
407
38.90%
Female
552
257
46.60%
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008‐2012 American Community Survey

Retail Sales
It was noted in the 1998 Plan that Wise County became more of a retail trade center during the 1990s,
with retail sales in the county the highest in the region. Table 29 and Figure 10 show trends in local
option sales tax revenues from 2003‐2013 in comparison with that of Virginia. The drop in revenues in
2011 coincides with the wave of mining layoffs.
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Table 29: Local Option Sales Tax Trends, 2003‐2016

2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

Wise County
$
2,870,353
$
3,036,660
$
3,021,311
$
3,100,940
$
3,354,441
$
3,594,616
$
4,641,779
$
5,397,208
$
3,221,487
$
3,486,847
$
3,173,114
$
3,248,684
$
3,369,127
$
3,290,105

Virginia
$
838,275,059
$
914,499,686
$
976,923,577
$
1,028,544,074
$
1,056,766,678
$
1,032,815,078
$
979,594,664
$
992,820,512
$
1,035,981,229
$
1,080,662,042
$
1,093,292,668
$
1,131,194,860
$
1,179,611,271
$
1,202,257,995

Note: This data is based on Virginia sales tax revenues deposited, rather than the actual taxable sales
figures as reported on a dealer's return.
Source: Virginia Department of Taxation, Revenue Forecasting

Figure 10: Local Option Sales Tax Trends, Wise County, 2003‐2016
$6,000,000

$5,000,000

$4,000,000
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Local Economic Development
The Industrial Development Authority of Wise County, a political subdivision of the Commonwealth of
Virginia, was established by the Board of Supervisors in 1966, whose primary responsibility and
missionistodevelopandoperatefacilitiesfornewbusinessesandindustryandinitiateprojects within Wise
County. The County has a full‐time Economic Development Officer staff to coordinate business and
industrial initiatives.
As the employment base in mining and manufacturing industries was beset by the arrival of new trends
in technology and world trade, the entire area suffered. To its credit, the people never gave up, and
instead, created their own new trends, resulting in new concepts of economic development, new
training, and diversification of the local economy. Wise County leaders embarked upon a course to
acquire property, develop building sites, and install infrastructure to attract and sustain business and
industrial growth, a process that merits continual commitment.
Those efforts have resulted in the development of four industrial/technology parks in Wise County that
are supporting a variety of manufacturing and technology companies. There remains additional acreage
that is readily available to support continued growth in each of the parks.
Blackwood Industrial Park consists of approximately 220 acres. Located 2.5 miles from the intersection
of US Route 23 and US Alternate Route 58 in Norton, the Park is complete with public water and waste
water infrastructure, natural gas, and paved state‐maintained access roadway, Mullican Flooring, Inc., a
manufacturer of premium hardwood flooring, occupies 100 acres in the Park and is the anchor tenant,
maintaining an average of 120 employees.
Wise County Industrial Park, conveniently located adjacent to US Route 23, a north‐south four‐lane
arterial highway, consists ofapproximately86 acres. This park is fully developed with all necessary
infrastructure. Businesses that have chosen to locate in the Park include Crutchfield Corporation, a
nationally recognized company dealing in sales of electronic components for business, industry, and
personal use. Other businesses located in the Park include Contura Energy, Arbion, GRC Tire Supply, EMI
Environmental and A&A Security.
Lonesome Pine Regional Business and Technology Park, located 4 miles east of the Town of Wise off
State Route 640 and adjacent to the Lonesome Pine Airport. The Park consists of 425 acres and is fully
developed with all necessary public infrastructure of water and wastewater with a 400‐gallon elevated
water storage tank on site for domestic and fire flow. Other utilities include redundant electric power,
triple redundancy broadband fiber, and natural gas. The Park is host to DP Facilities South, LLC which
owns and operates the Mineral Gap Data Center. Mineral Cap is a Tier lll Uptime Institute Certified Data
Center, one of only a hand‐full of such certified facilities in The United States. Wise County is known as
“the safest place on earth," and protects the facility from natural disasters, blackouts, and attacks on
large population centers. A partner of the project has stated, "the data center is a great example of the
kinds of facilities that create lasting cyber security jobs, and l see tremendous opportunity for economic
growth. The investment in broadband capacity and the redundant electrical infrastructure combined
with the workforce development efforts establishes the region as an excellent location for technology
companies to operate.” Sykes Enterprises, Inc. operates two customer service centers in the Park, with a
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combined employment base approaching900 administrative and staff personnel. The Park is also home
to Davis Mining & Manufacturing, Wise County Christian School, and the Appalachia America Energy
Research Center.
Bear Creek Business Park is located on State Route 640 and consists of a tract of land containing 27
acres adjacent to the University of Virginia's College at Wise campus. The Wise County justice Center
and the Health Wagon are tenants in the Park.
Various incentive programs are available in Wise County for qualifying business and industry that may
choose Wise County as a destination. With the exception of the Blackwood Industrial Park, all other sites
are located in the Wise County state designated Enterprise Zone that has its own set of incentives upon
meeting qualifying criteria. Wise County is also a designated HUB Zone location that may be valuable in
contract negotiations for some business endeavors.
The Virginia Coalfield Economic Development Authority, created in 1988 by an act of the Virginia
General Assembly and funded by a portion of coal and gas extraction taxes collected by the localities of
the region, offers financial assistance in the form of grants and low‐interest loans to the localities and
qualifying businesses in the region, based upon capital investment and job creation. The Authority has
provided financial assistance for site development of industrial sites, building construction, and the
financing of industrial equipment, and continues to support the region in business retention and
recruitment programs.
The Virginia Economic Development Partnership offers a wide variety of business incentives, including
jobs training grants, all of which are outlined in the Guide to Business Incentives, which can be accessed
at the www.YesVirginia.org website. The Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development
is also an agency of the Commonwealth that provides assistance to all Virginia localities with a vast array
of programs. The agency also coordinates funding and activities available through the Appalachian
Regional Commission. The Virginia Tobacco Commission also administers funding programs for Research
and Development projects, Community Development projects, and business development, based upon
meeting qualifying criteria.
We are a region of small communities, we like it here, and we’re generally safer than other areas of the
country. We also have some other very special assets — such as excellent schools and colleges,
important natural resources, beautiful scenery, and a good work ethic. We care about our community
and our neighbor communities. We care about our future, the future of our children, and the future of
our communities.
In Wise County, we have pioneered a new approach to combining the most effective parts of a good
program ‐ creating jobs and investment ‐ while ensuring that the County and its citizens get a good
return on their investment. Having a strong technology and utility infrastructure, and the amenities
which enhance the quality of life, Wise County stands out as a well‐kept secret which we’re committed
to helping share with the larger business and technology industries.
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Housing Conditions
Provision of adequate and attainable housing is a vital foundation for supporting sustainable community
and economic development. Demographic factors such as an aging population and changing economic
conditions play a role in the development of policies and actions related to housing needs and demand.
Unique community characteristics and diverse development patterns in different parts of the County
impact policy and implementation strategies.
The trend towards use of manufactured housing in the county continues. As building permit data shows
in Table 30, the pace of single‐ and double‐wide manufactured housing permit growth far outpaces
modest growth in conventional single‐family housing.
There is a recognized need in the County for housing rehabilitation and maintenance assistance for low‐
income and elderly households. While there are several programs in the county directed at the
rehabilitation of low‐income housing, there is a demand for more such services. Local housing
authorities regularly apply for and administer Community Development Block Grants targeting specific
communities with comprehensive housing rehabilitation. In addition, there are several non‐profit
organizations providing housing repairs on an individual basis to qualifying low‐income residents.

Table 30: Residential Building Permits, Wise County, 2013‐16

New
Residential

New
Modular

Double‐Wide
Manufactured
House

Single‐Wide
Manufactured
House

Remodel/Addition
Residential

2013

13

2

20

74

18

2014

11

1

39

47

17

2015

7

1

36

52

39

2016

10

2

39

41

30

Year

Table 31 shows housing occupancy in the County. With a total of 17,940 units in 2010, the County had
an 89% occupancy rate. The rental vacancy rate was 9.8%. Homeowner vacancy rate is less than 2%
(slightly higher than national averages of approx. 1.7%) and rental vacancies are less than 10% (a little
higher than national averages of approximately 7.5%). Housing Tenure is shown in Table 32, which
shows that 71.5% of housing units were owner‐occupied in 2010, and 28.5% of units were renter‐
occupied. The average household size for owner‐occupied units was 2.44 persons, just slightly higher
than the average household size for renter‐occupied units of 2.31. As is shown in Table 33, two‐thirds of

133

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

the housing units in Wise County are single‐unit detached, and a quarter of the housing units are mobile
homes, with the remaining 8.3% as attached dwelling units.
The 1998 Plan noted a need for new housing in the County, as well as the trend towards an increasing
number of mobile homes and manufactured housing to meet that need. Nearly 10% of the County’s
current housing was built from 2000 to 2010, with another 15% built during the 1990s. Table 34 shows
the year that housing was built in Wise County, with approximately a quarter of the County’s housing
stock being built since 1990.
As is discussed in the 1998 Plan, while mobile homes have fulfilled a critical need for new housing in the
county, the longer‐term problem may be growing, since the estimated useful life of a mobile home is
considerably less than that of a conventional home. Moreover, many of these mobile homes are placed
in mobile home parks in the county. There is substantial support for the view that many people live in
mobile home parks because they cannot find a plot of land to purchase. As such, however, these homes
are taxed as personal property rather than real property, thus accounting for a smaller portion of local
taxes than conventional housing. Yet, residents of these parks require the same public services as the
rest of the county's residents.
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Table 31: Housing Occupancy, Wise County, 2010
HOUSING OCCUPANCY

