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Southern Rivers Roundtable Quarterly Meeting
Location: Virtual via MS Teams	Comment by Kit Friedman: add hyperlink
Date: Friday February 20th, 2026
Time: 10am-12pm

Attendees: 
· Kit Friedman, Crater PDC
· Andrew Franzyshen, Crater PDC
· Ethan Bowman, Commonwealth Regional Council
· Emma Corbitt, HRPDC
· Justin Altice, DOF
· Mary Bennett, DOF
· Christin Jackson, Commonwealth Regional Council
· Darryl Walker, Stormwater Manager, City of Petersburg
· Stacey W. Feken, Albemarle-Pamlico National Estuary Partnership
· Elise Frazier, CZM/DEQ
· Genevieve Guerry, Wetlands Watch
· Haley Keene, Surry County 
· Karen Forget, Lynnhaven River NOW
· Megan Forbes. VCU MURP Capstone Student
· Dan Hannon, TNC
· Ben McFarlane, HRPDC
· James Craig, Beechtree Group
· Janine Lester, City of Petersburg 
· Melvin Prince, City of Emporia
· Michelle Lovejoy, Environmental Defense Fund
· Megan Mulroy-Goldman, DOF
· Deya Ramsden, DOF
· Giancarlo Richardson, Tribal Coastal Resilience Connections/APNEP
· Caleb Rivera, DOF
· Shaunee Beussink, Isle of Wight County
· Madison Whitehurst, DEQ
· Luke Peters, City of Petersburg
10:00am-10:15am: Welcome & Introductions

10:15am-11am: CPDC Staff Update--October Meeting Review, December Committee Update
March 3 – Conservation Easements Workshop at Airfield 4H Center, Sussex County (5–7 PM).
March 7–10 – Virginia Lakes and Watersheds Association Annual Conference in Richmond/Midlothian. Kit presenting.
March 8–14 – Flood Awareness Week with DCR events at Library of Virginia.
Late March – Environment Virginia Conference in Lexington, VA.
Late April – Virginia Floodplain Management Association (VFMA) Conference.
Vault Conference in Newport News
Coordinator & CPDC Program Updates (Presented by Kit Friedman)
CFPF Round 6
· The Community Flood Preparedness Fund (CFPF) Round 6 applications for the Towns of Jarrett and Waverly were approved, securing a combined $600,000 in funding.
· Both towns lie fully within the Southern Rivers watershed, making this a significant regional investment.
CFPF Round 5
· The Emporia Stormwater Study (Round 5 project) is now underway.
· Progress is strong, with the study several months in.
CFPF Round 4
· The Regional Resilience Plan funded under Round 4 is approaching completion later this year.
· The next Steering Committee Meeting is scheduled for March 4, held in person at the Crater PDC office in Petersburg. 
· The meeting is limited to the 11 Crater jurisdictions, but interested attendees are welcome to sit in.
Virginia Climate Center (George Mason University) Collaboration
· Two capstone projects have been completed: 
· Flooding challenges in Jarrett – serving as a precursor to the forthcoming CFPF Round 6 study.
· Emporia Dam‑Break Hazard Scenario – modeling partial and full dam failure impacts.
· The Virginia Climate Center completed a dam-break hazard modeling project for the City of Emporia.
· The scenario examines potential impacts from both partial and full dam failure during storm events.
· Model results and final products are currently in the final stages of university approval and will be released soon.

These projects support ongoing regional resilience planning and provide useful groundwork for future efforts.

Airfield 4H Center – Signage & Trails Project
· The Airfield 4H Center project has been approved for funding by the Obici Health Foundation.
· At a previous meeting, Executive Director Kathy presented on the center’s mission and project goals.
· Planned improvements include: 
· Enhanced signage and visibility
· Trail updates to improve safety
· Features to encourage off‑season usage
· Support for safer conditions during youth camps

Longleaf Cooperators of Virginia
· Kit was invited to join: 
· The Longleaf Cooperators of Virginia, and
· Its associated Land Conservation Working Group
· The group focuses on longleaf pine conservation and restoration.
· Kit will attend the annual meeting next Monday—their first—and intends to share insights with the roundtable at a future session.