Number Percent

Total housing units

17,940

100

Occupied housing units

15,968

89

1,972

11

497

2.8

32

0.2

208

1.2

80

0.4

For seasonal, recreational, or
occasional use

200

1.1

All other vacants

955

5.3

Vacant housing units
For rent
Rented, not occupied
For sale only
Sold, not occupied

Homeowner vacancy rate (percent) [8]

1.8

Rental vacancy rate (percent) [9]

9.8

[8] The homeowner vacancy rate is the proportion of the homeowner inventory that is vacant "for sale." It
is computed by dividing the total number of vacant units "for sale only" by the sum of owner‐occupied
units, vacant units that are "for sale only," and vacant units that have been sold but not yet occupied; and
then multiplying by 100.
[9] The rental vacancy rate is the proportion of the rental inventory that is vacant "for rent." It is
computed by dividing the total number of vacant units "for rent" by the sum of the renter‐occupied units,
vacant units that are "for rent," and vacant units that have been rented but not yet occupied; and then
multiplying by 100.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census.
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Table 32: Housing Tenure, Wise County, 2010
HOUSING TENURE

Number Percent

Occupied housing units

15,968

100

Owner‐occupied housing units

11,422

71.5

Population in owner‐occupied
housing units

27,816

Average household size of
owner‐occupied units

2.44

Renter‐occupied housing units

4,546

Population in renter‐occupied
housing units
Average household size of
renter‐occupied units

28.5

10,505
2.31

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010 Census.

Table 33: Units in Structure, Wise County, 2012
UNITS IN STRUCTURE
Total housing units
1‐unit, detached
1‐unit, attached
2 units
3 or 4 units
5 to 9 units
10 to 19 units
20 or more units
Mobile home
Boat, RV, van, etc.

17,935
11,953
178
360
282
310
125
223
4,501
3

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008‐2012 American Community Survey
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Table 34: Year Structure Built, Wise County, 2012
YEAR STRUCTURE BUILT
Total housing units
Built 2010 or later
Built 2000 to 2009
Built 1990 to 1999
Built 1980 to 1989
Built 1970 to 1979
Built 1960 to 1969
Built 1950 to 1959
Built 1940 to 1949
Built 1939 or earlier

17,935
104
1,733
2,726
2,418
4,153
1,536
1,792
1,408
2,065

17,935
0.60%
9.70%
15.20%
13.50%
23.20%
8.60%
10.00%
7.90%
11.50%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2008‐2012 American Community Survey

Affordable Housing
The availability of workforce housing has real impacts on the regional economy. The persons and
families that need affordable workforce housing are, for the most part, ‘working people’. This is a
particular hardship for those who work in entry level jobs that are vital to sustaining a good economy
and a good quality of life for everyone, and also includes essential workers (police, fire, health care,
utilities, teachers and child care workers) retail, industrial, office and service industry workers, entry‐
and mid‐level professionals and public sector (government and non‐profit community organizations)
employees. The relationship between commercial enterprises and workforce housing is key to
employment supply and demand factors, focusing location of residence, business location and
transportation and accessibility.
While the lack of employment opportunities and low incomes play a role in the housing problems within
the county, another is that many people who work in the county choose to, or are forced to, live outside
the county. Part of the reason for this trend may be a lack of suitable housing. Housing policies should
encourage a variety of suitable housing types for all income levels.

Public Housing
The Wise County Redevelopment and Housing Authority serves the citizens of Wise County by providing
and promoting the development of affordable rental housing and homeownership opportunities for
low‐to‐moderate income households in a safe environment by revitalizing and maintaining
neighborhoods, and continuing an active partnership with the County of Wise.
The following subsidized communities are owned or managed by Wise County Redevelopment and
Housing Authority, totally 442 units.
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Appalachian Towers
505 West Main St., Appalachia, VA
36 units (1 BR units)

Clinchview Apts
3311 Third Ave., St. Paul, VA
60 units (1, 2, 3, 4 & 5 BR units)

Commonwealth Apts
603 Commonwealth Ave NE, Wise, VA
26 units (1 & 2 BR units)

Inman Village Apts
189 Don Whitehead Dr, Appalachia, VA
88 units (1, 2 & 3 BR units)

John Vandiver Manor
117 Vandiver Drive, Coeburn, VA
21 units (1 BR units)

Litchfield Manor
107 Litchfield St. NW, Coeburn, VA
57 units (1, 2, 3, 4 & 5 BR units)

Monte Vista Apts
101 Monte Vista Lane, Big Stone Gap, VA
20 units (1, 2, & 3 BR units)

Old Mill Village Apts
11430 Old Mill Village Rd, Pound, VA
34 units (1, 2 & 3 BR units)

Ridgeview Apts
301 Walnut St., Appalachia, VA
20 units (1, 2, 3 & 4 BR units)

Sheffield Acres Apts
12124 Retford Rd, Coeburn, VA
56 units (1, 2 & 3 BR units)

Stonebriar Apts
Fourth & Broad St., St. Paul, VA
24 units (1 & 2 BR units)
In addition to these housing units, housing is provided for low‐income families and individuals in
privately owned housing through Section 8 rental subsidies. Wise County, Big Stone Gap and Norton all
have their own programs.

Senior Housing
Retired people often have smaller household sizes, reduced incomes, and can suffer impaired abilities
and mobility as they age. Without housing choices, long‐time residents may be forced to leave the
community they have always lived in to find appropriate housing as they age. It is expected that senior
housing will be a growing concern as baby boomers age.
Senior housing is generally based on market‐rate rents and provides a community for seniors to live in
that provides for their increasing needs. Communities that are designed for those 55 years of age and
older are increasingly committed to an “active lifestyle” for seniors and cater to the increased health
and vitality of today’s seniors.
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Student Housing
A variety of on‐ and off‐campus housing is available for students of the University of Virginia at Wise,
across seven available residence halls and many different private resident communities. The residence
halls provide housing for approximately 666 students. The 2017 enrollment at UVa‐Wise was 2,021,
meaning at least 1,355 students are housed in private, off‐campus housing within the community. UVa‐
Wise recently invested $160 million in new buildings and major renovations.

4.6 Land Use Overview
Land Use Constraints
Physical Considerations to Land Usage
There are a number of factors that severely limit the amount of developable land in Wise County. This
section describes existing land use suitability, which is further described and mapped as part of the Land
Suitability Analysis and Model, below. Primary constraints to development in the county include steep
slopes, poor soil conditions, flood prone areas, mineral land under development, land subject to
subsidence from underground mining, and National Forest lands and other public and private property
not available for development.
Slopes
Areas with slopes in excess of 20 percent are generally considered unsuitable for urban type
development. This by itself presents Wise County with severe development problems, since 92.4
percent of the county's 265,000‐acre land area has slopes in excess of 20 percent. Another 2.3 percent
has slopes between 10 and 20 percent, leaving 5.3 percent of the county with slopes of 10 percent or
less.
Soil Conditions
The engineering suitability of soils, or the ability of a particular soil to support various land uses, is of
primary consideration in evaluating the suitability of land for development. Soil properties such as
percolation, compaction, density, slope, shrink‐swell potential, depth to bedrock, underlying material,
location, water table and composition are factors considered in determining the suitability and
limitations a soil may possess for different land uses.
Based on an engineering evaluation of each soil type found in Wise County conducted by soil scientists
from Virginia Tech, each soil type as identified by the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Soil Survey of
Wise County, Virginia was rated with respect to its engineering suitability for homesites; large building
foundations; basements; lagoons; roads, streets, and parking lots; and septic tank drainfields. Each soil
type was given a rating of either good, fair, poor or unsuited for each usage category.
Public sewage collection systems do not generally provide service outside municipal corporate limits,
although the C‐N‐W regional wastewater plant near Coeburn does serve a significant portion of the
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County. With the incorporated areas of the county having limited quantities of remaining land suitable
for development, future residential development will be forced to occur in areas not now served by
public sewage collection. The suitability of future residential areas for the construction and use of septic
tank drainfields is of great importance to the health of Wise County residents. Existing developed areas
may be experiencing health hazards if not served by sewage collection systems, and very little of the
county is considered "good" or even "fair" for the use of septic tanks.
The areas rated "good" and "fair" are the areas most suitable for the development without the provision
of public sewage collection services prior to initial development. Very little, if any, development should
occur in the areas rated "poor" prior to providing public sewage collection services and no development
should occur in areas rated "unsuited" unless such services are provided prior to development. Dense
development in areas rated "poor" and "unsuited" without public sewage collection and treatment
facilities has the potential to create very severe health hazards.
Floodplains
As was painfully pointed out by the April, 1977 flood, many of the developed areas of the county are
subject to flooding. Additionally, many of the areas otherwise "best" suited for septic tank drainfields
and thus residential development are also subject to flooding. The future development of flood prone
areas is regulated by the county's Flood Plain Management Ordinance, as required for the county's
participation in the National Flood Insurance Program. These regulations allow construction in flood
plains if structures are elevated above the reach of the one percent chance flood (commonly called a
100‐year flood). No development is allowed within the identified floodways.
The topographic and rainfall conditions typical to Wise County are conducive to high velocity flash floods
that may inundate the entire valley floor of the narrow V‐ shaped mountain valleys. Such floods are
particularly destructive to both life and property.
The simplest method of not risking costly and deadly destruction from the ravages of floods is by
reserving areas known as "floodways" for the unobstructed flow of flood waters. In the adjacent flood
plains, new structures should be elevated above the level of the one percent chance flood (that flood
which has a one percent annual chance of occurring) and existing buildings should be floodproofed to at
least the level of the one percent chance flood. Those people unable or unwilling to relocate out of flood
prone areas should be encouraged to acquire flood insurance.
Mineral Land Under Development
As discussed in more detail in this Plan, Wise County is a heavily developed area for coal mining. The
extent of this mining, both on the surface and underground, is an important factor influencing surface
development.
According to the Virginia Department of Mines, Minerals and Energy, in 1995 there were 26,213 acres of
land under permit for mining in Wise County. This included land for which mining was planned, as well
as that being actively mined and that having been reclaimed but not released from bond.
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Map 6 uses DMME data to identify distribution of mining activity, primarily in the northern two‐thirds of
Wise County, and the extensive network of abandoned underground mines.

Map 6: Active and Underground Mines in Wise County

Land Owned by Coal and Resource Companies and the U.S. Government
Land ownership can be divided into surface ownership, mineral ownership and "fee simple" ownership.
The vast majority of Wise County's mineral acreage is owned by various private coal and resource
development companies and USDA Forest Service. Over 50% of the county's surface is, for all practical
purposes, not available to private individuals and non‐resource companies for purchase or
development. In addition, corporate ownership of most of the minerals beneath the surface create
concerns about potential mining and possible subsidence15.

15

Center for Appalachian Studies, Boone, NC, Land Ownership Patterns and Their Impacts on Appalachian
Communities, Volume 6: Virginia, 1981.
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Land Subject to Potential Subsidence
Only rough estimates are available for total surface acreage disturbed by surface mining in Wise County.
Approximately 23,550 acres (8.9 percent) had been mined by August 3, 1977 (the enactment date of the
Federal Surface Mining and Reclamation Act of 1977; P.L. 95‐87), and 38,783 acres (14.6 percent of the
county) were disturbed between 1975 and 1994. It is not clear, however, how many of these acres have
been mined more than one time, thus the total acreage disturbed is not available from current data.
What is clear is that surface mined land is second only to forest land as the county's largest land use. The
Virginia Division of Mined Land Reclamation notes that since the Commonwealth's permanent
reclamation program was established in 1981, 80 percent of the permits have designated forestry as the
post‐mining land use, 12 percent were designated as hayland/pasture, and eight percent as
commercial/residential/recreation. Although surface mined land has been used for a variety of urban
type land uses, including residential development, mobile home parks, school sites, commercial
development and industrial sites, the development of surface mined land should be approached with
caution. Subsurface conditions are often unstable, and there have been many problems with subsidence
and settling after these areas have been developed. Some of these mined areas can be used if the site is
properly engineered and subsurface conditions are evaluated carefully. Because of the development
costs involved, these areas are generally more suited for commercial rather than residential
development.
Much of Wise County has been deep mined on at least one coal seam. Any time a void is created below
the surface, the possibility of subsidence is present. This problem has grown in recent years with the use
of high extraction mining methods, either "longwall" or "room and pillar." In conventional room and
pillar mining, only 50 to 60 percent, or less, of the coal is actually removed, with the remainder left in
place to provide surface support. In high extraction room and pillar mining, as much as 80 percent of the
coal is removed and "controlled" or "uncontrolled" subsidence occurs. In longwall mining, the extraction
rate is nearly 100 percent. As the longwall panel moves through the seam, the roof is allowed to cave in
behind it. The extent of surface damage due to subsidence depends on many factors, including geology
and seam depth. Deep mining is prohibited by zoning ordinances in all of the county's incorporated
towns and the City of Norton, and surface mining is restricted. Deep mining is allowed in all
unincorporated areas of the county by the county zoning ordinance, with surface mining restricted only
in heavily developed areas.

Existing Land Use
Current Development Patterns
Wise County's present land use pattern was created by past decisions and actions, no doubt based on
the "best" information available to decision makers at the time, who likely put individual parcels of land
into those uses they felt would prove most beneficial. Many decision makers, individuals as well as
representatives of corporate and public interests, have over time created the composite picture which is
Wise County's existing land use.
Economic conditions, technology and social attitudes are continually changing. As these changes occur,
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they are reflected in an area's land use pattern. An existing land use map provides a "picture" of the land
use pattern at a point in time, the composite of many decisions put into action over time.
Some land use patterns reflect dying trends, i.e. land uses that are ceasing to be functional. Other land
use patterns reflect emerging trends, i.e. land uses that will continue to be functional long into the
future. It is the purpose of an analysis of existing land use to discern these trends as a basis for future
plans. Prevailing structural land use patterns outside incorporated areas are classified by function such
as agricultural‐rural residential, single‐family or general residential, limited or general business, light or
heavy industrial and recreation‐conservation. Following is a more detailed explanation of each
category:
Agricultural/Rural Residential ‐ Predominantly rural uses such as agriculture, forestry, mineral
extraction, open space and residential use in a rural environment. Single‐Family or General Residential ‐
Low‐ or high‐density concentrations of residential units of all types (single‐ and multi‐family and
manufactured homes), plus certain public and/or commercial uses in small concentrations.
Limited or General Business ‐ A wide range of retail, wholesale, service and office uses, either catering to
the needs of residents of nearby neighborhoods (limited) or the traveling public (general).
Light or Heavy Industrial ‐ Light or heavy industrial and manufacturing uses, as well as related service,
support and business uses.
Conservation‐Recreation ‐ Those areas uniquely suited for conservation or recreational uses due to their
natural features, association with area history or potential to support development of recreational
facilities serving the public welfare.
Urban and Built‐Up Land. Urban and built‐up areas (defined as a reasonably significant number of
structures appearing to possess a community relationship and common focal area) are closely aligned
with the transportation network that is itself closely aligned with the streams of the mountain valleys. It
is only on the flattened mountain tops in the vicinity of Hurricane, Maple Gap, Sandy Ridge and in
portions of Powell Valley that the road network, and thus built‐up development, does not follow the
courses of the county's streams. While most urban and built‐up land is associated with incorporated
areas, a considerable amount of built‐up type development has occurred outside these areas as well.
Typically, and in the case of Wise County, such areas that are not a part of a town or city have fewer
public services available to residents and businesses than do their incorporated neighbors. The
existence of urban and built‐up development in areas of less than "good" suitability for septic drainfields
is obvious, highlighting the potential for health problems that could be minimized through the
availability of public sewage facilities.
Agricultural Land. A limited amount of land in Wise County being used for agricultural purposes, for
cropland, pastureland or orchards, but not include woodlands on farms. The small percentage of the
county's land area being used for agricultural purposes reflects the overall unsuitability of the
topography for such pursuits. Unfortunately, the same land that has potential farming (flat, drained, etc)
also has great value for future urban and built‐up development.
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Farming in Wise County is changing. Recent trends (based on best available date, 2012 Census of
Agriculture) show that there is more land being used for agriculture. There are fewer farms, but the
average farm size is larger, as shown in Figure 11. Small to medium sizes dominate the landscape, with
one‐third of the land in timber, almost one‐half in pasture and almost one‐eighth in cropland.
Figure 11: Farms, Farm Size, and Land in Agriculture (2007‐2012)

Surface Mined Disturbed Land. The potential uses of this newly created "flat" land are uncertain.
Possible potential uses include practically everything from residential to industrial, agricultural to
commercial. There is precedent for the establishment of cooperative arrangements between the mining
industry and local government for dedicating some of the corporately owned lands for public use. Sites
for the former and present Wise County landfills were provided by mining companies, as were sites for
the county's industrial parks. A mining company donated a tract on the border of Wise and Dickenson
Counties to the state for use as a state prison site. Such agreements help advance the goal of economic
development and industrial diversification and should be encouraged by Wise County's elected officials
whenever appropriate. Actual development of these areas will hinge primarily on economic
considerations, i.e. development costs.
Forest Land. The bulk of Wise County's land area is in forest. The county's forests are a very valuable
resource. More than 35,000 acres, of the county's forest land is presently managed by the USDA Forest
Service as a part of the Jefferson National Forest. This land is managed on a "multiple use" basis, not
only to produce commercial timber and other forest products, but to provide improved game habitat,
protect and improve watersheds and biological diversity and to provide access and facilities for the
public to enjoy a variety of outdoor recreational experiences such as hunting, fishing, camping, hiking,

144

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

swimming and picnicking. Fully developed on a "multiple use" basis, Wise County's forests will be a
valuable resource to both present and future generations, and such development should be
encouraged.