Septic System Program Study
· A new study has been initiated to address widespread failing septic systems in the region.
· Many localities sit on a high water table, contributing to system failures.
· When VDH identifies failures, property owners are legally required to take corrective action—often at significant personal expense.
· Some residents experience raw sewage backing into homes due to inability to afford repairs.
· The study will examine: 
· Funding options
· Program structure
· Localities of greatest need
· Potential phased rollout
· There is interest in expanding to well‑water assistance, but initial efforts will focus solely on septic systems.

Heirs Property Vulnerability & Resilience Tools Study (Proposed)
· Crater PDC is exploring a CZM‑funded study focused on heirs property challenges.
· Five of the six Virginia localities with the highest proportion of heirs property are within the Crater region, including: 
· Hopewell
· Surry
· Sussex
· Greensville
· Emporia
· Petersburg* (honorable mention)
· Petersburg alone has nearly 2,000 known heirs‑property parcels.
· The study will explore: 
· Legal barriers to disaster assistance
· Impacts on flood insurance eligibility
· Tools or programs to support affected landowners

The region continues to face significant challenges related to heirs property—land passed down without a will, resulting in unclear legal ownership.
· Families may still occupy the land, but lack of a clear deed creates barriers to: 
· Accessing disaster assistance
· Obtaining flood insurance
· Securing recovery and resilience funding

Crater PDC will explore available tools and develop new strategies to support landowners with heirs' property, forming part of a proposed CZM‑funded resilience study.

Floodplain Administration Graduate Capstone Project
· A George Mason University graduate student is conducting a capstone project focused on floodplain administration best practices for small, capacity‑limited communities.
· Early research includes national case studies, strategies to streamline local processes, and ways to increase transparency and understanding among localities.
· The effort is especially relevant in the region, where floodplain administrators frequently serve multiple roles such as planner, town manager, or public works director.

Proposed Blueway/Greenway Planning Project
· VCU Urban and Regional Planning student Megan Forbes introduced a potential project to develop a Blueway/Greenway plan for either the Blackwater River or the Meherrin River.
· The project would draw inspiration from the Nottoway River Blueway–Greenway Plan but allow for substantial flexibility in scope and design.
· Kit requested feedback from the group on: 
· Interest in serving on a stakeholder or steering committee
· Desired elements or priorities for such a plan
· Preference between focusing on the Blackwater or Meherrin rivers
· The project remains in early planning stages, and Megan welcomed additional input and participation.

Committee Meeting Recap – December (Meeting Minutes)
Overview
Kit provided a recap of the committee meetings held in December. Although all four committees were scheduled, only three held formal sessions. The Outdoor Recreation Committee had only two attendees (Kit and David from Sussex County) and held an informal discussion without formal notes.
Before reviewing the committee outcomes, Kit briefly revisited the strategic plan, adopted in July, which outlines 4–6 goals within each focal area:
· Flood Resilience
· Outdoor Recreation
· Land Conservation
· Water Quality
Participants took a moment to refamiliarize themselves with these goals before the detailed committee recap.

Water Quality Committee
· Presentation by Madison (DEQ) on the 319 process, covering: 
· Monitoring
· Assessment
· Reporting
· TMDL development
· Implementation planning
· Deployment of pollution‑reducing interventions
· The committee reviewed best management practices (BMPs) supported by 319 funding, including: 
· Septic improvements
· Agricultural BMPs through the Virginia Agricultural Cost Share (VACS) program
· Urban/stormwater BMPs via VCAP (e.g., rain gardens)
· DEQ is preparing to update the Chowan Basin TMDL, and the Roundtable is expected to support: 
· Local insights and data
· Outreach strategies
· Identifying regional implementation partners

Land Conservation Committee
· Active work is underway on a potential land acquisition in Sussex County in partnership with The Nature Conservancy (TNC).
· A site visit is anticipated soon. While early in development, the property features: 
· Longleaf pine habitat
· Bottomland hardwood swamp
· River frontage
· Cultural and historic resources
· Identification as a future access point in the Nottoway Blueway Plan
· Long‑term goals include conservation and public access.
· The committee discussed funding opportunities including: 
· Federal and state grants
· Nonprofit sources such as CPRG, CZM Resilience Focal Area, and Restore America’s Estuaries
· Future asks of the committee will include: 
· Master planning input
· Low‑impact recreation design ideas
· Guidance during project development

Clarification was provided that CZM funding is available regionally, even if the project is outside the tidally influenced coastal zone, because the Crater region includes coastal‑zone localities.