Economic Development
Location, Location, Location. And Access. Wise County, centrally‐located in the heart of the
Appalachian Mountains. Wise County is within 15 miles of the Tri‐Cities MSA and was a part of the Tri‐
Cities VA/TN All American City designation for 1999. U.S. Route 23 and U.S. Alternate Route 58, both
four‐lane arterial highways, traverse the county providing easy access to the Interstate highway system.
Since the county is located in close proximity to Interstate highways 26, 64, 75, 77, and 81, business and
industry have easy access to the entire eastern seaboard and Midwest markets.
Lonesome Pine Airport, with a 5,280‐foot lighted runway, is the primary corporate air terminal for
business and industry in Southwest Virginia. An Instrument Landing System will soon be installed at the
airport, which will enable aircraft to land and take off during inclement weather conditions. Tri‐Cities
Regional Airport, located about 60 miles away in Blountville, Tennessee, provides commercial air service
for the region.
Both Norfolk Southern and CSX Railways provide rail access in Wise County.
Partnerships. The County is fortunate to maintain a strong commitment for economic development
from local government. Regional cooperation is key to a diversified economic base. The County has a
diverse economy that includes metal fabrication, extraction of minerals, wood and forestry products,
and emerging technology sector, and can readily accommodate a wide variety of commercial
opportunities.
Ready Sites. There also are ample choices to attract new commercial development in the region‐ all
Wise County industrial sites are currently zoned to accommodate light to heavy industry unless
otherwise stated.
 The Lonesome Pine Business and Technology Park is considered by many the epitome of a
modern industrial park ‐ it provides a panoramic view of the surrounding Appalachian
Mountains and is located adjacent to the Lonesome Pine Airport and in close proximity to
University of Virginia's College at Wise. It has available utilities, including natural gas, redundant
electric, fiber optic connectivity and with DS1 and DS3 frame relay availability and triple
redundancy.
 The Wise County Industrial Park has three‐phase electrical power, fiber optic telephone service,
natural gas available on site and water and sewer systems capacity to accommodate industry.
 The Blackwood Industrial Park has water, sewer, three‐phase electrical power, and natural gas
availability on site.
 The Bear Creek Business Park has public water and sewer, and is adjacent to The University of
Virginia's College at Wise campus.
 The Dale Ridge Industrial Park is under development by the property owner.
Education. The County has the capacity to educate and train a workforce for the 21st Century, with the
University of Virginia's College at Wise and Mountain Empire Community College offering training in

145

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

CISCO, MOUS, A+ Certification, C++, COBOL, and CCNA. In addition, the community college offers a
Teleservice Career Curriculum and will customize a program to the specification of clients. The Wise
County School District is among the highest rated in the State of Virginia.

Implications for Future Land Use
Moving Forward. Much of the county's urban‐type development has occurred in the south central
portion of the county, primarily along U.S. 58A, with a concentration of commercial development in the
Wise/Norton and St. Paul areas, despite localities' having lost population, but having the most complete
public utility infrastructure systems in the county. Some new development and redevelopment also has
occurred in the Big Stone Gap, Coeburn, Appalachia and Pound areas, but the smaller communities are
struggling.
However, there are many factors that support and encourage development, including available land
inside current municipal boundaries, the effective management of water and sewage utilities (greater
coordination is required, and consolidation encouraged), a functional transportation system and
outstanding education programs and institutions.
Careful thought should be given to the determination of population densities that can be supported in a
given area of the county without the provision of public utilities. Provision of public water generally
spurs residential development, creating potential health hazards unless sewerage service is provided or
densities are encouraged to remain low through various land use policies.
One of the positive aspects of Wise County's previous development is that the population is relatively
compact in certain areas of the county, and joint efforts among towns and the county have resulted in
water and sewer service being made available to a larger area of the county, with the potential for
future extension.
Careful, creative, long‐range planning could alleviate some of the limitations that presently exist
regarding land development in Wise County. Once areas have been developed, especially where public
dollars have been spent to provide infrastructure, the county can use all its policies and ordinances to
protect those areas from adverse impacts.
About Reversion. When this planning process began, there was much speculation and anecdotal
commentary about which communities would survive and which were likely to begin the reversion
process. Reversion is a voluntary surrendering of municipal independence. Virginia’s Reversion Statutes
permit an independent municipality to revert (or return) to an unincorporated status, potentially
integrating the former community into the unincorporated county. Typically, this is considered when
communities seem to have little choice: either continue to struggle fiscally and alone or give up
independence. The state's Commission on Local Government annually compiles a “fiscal stress” index
for each of the 133 local governments in Virginia — an indicator of how challenged a jurisdiction is to
generate local revenue. The state's cities are consistently more stressed than its counties. In the most
recent report that covered the 2013‐14 fiscal year, 22 localities were rated as having “high” fiscal stress.
Reversion created a large shadow during the Plan development – Which community? When? What
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happens next to the community? To the County? What does it mean to residents and businesses?
Fortunately, the Plan process included an opportunity for in‐depth discussion with community leaders
which ALL indicated NO intention to initiate or consider reversion and that there were opportunities for
each community to move forward. This shouldn’t be interpreted to mean that there are not significant
challenges facing some of the communities, but as of the date of this Plan, none believed the challenges
were insurmountable. The opportunity for a coordinated Wise County remains viable.

4.7 Alternative Development Scenarios
Alternatives Analysis is intended to help compare
alternative future land use development patterns. As
the community updates its comprehensive plan, there
are choices about community character, development
intensity and the location of new growth. The
consideration of alternative development scenarios
will help the County select a future development
pattern that is consistent with community values and
resources and identify policies and strategies that
best achieve community's goals. Identifying and
comparing alternative development scenarios begins
with an understanding of current conditions,
challenges and opportunities. Consideration of
alternative scenarios allows the community to:
 Establish a clear understanding of the existing
conditions in the community.

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



Used a predictive model (GIS data based)
to blend data (not a black box)



Identify realistic alternatives that propose growth trends and development patterns which
reflect realistic possibilities for communities and the County.



Compare the relative impacts of different growth strategies that evaluate impacts of different
scenarios.



Select a preferred scenario is a consensus‐building process.

Recent Development Activity
Development activity, as evidenced by building permit activity, is occurring, shown in Table 35. Though
it is has been decreasing, as shown in Figure 12, the decline appears to have flattened. The geographic
distribution of building permit activity 2003‐2016 is shown in Map 7.
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Table 35: All Building Permit Activity (2003‐2016)
Year

New
Residential

New
Modular

DWMH

SWMH

2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

60
56
58
57
46
49
31
18
22
14
13
11
7
10

11
7
10
9
6
3
4
2
1
2
2
1
1
2

102
100
102
88
91
80
74
56
47
43
20
39
36
39

147
151
144
90
119
81
106
82
71
76
74
47
52
41

Remodel /
Addition
Residential
56
47
54
39
49
39
31
31
25
39
18
17
39
30

Remodel /
Addition
Commercial
14
10
14
14
15
10
8
7
13
8
12
24
27
20

New
Commercial

Non‐Taxable

Total

19
12
12
5
10
21
15
11
17
9
6
8
5
4

9
13
18
20
14
10
6
17
10
13
14
19
5
15

418
396
412
322
350
293
275
224
206
204
159
166
172
161

Figure 12: Building Permit Activity, 2003‐2016
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Map 7: Building Permit Activity

Property Valuation. The total assessed value per acre in 2013, for land and improvements (buildings,
structures, etc) shows the cumulative and relative investment intensity, historically, in the County, as
shown in Map 8. This provides a market‐based approach of where investment is occurring, and where
investment value is being maintained.
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Map 8: Total Assessed Value per Acre (2013)

In‐Town Development Potential
Preliminary discussions with County stakeholders indicated a desire to encourage more development
located in and near incorporated communities. Table 36 identifies the amount of land within municipal
boundaries (including the City of Norton). GIS data was analyzed to identify the built and unbuilt
environment.
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Table 36: Undeveloped Acreage, Incorporated Areas
Community
Appalachia
Big Stone Gap
Coeburn
Norton
Pound
St. Paul*
Wise

Total Acres
1,425.9
3,196.3
1,250.7
4,810.7
1,661.1
910.1
1,944.3

Developed Acres
332.0
853.0
464.4
2,442.6
510.9
158.6
955.5

Undeveloped Acres
1,093.9
2,343.3
786.4
2,368.1
1,150.3
751.5
988.9

* Part of this undeveloped area is really developed but in Russell county.

However, as we remove from the category of undeveloped acreage those features which prohibit or
eliminate development, due to right‐of‐way and roads, rivers and streams, railroads, floodway, parks
and steep slope (slope in excess of 30%), Table 37 identifies a more reasonable amount of development
potential. Based on the demographic projections, there is available adequate land among the County’s
communities to accommodate new growth and redevelopment opportunities. The geography (location)
of the potentially buildable undeveloped incorporated areas is shown in Map 9.

Table 37: Potentially Buildable Undeveloped Acreage, Incorporated Areas
Community
Appalachia
Coeburn
Big Stone Gap
Pound
St. Paul
Wise
TOTAL

Buildable Acres
165.2
227.5
374.0
219.7
124.1
423.1
1,533.6
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Map 9: Potentially Buildable Undeveloped Incorporated Areas

Local Impacts from the Economy
The national economy, and national energy policies, have taken their toll on Wise County. Table 38
(best available breakout data, to 2015), Figure 13, and Map 10 (best available breakout data, to 2014),
paint a picture of a County struggling with larger issues. However, the Comprehensive Plan provides the
County with the best‐coordinated tool to address the issues raised using land use and fiscal policies to
control what the local community can control.
In Perspective. According to Fannie Mae, the Single‐Family Serious Delinquency rate declined slightly in
August to 1.99% from 2.00% in July. It is part of a downward trend, down from 2.61% in August 2013;
and well below the peak in February 2010 at 5.59%. This is the lowest level since October 2008. 16

16

http://www.fanniemae.com/portal/about‐us/investor‐relations/monthly‐summary.html
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Figure 13: Delinquency and Foreclosure Activity, 2001‐2017

Table 38: Delinquencies and Foreclosures, Incorporated Areas (2001‐2015)

Appalachia
Big Stone Gap
Coeburn
Pound
St Paul
Wise
Total

Foreclosures*
38
120
54
20
10
47
289

Total Structures**
1,101
3,984
2,448
1,228
833
3,883
13,477

* Delinquencies and foreclosures within 1‐mile of community.
** Includes all apartments, businesses, etc.
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Map 10: Foreclosure Activity, 2004‐2014

As shown in Table 39, in addition to the impact of foreclosures, property maintenance, measured by
condemnations and violations, continues to pose a challenge to communities.
Table 39: Condemnations and Violations, 2001‐2017

Appalachia
Big Stone Gap
Coeburn
Norton
Pound
St. Paul
Wise County
Total
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4
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6
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Broad Brush Perspective
Public facilities and services are essential to the orderly and rational development of undeveloped areas,
especially at the ‘fringe’ of community boundaries. As development moves farther away from the
center of the town or city, or as new development “leapfrogs” to less expensive, outlying rural land, the
cost of providing public facilities and services increases. The Comprehensive Plan designates areas that
are appropriate for development due to the availability of urban‐type services (i.e., public water, sewer
and off‐site wastewater treatment and paved roads). Development will be encouraged in areas where
facilities exist and accommodated in areas where facilities can be provided in a cost‐effective manner.
Development in rural areas is minimized to reduce demands for road improvements and other public
facilities and services. The framework for a rational growth strategy for the planning area is
characterized by recognizing three types of development areas:
 Rural Areas. The Rural Area is the unincorporated County area and is planned to remain in long
term agriculture, resource extraction or large lot residential development.


Developing Areas. The Developing Area is the area within which adequate public facilities
should be available within the life of the Plan and located adjacent to city and town municipal
boundaries within the unincorporated area.



Developed Areas. The Developed Area is the area within municipal boundaries (though some
adjacent areas may be included) where resources and services are available and maximized. It is
mostly developed but has significant opportunities for infill development and redevelopment.
Infill and redevelopment should efficiently use, maintain and expand existing infrastructure.

Within these areas, three alternative development scenarios were created by conceptualizing a range of
development patterns and testing those with geo‐coded data. Geographic Information System (GIS)
computer software was used to develop models, helping us understand the relationship between the
built and natural environments.

4.8 Building the Plan
The Wise County Comprehensive Plan has been built around a methodology designed to serve as a
development guide for decision‐makers and stakeholders. To accomplish this task, past and current
land use development patterns were examined, and future patterns were projected based data and
local preferences. The process can be summarized as
follows:


Identify and analyze existing land uses and
development patterns;



Use GIS (geographic information system) data to
conduct a data‐based land evaluation and suitability
analysis, apply zonal statistics aggregate the raw
data into parcel‐based data and maps;
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Identify and apply existing and planned water and sewer service areas, using centroid analysis to
establish parcel‐based service areas;



Use composite data output from the land use model as raw data and smoothed maps,
incorporating all geo‐coded factors, and the data in the model was used to help identify features
and trends



Identify and analyze the data to consider alternative development scenarios, including Current
Trends, Smart Growth / Target Growth and Strong Communities development alternatives;



Continue to refine the resulting data into broad Development Tiers, that consider timing and
ability to provide and fund facilities and services, including a Rural / Natural Resources Tier, a
Primary Development Tier and a Secondary Development Tier; and



Establish a preferred Development Plan for Wise County.

Land Suitability Model and Analysis
A land development suitability model was developed to provide
decision makers and interested parties with a quantitative tool for
assessing the environmental and infrastructural opportunities and
suit∙a∙bil∙i∙ty
limitations within the County. The model incorporates a weighting
procedure that allows the user to increase or decrease the relative
A measure of the relative
importance of a variety of economic and natural resource factors.
usefulness of a land unit for
Factors are based on geographic information system (GIS) datasets
a given purpose
assembled from multiple sources including local, state, federal and
other non‐governmental sources. A development suitability map is
only one of many tools that are used in the preparation of a land
use plan. A final land use plan cannot be simply generated directly from a suitability map; although it is
possible to generate a conceptual‐level map showing where development should occur from a suitability
map. Three broad factor categories were used:
 Identify land suitable for agricultural protection;


Identify environmentally sensitive land;



Identify lands proximal to infrastructure and investment.
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Purpose. 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.

Suitability Model
A repeatable computer simulation
that allocates suitability to land units
relative to each other based on
given criteria

The suitability analysis is created using GIS data, which is
data that is registered to a geographic coordinate system.
The fact that the data sets are registered to a coordinate
system makes it possible to add up the values of the input
data sets, to create an overall score that indicates the
degree of development suitability at every point on the map within the Wise County.

Various factors were weighted, as shown in the following table, by applying multipliers that reflect
judgments regarding the relative importance of each factor. The source and content of these input data
sets, and their relevance to land development suitability, is described in the following sections. Maps
for each of the factors are shown following the table. After each factor is presented, alternative
scenario composite maps were created to show the output based on the 19 factors shown in Table 40,
indicating development suitability based on the following presumptions:
 Low Suitability for Development (High Agricultural/Environmental Sensitivity). In these areas,
there is a 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, should
development occur, on‐ and off‐site mitigation attributable to the proposed development is
required and addressed.


Moderate Suitability for Development (Moderate Agricultural/Environmental Sensitivity). In
these areas, there is no presumption regarding suitability (that land is suitable or not suitable
for development).



High Suitability for Development (Low Agricultural/Environmental Sensitivity). In these areas,
there is a 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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Table 40: Land Suitability Model Factors

Land Evaluation and Suitability Analysis Factors

Presumption of Non‐Ag
Development Suitability
Low Suitability

Moderate
Suitability

High
Suitability

Factor

1

Conservation Lands and Easements

Within 1/4 mile
of boundary

Between 1/4
and 1/2 mile

Outside 1/2
mile

Factor

2

Wetlands

Within 1/8 mile
of boundary

Between 1/8
and 1/4 mile

Outside 1/4
mile

Factor

3

Distance to local road

Outside 1/2
mile

Between 1/4
and 1/2 mile

Within 1/4
mile

Factor

4

Distance to Primary Highway

Outside 1/2
mile

Between 1/4
and 1/2 mile

Within 1/4
mile

Factor

5

Existing availability of a public water

Outside 1/2
mile

Between 1/4
and 1/2 mile

Within 1/4
mile

Factor

6

Existing availability of community / public sewer (if required)

Outside 1/2
mile

Between 1/4
and 1/2 mile

Within 1/4
mile

Factor

7

Distance to municipal boundary

Outside 1/2
mile

Within 1/2
mile

Within
Boundary

Factor

8

Distance to Schools

Greater than 2
miles

between 1
and 2 miles

less than 1
mile

Factor

9

Distance to Fire Station

Greater than 2‐
miles

1‐mile to 2‐
miles

Less than 1
mile

Factor

10

Distance to Floodplains

within
floodplain

within 500ft
of floodplain

outside 500ft
of floodplain

Factor

11

Distance to Scenic Rivers

within 1/4 mile
of river

between .25
and .5 miles

outside .5
miles

Factor

12

Slope

Over 30% Slope

Between
15% and
30%

Below 15%

Factor

13

Mining

Within 1/4 mile
of boundary

Between 1/4
and 1/2 mile

Outside 1/2
mile

Factor

14

Trails

Within 1/8 mile
of boundary

Between 1/8
and 1/4 mile

Outside 1/4
mile

Factor

15

Natural Gas

Within 1/4 mile
of boundary

Between 1/4
and 1/2 mile

Outside 1/2
mile

Factor

16

3‐Phase Electrical Service

Outside 1/2
mile

Between 1/4
and 1/2 mile

Within 1/4
mile

Factor

17

Ecological Cores Model

Outstanding

Very High,
High

Moderate,
General

Factor

18

Composite Urban Vulnerability Model

1, 2, 3

4, 5

6, 7, 8

Factor

19

Potential Charter Change

Factor

20

Economic Development Hubs

Incorporated
w/o Pound,
Appalachia

Unincorporated
Outside 1/2
mile
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Model Factors
Conservation Lands and
Easements
This dataset contains the
boundaries for lands of
conservation and recreational
interest in Virginia. Conservation
easements provided by the same
agency is included as well.

Wetlands
“Wetlands” is the collective term
for marshes, swamps, bogs, and
similar areas found in generally flat
vegetated areas, in depressions in
the landscape, and between dry
land and water along the edges of
streams, rivers, lakes, and
coastlines. This data set
represents the extent,
approximate location and type of
wetlands habitats within Wise
County.
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Local Roads
Local roads as classified by VDOT.

Primary Roads
Primary roads and highways as
classified by VDOT.
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Water Lines
Water lines are provided by the
County.

Sewer Lines
Sewer lines are provided by the
County. Proximity to sewer lines is
associated with the feasibility of
providing sewer to new
development, which impacts
service efficiency and cost.
Availability of sewer allows for
clustered development and higher
densities without adversely
impacting groundwater quality.
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Incorporated Areas
Incorporation boundaries are
provided by the County. Proximity
to existing municipalities
associated with the availability and
efficiency of public facilities and
services, and proximity to
employment and retail centers
which are more commonly found
within municipalities, as opposed
to outlying areas. Encouraging
development within areas close to
existing municipalities promotes a
compact and efficient pattern of
development, which decreases the
cost of public facilities, services
and transportation.