CZM funding can be used for non‑coastal projects with appropriate framing, as long as the project falls within a region that includes coastal‑zone localities.

The committee is exploring future conservation and public access sites along the Blackwater River and other priority areas.

The forthcoming Blackwater/Meherrin Blueway Plan, led by VCU student Megan Forbes, is anticipated to help identify ideal sites for conservation, access, and “two‑for‑one” opportunity that deliver multiple community benefits.
Flood Resilience Committee
· The committee focused heavily on education and outreach challenges within the region. Key issues include: 
· Rural, decentralized communities
· Limited broadband access
· Many households lacking computers
· Constrained local government staffing capacity

Members discussed the practical impacts during flood events—particularly how vulnerable residents with limited digital access can receive assistance when local governments are already stretched thin.
· The committee’s ongoing collaboration with a George Mason University capstone project aims to develop floodplain administration guidelines tailored to small communities with limited staff capacity.
· The committee is also exploring development of a toolkit that could include: 
· Flyers
· Social media templates
· Outreach messaging
· Ditch maintenance emerged as a recurring concern: 
· Even if one property owner maintains their ditch, neighboring neglect (or something as simple as a child’s lost soccer ball) can still cause localized flooding.
· A regional ditch maintenance guide would clarify: 
· Homeowner responsibilities
· Local government responsibilities
· VDOT responsibilities
· The goal is to reduce confusion and improve local understanding of drainage management roles.

Outdoor Recreation Committee
· The Outdoor Recreation Committee meeting had only two participants (Kit and David from Sussex County).
· Conversation focused informally on the Sussex County land acquisition project and broader recreational possibilities in the region.
· Because discussion was informal and exploratory, no formal notes were taken for this committee.

Guest Presentation – The Nature Conservancy (Dan Hannon)
Overview of TNC’s Work in the Southeast
· Dan Hannon provided an overview of The Nature Conservancy’s (TNC) long-term conservation work across southeastern Virginia and northeastern North Carolina, centered on the Pinelands Landscape, the region’s core conservation focus area.

Historical Timeline of Major Conservation Milestones
1970s
· TNC began its conservation efforts in the Southeast.
· A major 19,000‑acre land donation in Virginia and North Carolina led to the establishment of the Great Dismal Swamp, along with additional conservation areas such as the Chowan Swamp Game Land and a State Natural Area Preserve.
1980s
· Expansion of conservation efforts continued with the establishment of the Blackwater Natural Area Preserve.
· TNC refined its approach of obtaining land through donation or purchase, then transferring it to partner organizations for long-term stewardship.
1990s
· TNC focused on the Green Sea initiative, emphasizing protection around the Great Dismal Swamp, Northwest River, and North Landing River.
· After major progress and strong local stewardship, TNC determined the area was sufficiently protected and shifted priorities.
2000s
· Focus transitioned to the upland pine and longleaf pine ecosystem, historically prominent in southeast Virginia.
· TNC established Piney Grove Preserve in Sussex County—now its flagship longleaf site in Virginia.
· TNC facilitated the acquisition or transfer of lands such as Big Woods State Forest and Big Woods Wildlife Management Area.
2010s–Present
· Continued additions to Piney Grove and expansion of longleaf restoration efforts.
· Supported the creation of South Quay Sandhills Natural Area Preserve.
· Additional targeted acquisitions occurred throughout the broader region.

Overall Impact
· Across Virginia and North Carolina, TNC has protected over 100,000 acres through 100+ land deals over the last five decades.
· Dan noted this reflects both historic work and current ongoing acquisitions.