Distance to Schools
Schools downloaded from Virginia
Department of Education
shapefile, removed correctional
facilities. Proximity to schools is
associated with the desirability of
land for residential development
(parents generally prefer to be
close to schools), and is associated
with the costs to the public of
transporting children to and from
schools.
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Fire Stations
This list was geocoded in excel,
downloaded from the Virginia
firefighters’ website. Proximity to
fire stations is associated with
adequate emergency response
times, and is associated with the
cost to the public of maintaining
adequate levels of fire protection.
Response coverage also affects
insurance rates for homes and
businesses, and can impact
economic development efforts.

Flood zones
Data was provided by County GIS.
Flood zones A and AE are within
the County and carry a 1% annual
likelihood of flooding and generally
require flood insurance on
buildings. Lands in the flood zones
are least suitable for development
while lands outside 500 feet of a
flood zone are highest suited for
development.

163

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

Scenic Rivers
The intent of the Virginia Scenic
Rivers Program is to identify,
recognize and provide a level of
protection to rivers with significant
scenic, historic, recreational and
natural values.

Steep Slope
10‐meter USDA data was used to
determine percent rise in slope
and then was resampled to the
appropriate cell size. Steep slope
areas are more prone to erosion,
subsidence, and landslide hazards,
as well as high wildfire hazards
(wildfire spread rapidly up steep
slopes). Erosion on steep slopes
contributes to siltation and other
water quality problems in water
bodies that are fed by runoff from
these slopes. In addition, most of
the scenic landscape features in
the County (valleys, escarpments,
prominent peaks and ridges) are
characterized by steep slope areas.
Development is costlier due to
grading and engineering.
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Coal and Mining
This data was provided by the
County, based on property GIS
data and property records. Areas
used for mining activities are often
treated as ‘no [non‐mining]
development’ areas that restrict
other uses, including for closed or
abandoned mining sites (the
cessation of activity may be
temporary or permanent, and may
depend on outside market forces).

Trails
These have been provided by the
County.
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Natural Gas Lines
These have been provided by the
County.

3‐Phase Electric Power
These have been provided by the
County. 3‐phase electrical power
is used to power large motors and
other heavy loads needed by
industrial and heavy commercial
uses. A three‐phase system is
usually more economical than an
equivalent single‐phase or two‐
phase system for business users,
and is an economic development
asset.
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Ecological Cores Model
Provided by the Virginia
Conservation Lands Needs
Assessment Virginia Vulnerability
Model, conducted by Virginia
Department of Conservation and
Recreation. This model identifies
ecological areas that are most at
risk due to growth and
development pressures.

Composite Urban Vulnerability
Model
Provided by the Virginia
Conservation Lands Needs
Assessment Virginia Vulnerability
Model, conducted by Virginia
Department of Conservation and
Recreation. This model shows
predicted urban growth areas.
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Potential Charter Change
This information provided by the
County, and recognizes that there
are ongoing discussions among
communities concerning continued
incorporation. The process
whereby incorporation is reversed
is called reversion.

Economic Development Hubs
These areas were provided by the
county, and comprise areas
designated as economic hubs
based on a variety of factors
including infrastructure availability
and adequate transportation, and
are strategic policy areas
designated for future growth.
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Alternative Development Scenarios
Purpose. The purpose of conducting Alternatives Analysis is to reflect a clear understanding of the
existing conditions in the community, propose growth trends and development patterns which reflect
realistic possibilities for communities and the County, and to compare the relative impacts of different
growth strategies.
Essential to a comparison of alternative scenarios is that they must be realistic and reflect probable and
potential outcomes. The factors that comprise the analysis are broad, and include growth goals, fiscal
impact, land use, community character and integrity and economic development. The selection of a
preferred scenario is a consensus‐building process.
Defining Alternatives
Alternatives analysis enables the community to evaluate several possible growth scenarios from various
perspectives ‐‐ fiscal, environmental, quality of life, economic and legal ‐‐ by exploring advantages and
disadvantages, by focusing on and comparing distinctions and by identifying implementation strategies
and policy implications. These scenarios are not intended to advocate a preferred scenario, but are
intended to reflect distinct possible growth patterns each with different views of the future Wise
County. The analysis identifies three growth alternatives:
 Trends Alternative


Smart/Targeted Growth Alternative



Strong Communities Alternative

Common Assumptions
Each of the alternatives is described, below, but there are some common assumptions among the
alternatives:
 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.



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.
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Community Comprehensive Plans matter.



Conservation Areas that preclude development are identified and retained.

The Current Trends Alternative
 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 the ability to serve



Costs negotiable, on a case‐by‐case basis

Map 11: Trends Alternative Model Output Map
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Map 12: Trends Alternative Concept Map
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The Smart Growth / Targeted Growth Alternative
 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, requiring provider coordination
 Gateways important to designate a sense of place, design matters
 Coordination with towns for development at fringes

Map 13: Smart Growth/Targeted Growth Alternative Model Output Map
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Map 14: Smart Growth/Targeted Growth Alternative Concept Map

173

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

The Strong Communities Alternative
 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 and
CIP investment to be leveraged
 Communities not competing, but creating distinct ‘personalities’ to attract economic
development and distinct future land use types
 Recognizes that not all communities may remain incorporated, but all communities will retain
individual character

Map 15: Strong Communities Alternative Model Output Map
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Map 16: Strong Communities Alternative Concept Map

Preliminary Findings and Considerations


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.



Smart/Targeted Growth directs non‐residential development, primarily, to corridors adjacent to
and connecting communities, which has the potential to increase County service provider
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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.

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.

4.9 Development Tiers
The Development Tiers system is the first step in moving the County to a more reliable and functional
land use scheme with a future land use that will provide confidence to residents and businesses about
future development expectations. Each Tier includes a broad mix of land uses that describe and identify
preferred future development patterns. Tiers are used to establish a framework for determining which
growth management goals, policies and strategies should be used in different areas of the County,
recognizing the uniqueness of each area and community, and to direct the location, timing and phasing
of growth in order to achieve rational growth patterns, efficiently provide facilities and services and
protect rural, agricultural, environmentally sensitive or other important open spaces from inappropriate
development.
The Development Tiers Map for Wise County is not a zoning map. The Map is conceptual and functions
as a guide on which future land use decisions can be made. Future land uses should be based on the
goals and policies set forth in the Plan. Tools such as development regulations, transportation plans and
capital improvement plans all are used to implement the Plan. Consideration should be given to the
following:


Tiers are not zoning designations ‐‐ they are intended to guide local decisions on when and
where growth should occur.
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Tiers reflect a future condition ‐‐ uses designated on the map may be appropriate in 10 to 20
years, but currently may not be appropriate due to reasons of compatibility, availability of
adequate public facilities, or proximity to services.



The Tiers Map is dynamic ‐‐ as justified by changing conditions in the community, the Tiers
should change. While map amendments should not be made frequently, periodic adjustments
to better achieve community goals will help the community achieve its planning goals.



The Tiers Map and text of the Plan are to be used together ‐‐ the text and maps of the Plan will
guide interpretation and implementation of the overall growth management strategy.

A Tiers system recognizes that more intensive uses will require public facilities and services, and that
different areas of the County face different needs and solutions related to growth and development.
The ability to establish planned service areas efficiently targets and leverages public and private funding
and investment, identifying areas in which new growth and development is appropriate dependent on
the availability of facilities and services. Service areas also serve as an incentive for compact
development.
Wise County has been divided into three tiers, described below. The tiers allow similar policies and
programs to be used in similar areas while distinguishing different areas and using special policies to
address their growth.
The Primary Development Tier is suitable for most types of residential and non‐residential
development. This tier encompasses the areas adjacent to incorporated areas. The highest
density and intensity development will be located in areas closest to the respective
communities, where service facilities are available; lower density and intensity development will
be located at the edges of the more intense service areas. This Tier is an existing service area
where urban and suburban development is likely and reasonable to occur within the next 10
years. Infrastructure is either planned, budgeted or reasonably available. New infrastructure
may be installed provided that there is required participation by new development to fund.
Service providers should plan and construct facilities in these areas to meet the needs of
development. Capital Improvement Projects should be utilized for these areas first, before
investment in other Tiers.
The Secondary Development Tier accommodates residential growth. It is characterized by
suburban and rural residential development intermingled with small agricultural uses. As
continued development occurs, there will be a significant increased demand for roads, water,
emergency services, schools and other public services and infrastructure, as well as some non‐
residential development. The amount and timing of development will be subject to the
availability of adequate public facilities. This Tier shows where development is likely and
reasonable to occur in these areas over the next 10 to 20 years. Infrastructure may not be
currently available, but may be extended, provided there is funding participation by new
development. Infrastructure may be reasonably available (it may be close, in time or location)
and funding alternatives may be identified, but participation by new development would be
required. These secondary growth areas are not expected to develop at urban intensities until
public facilities, primarily water, sewer and improved roads, are installed, which is not intended
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to occur until years 10 to 20 of the planning term. Clustering will be required, but some large lot
development may be permitted provided that significant open space is provided and total
development capacity occurs at the maximum density identified on the future land use map.
The Rural / Natural Resources Tier is intended to support ongoing agricultural operations and
preserve valuable natural resources and open space. Policies within this tier allow sparse
residential development to minimize negative impacts on agricultural and resource extraction
operations and to minimize the demand for public services and infrastructure. Commercial uses
are limited to agricultural related services and limited retail. The County also recognizes the
importance of agricultural and rural lifestyles and the importance of retaining this character
rather than support encroachments of urban or suburban development in these very rural
areas. Some agriculture‐related or service commercial uses to meet the needs of local residents
may be appropriate, including home occupations and home industry. This Tier also offers the
opportunity to preserve rural and open space while still allowing some development through
the use of conservation subdivisions and conservation easements. In this Tier, there are no
plans to provide additional public facilities and services. Infrastructure is not available or
budgeted and any use that requires infrastructure to be provided solely at expense of new
development. Urban and suburban development is not likely and reasonable to occur in more
than 20 years, if at all. As this area contains agriculture, resource extraction, hillsides and areas
identified as environmentally sensitive, lands will not be sewered nor receive other capital
infrastructure.

A Preferred Development Plan
After reviewing the impacts of the suitability model, alternatives and tiers, the County distilled these
factors into a preferred alternative which served as the basis for the Development Plan. The preferred
alternative primarily is built on the Strong Communities alternative, but also incorporates some of the
“smart growth” aspects of the Smart Growth / Targeted Growth alternative and some of the
“traditional” development practices of the Current Trends alternative.
This Strong Communities‐based Development Plan provides the County with an effective strategy to
establish planning policies and manage spending to optimize investments in services and infrastructure,
protect the natural environment, reduce potential loss of life and property from natural hazards,
provide a clear direction to achieve an efficient development pattern and support and coordinate with
its communities.
Public facilities and services are essential to the orderly and rational development of undeveloped areas
in the urban fringe. As development moves farther away from communities and corridors, or as new
development “leapfrogs” to less expensive, outlying rural land, the cost of providing public facilities and
services increases.
The Smart Growth Strategy designates areas that are appropriate for development due to the
availability of urban‐type services (i.e., public water, sewer and off‐site wastewater treatment and
paved roads). Development will be encouraged in areas where facilities exist and accommodated in
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areas where facilities can be provided in a cost‐effective manner. Development in rural areas is
minimized to reduce demands for road improvements and other public facilities and services.
The Strong Communities Development Plan is characterized by and identifies the following three types
of development areas, and shown on Map 17:



The Primary Development Area. The Developed Area is the area where resources and services
are maximized. It is mostly developed but has significant opportunities for infill development
and redevelopment. Infill and redevelopment should efficiently use, maintain and expand
existing infrastructure. The Central Area and hospital environs are key portions of the
developed area requiring significant attention during the life of the plan to enhance community
vitality and neighborhood stability.



The Secondary Development Area. The Developing Area is the area within which adequate
public facilities should be available within the life of the Plan, by the year 2020. This is the area
between the County limits and one and one‐half miles from the County limits within the
unincorporated area.



The Rural / Natural Resources Area. The Rural Area is the unincorporated area located outside
the area the County identified as being efficiently developed within the 20‐year planning
horizon and is planned to remain in long term agriculture or large lot residential development.
It includes the future growth area north of the County that will serve residential growth
projections beyond the year 2020.
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Map 17: Wise County Development Tiers Map

180

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context

Future Land Use
This Plan authorizes compact development served by adequate facilities and services that minimizes
impacts on farms and the environment and supports land, resource and energy conservation. While the
County has tradition of rural uses, many newer uses are resource‐intensive, inordinately expensive to
serve and overly consumptive of land creating excessive vehicle miles traveled, which results in
unnecessary air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. While rural, large lot development is a popular
lifestyle option, the public and private costs of such development are excessive and do not position the
County or its residents to attain fiscal sustainability or protect farms. To allow continuation of large lot
development that damages natural and cultural resources and lacks a desirable sense of place will also
erode the County’s appeal as a tourist destination, further impacting the quality of life and economic
opportunity. The Comprehensive Plan also assures that future large lot rural residential development
will contribute to the environmental, traffic, fiscal integrity, adequate public facility, and sustainable
design and improvement standards of the County.
Future land uses are identified to show the range of uses permitted, planned development patterns and
relationship to growth tiers, and, together with the goals and policies contained in the Plan, establishes
the County’s policy direction and acts as a guide for decisions affecting future development. But, future
land uses area not zoning. Future land uses operate as a guide to future land use patterns and
infrastructure planning. The Future Land Use Map is shown as Map 18. It is a parcel‐based map that
respects existing developing uses patterns, and presents a preferred future development scenario based
on the development tiers.
The list of broad future land uses is shown in Table 36, and depicts only general expectations rather than
formal regulations and requirements. This exhibit depicts where different types of development should
occur based on the growth tiers framework. It is intended to guide the decision‐making process for
development and subdivision proposals and help staff and elected and appointed officials make
recommendations.
This Plan identifies two parts to identifying appropriate future development once the Tier is identified
where development is proposed to occur. First, using Table 41, one would identify appropriate future
land uses in each tier, including the average lot size for each land use type. Then, once the proposed
future land use is identified, one would use Table 42 to identify the necessary infrastructure and
improvement standards to serve the development.
Infrastructure and improvement requirements shall be consistent with applicable tier policies and future
land use types. Public service providers should use the plan to guide infrastructure improvements to
accommodate future growth. The location and capacity of public service improvements may be
determined by comparing existing land use and service demands with the proposed land use pattern.
Table 31 indicates the general level of public service, infrastructure and on‐site improvements required
prior to or concurrently with development within each tier. Density and intensity bonuses also may be
offered for projects that surpass open space requirements and provide additional sustainability and
‘green design’ features.
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Map 18: Future Land Use Map
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Table 41: Future Land Use

Land Use

Uses

Rural / Natural
Resources Tier

Secondary
Development
Tier

Primary
Development
Tier

Agriculture

Farm and timber lands to be protected from encroachment of non‐farm
development and conversion to urban uses. Includes conservation areas.
Non‐farm development is strongly discouraged. Rural homes on large lots,
sometimes as part of rural subdivisions (a subdivision of only a few lots and
very low densities).

P

P

P

Rural
Residential

Farms and ag uses permitted. Large lot single‐family residences with access to
adequate water and road improvements. Centralized water and sewer service
and access to chip‐sealed or paved roads are required for subdivisions in this
category. Clustering, conservation and nuisance easements are encouraged
and may be required as a condition of subdivision approval.

P

P

P

Community

This category plans for a form‐based, mixed use development orientation. It
is limited to developed areas with access to paved roads, centralized water
and wastewater systems. Residential and commercial development is
traditional small town design; uses are designed and compatible with adjacent
uses and historical development patterns and styles.

C

P

C

C

Rural
Business

Limited commercial uses serving the needs of rural residents. Uses include
small retail or services, agricultural support operations, rural services and
natural resource based uses. Planned multi‐family residential uses may be
appropriate along highways.
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Rural / Natural
Resources Tier

Secondary
Development
Tier

Primary
Development
Tier

Land Use

Uses

Community
Business

Neighborhood or community scale retail centers and personal and
professional services conveniently located near residential areas. Intended to
be designed and integrated with adjacent uses and development patterns,
typically as part of a mixed use or planned development. Mixed use
encouraged.

C

P

Larger, regional‐scale retail and employment centers. Because of intensity,
must be designed and integrated with adjacent uses and development
patterns as mixed use or planned development. Mixed use encouraged.
Includes light industrial uses.

C

P

C

C

Regional
Business

Opportunity
Center

Unique, site‐ or purpose‐specific uses, not likely to be replicated in other
locations, benefiting from locational attributes. Non‐residential uses may
include education, energy, eco‐tourism, or supporting other economic
development activities. May also include natural resources, viewsheds or
recreational/environmental amenities, as well as light industrial and heavy
industrial uses. Examples include UVA‐Wise, Lonesome Pine Airport and
Lonesome Pine Business Park (opportunities within municipal boundaries may
be established pursuant to an IGA).
P = Permitted; C = Conditionally Permitted

184

C

Wise County Comprehensive Plan

Part III – Appendix ‐ Plan Context





Opportunity
Center

Regional
Business



Community
Business

Community
Residential



Rural
Business

Rural
Residential

Improvement

Agriculture

Table 42: Infrastructure and Improvement Requirements

WATER
Centralized
Individual Well






Site and Use Dependent



WASTEWATER


Centralized
Onsite














Site and Use Dependent



TRANSPORTATION
Legal Access















Grants of Right‐of‐Way and Easements





















Arterial
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Paved Road



Within 1/4‐mile of a Paved Road



Within 1/2‐mile of a Paved Road



Dust Control Required



Opportunity
Center

Regional
Business

Community
Business

Rural
Business

Community
Residential

Rural
Residential

Improvement
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Agriculture

Wise County Comprehensive Plan






Site and Use Dependent
PUBLIC SAFETY


Sheriff ‐ Average Response Time of Less Than 8 Minutes
Sheriff ‐ Average Response Time of 8 Minutes or More





Fire ‐ Average Response Time of 8 Minutes or More




























Adequate Fire Flow






Fire ‐ Average Response Time of Less Than 8 Minutes





DEVELOPMENT AND DESIGN


Curbs, Gutters, Sidewalks
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Shared Parking







Rural
Business



Community
Residential



Rural
Residential

Paved Parking

Improvement

Agriculture

Regional
Business
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Community
Business
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Drainage Detention/Retention Facility









Landscaping, Buffering

























Open Space



Cluster, Conservation Subdivision




Planned Development
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Land Use Management Tools
There are four primary tools communities can use to implement local plans ‐ the Official Map,
Subdivision Regulations, Zoning Regulations and the CIP. Two additional tools (service areas and
regionalism) promote a coordinated approach to encouraging and protecting investment. Wise County
is committed to developing a Comprehensive Plan that remembers our history, preserves our lifestyle,
protect fiscal resources and protects agricultural areas for future generations.
Official Map
The Wise County Official Map is the series of maps found in the Comprehensive Plan. Identifying all of
the necessary components on a single map, such as public facilities, streets, growth areas and future
land uses, would produce an image only decipherable in an electronic format. Using a series of specific
purpose [official] maps is a more manageable and usable approach. By showing the area on the Official
Map, the County furthers the implementation of the Plan by establishing the location of existing and
proposed streets, open space, parks, other public lands and facilities, waterways and floodplain,
informing property owners and developers of planned public improvements and land and easement
acquisitions.
The Official Map identifies private and public lands for which the public may have a current or future
need, identifies and protects future improvements and extensions of the municipal road network and
provides notification of the location of potential public improvements and acquisitions, thus preventing
construction within future rights‐of‐way and other future public areas and conservation easements.
This provides for the coordination of public and private goals as property owners are informed early in
the capital improvements planning process of long‐range County goals for public facilities and services
which allows development plans to be adjusted before detailed and costly plans are prepared.
The Official Map is not a zoning map and it does not imply County responsibility for maintaining or
improving mapped roads or facilities. The inclusion of proposed right‐of‐way, easement or other public
facility does not constitute the opening or establishment of the street, the taking or acceptance of land
or obligate the County to improve or maintain such streets or land until the time of dedication or
purchase. The Official Map is not a taking of land; it does not prevent use of all land rights on mapped
parcels. Inclusion of a parcel within the Official Map indicates the need for additional review to ensure
that the proposed use or development is compatible with existing or planned County facilities, and that
development will not preclude efficient building or operation of such facilities.
Subdivision Regulations
"Subdivision" means the division of any parcel of land into a number of lots, blocks or sites as specified
in a local ordinance, law, rule or regulation, with or without streets or highways, for the purpose of sale,
transfer of ownership, or development. The term "subdivision" may include any alteration of lot lines or
dimensions of any lots or sites shown on a plat previously approved and filed in the office of the county
clerk or register of the county in which such plat is located. Subdivisions may be defined and delineated
by local regulation, as either "major" or "minor", with the review procedures and criteria for each set
forth in such local regulations.
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Subdivision regulations set standards for streets, drainage ways, sewage disposal, water systems, and
other aspects of public welfare. They are needed to protect communities and ensure building lots
provide a wholesome living environment for future residents. These regulations ensure adequate lot
size, public access and the availability of public services to each lot created. They also help to conserve
natural, scenic, historic and recreational areas. Subdivision regulations also eliminate the need for
excessive public expenditures by making the developer responsible for the installation of basic public
facilities before the recording and sale of lots.
Zoning Regulations
Zoning divides a locality into specific districts and
establishes regulations concerning the use, placement,
spacing and size of land and buildings within the
Development regulations are the
respective districts. Zoning is intended to avoid
quintessential tool of plan
disruptive land use patterns by preventing activities on
implementation and must be
one property from generating external effects that are
consistent with the
detrimental to other properties. Zoning ordinances, if
Comprehensive Plan.
drafted by the planning commission and adopted by the
governing body, must feature text describing each
district and the district regulations, as well as a map
detailing the location and extent of each district throughout the community.
To be effective, zoning ordinances need to reflect the views of how land within a jurisdiction can, or
should, be used at the present time, as well as in the future. These views should be reflected in the
community’s comprehensive plan. Thus, when a property owner petitions a locality for a rezoning
(zoning map amendment), the planning staff, planning commission and the local governing body must
refer to the comprehensive plan to determine if the rezoning request comports with the plan’s goals,
objectives, policies and vision. Indeed, the planning commission and the governing body must each hold
public hearings before acting on any rezoning proposal. In addition to hearing the public’s perspective
regarding the proposed rezoning, the commission and governing body alike must identify and share the
facts and findings each body used in deciding to support or reject the proposed rezoning.
Zoning regulations, in both theory and practice, must be consistent with the Comprehensive Plan ‐ this is
a mandate in more than half of the states nationwide. This does not necessarily mean that a community
should zone to the plan, which means to rezone property to conform to the planned future land use
map. Rather, it means that the development standards pertaining to various districts and land uses
should reflect the goals and policies set forth in the comprehensive plan.
Capital Improvement Program
The Capital Improvement Program (CIP) is an important tool that ensures the County has the capacity to
provide and maintain necessary public facilities and services and that the facilities and services are cost‐
effectively planned and equitably financed. A short‐range CIP (and budget) should identify and estimate
costs of capital improvements and annual obligations (for staffing, training, etc.) required to serve
development for a 5‐ to 10‐year period, whereas a long‐range CIP (and budget) should identify and
estimate costs of improvements and annual obligations needed to serve development for a 10‐ to 20‐
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year period. As part of the planning process, and updated with each annual CIP and budgetary process,
the County will use the new CIP to guide the development of facilities and services in a sustainable,
planned manner. Projects within the CIP would be prioritized to identify which are most important and
critical, such as by the following factors:


Removes/prevents imminent threat to public health or safety;



Improves the quality / corrects deficiency of existing services;



Provides incentive for economic development;



Reduces long‐term operating costs;



Improves efficiency; and



Furthers the goals of the Comprehensive Plan.
Regionalism

Regionalism means more than neighborliness. Regionalism recognizes that the future quality of life and
competitiveness of a region is a shared responsibility, of all communities. It requires the coordination,
cooperation and consensus of communities working strategically to effectuate change.
The health of Wise County and the welfare of our region are interconnected. Issues cross jurisdictional
boundaries. The activities of one level of government have extraordinary impacts beyond its
jurisdictional boundary. Coordinated planning efforts will result in benefits to citizens of all
communities in the region, such as:


Coordinated strategies ‐ to address regional issues by communicating and coordinating actions
to address and resolve issues which are regional in nature.



Cost savings ‐ by increasing efficiency, avoiding unnecessary duplication and using area‐wide
cooperation and economies of scale to provide services that would otherwise be too costly, as
well as to stabilize taxes by improving the performance and delivery of programs and services.



Economic development ‐ by enhancing economic growth by planning, funding and providing the
infrastructure and services needed for sustainable community and regional growth including
requiring developments whose impacts or services and facilities cross the approving
jurisdiction’s boundaries, to pay their fair share of the costs needed to mitigate the impacts
generated by their growth and demand.



Sustainability ‐ As we balance growth with environmental preservation and social equity, part of
the solution requires acting regionally to achieve sustainable development practices.



Early identification of issues ‐ to identify and resolve potential conflicts at an early stage, before
public and private entities have established rigid positions, before the political stakes have been
raised and before issues have become conflicts or crises.



Reduced litigation ‐ by resolving issues before parties engage in litigation, resulting in diverting
funds that could have been used to provide facilities and services, unwanted outcomes, and
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reducing tensions to improve the working relationships of local government, service providers
and community organizations in the region.


Consistency and predictability ‐ of plans, development regulations, policies, implementation
actions and development approvals between service providers and among neighboring
jurisdictions, for residents, businesses and developers that establishes a framework of
reasonable expectations and decision‐making in the development process.

4.10 Building Blocks
The following non‐exclusive list represents documents and planning efforts that have been reviewed
during the planning process. These, their superseding replacement documents and similar planning
efforts relate to special areas or issues and have the potential to substantially impact Wise County.
Though not incorporated into the Comprehensive Plan by reference, they should be considered by local
officials during decision‐making processes.
 Wise County Emergency Operations Plan (2017)
 Appalachian Prosperity Project Annual Reports (2014, 2015, 2016)
 Appalachian Regional Commission ‐ Entrepreneurial Appalachia: Case Studies in Evolving Economic
Sectors (2013)
 Appalachian Sustainable Development Annual Reports (2014, 2015)
 City of Norton Comprehensive Plan (2003)
 Lenowisco Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy (2014, 2015)
 Master Plan for the Lonesome Pine Regional Business & Technology Park (1998)
 The Crooked Road EIA (2008)
 Town of Big Stone Gap ‐ Economic Restructuring & Physical Improvement Plan (2009)
 Town of Coeburn Comprehensive Plan (2003)
 Town of Pound Comprehensive Plan (1993)
 Town of St. Paul Comprehensive Plan (1998, 2010)
 Town of Wise Comprehensive Plan
 University of Virginia & Southwest Virginia Economic Development Partnership ‐ A Collaborative
Model for Advancing Education, Health and Economic Prosperity in Southwest Virginia (2011)
 Virginia Coalfield Coalition and the Appalachian Prosperity Project ‐ Blueprint for Entrepreneurial
Growth and Economic Prosperity in Southwest Virginia (2012)
 Virginia Department of Conservation and Recreation ‐ Virginia Greenways and Trails Toolbox (2011)
 Virginia Tech Office of Economic Development ‐ Realigning Virginia’s Coal Industry Workforce (2014)
 Virginia Tech Office of Economic Development ‐ Southwest Virginia WIA One: Workforce Skills
Analysis
 Wise County GIS Strategic Plan (2005)
 Wise County Growth Readiness Report (2007)
 Wise County PSA CIP (2009)
 Wise County School Board Annual Report (2015)
 Wise County Strategic Plan (2004)
 Wise County Water & Sewer Study (1997)
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