Current Partnerships & Priorities
· TNC is actively collaborating with state and federal partners to pursue new conservation acquisitions using a variety of grant sources.
· Restoration efforts are conducted through the Longleaf Cooperators of Virginia, a multi-partner initiative.
· Priority conservation areas include: 
· Upland pine and longleaf pine habitats, especially fire‑maintained systems
· The region’s three major rivers and their tributaries
· Areas supporting historic biodiversity and rare species communities

Closing Notes
· Dan concluded by offering to answer questions and shared his contact information in the chat for follow‑up.
· He emphasized TNC’s ongoing commitment to land protection, restoration, and partnership-driven conservation in the Southern Rivers region.

Guest Presentation – Virginia Department of Forestry (Justin Altice)
Overview of Presenter and Program
· Justin Altice, Virginia Department of Forestry (DOF), provided an overview of the Forest Legacy Program, a long‑standing federal–state partnership between DOF and the U.S. Forest Service.
· The Forest Legacy Program has existed for over 30 years at the federal level, with Virginia actively participating for approximately 25 years.

About the Forest Legacy Program
· The program provides competitive annual federal funding for forest land conservation projects; funds are not allocated automatically to states but awarded based on quality and scale of proposals.
· National funding is generally stable and bipartisanly supported.
· Virginia has a strong track record of successfully securing funding through well‑developed project proposals.

Project Scale and Funding Structure
· Projects are typically landscape‑scale, often involving thousands of acres. 
· In Virginia, the average project size has been ~4,000 acres since 2018.
· Projects may involve: 
· Fee-simple acquisition of forestland for public purposes, or
· Conservation easements to keep forestland permanently protected.
· Federal funding can cover up to 75% of project costs, including: 
· Easement or land purchase
· Surveys
· Title work
· Appraisals
· Other due‑diligence requirements
· A 25% non-federal match is required.
· Easements or fee acquisitions must ultimately be held by a government entity, though nonprofit partners play critical roles in project development.

Role of Partners
· Because of the scale and complexity of these projects, DOF relies heavily on partners with strong landowner relationships.
· Justin emphasized that successful projects require: 
· A willing landowner,
· A project partner (nonprofit, PDC, etc.), and
· DOF coordination with the Forest Service.

Current Conservation Project (Brunswick, Southampton & Sussex Counties)
· Justin described a major multi‑county project involving a single landowner with extensive landholdings.
· Project includes: 
· Multiple conservation easements, and
· A separate effort to acquire land for public access along two scenic rivers: 
· Nottoway River
· Maheran River
· Several parcels have river frontage suitable for public launch sites or recreation access.

Public Access Component
· DOF is exploring whether there is local and regional interest in establishing new public access points along the Nottoway and Maheran Rivers.
· Justin encouraged participants to reach out if they are interested in: 
· Supporting such a project, or
· Helping shape long‑term access development.
· This is a long‑term idea, not an immediate action item, but early conversations will help determine feasibility.

Coordination with Other Planning Efforts
· Following discussions with Kit, Justin connected with Southside PDC, which indicated there may already be an effort underway to create a M\eherrin Blueway Plan.
· This could be complementary to the student‑led Blueway/Greenway planning project discussed earlier in the meeting.
· Justin will be meeting with Brunswick County next week to continue related discussions; the county expressed strong interest in the concept.

Closing Remarks
· Justin invited questions and follow‑up conversations.
· He emphasized DOF’s openness to local input and willingness to collaborate on conservation and public access initiatives in the Southern Rivers region.
Discussion Following DOF Presentation (Meeting Minutes)
Alignment With Regional Priorities
· Kit thanked Justin for his presentation and noted that the Forest Legacy Program aligns strongly with ongoing efforts at Crater PDC, including: 
· Land acquisition initiatives
· Development of a Public Access Authority
· Broader Roundtable goals related to conservation and recreation
· Kit also highlighted interest in collaborating with Southside PDC, which may be exploring a Blueway effort, and expressed enthusiasm for expanding land conservation and access opportunities in the region.

Questions from Michelle Lovejoy (Environmental Defense Fund)
Michelle raised three key questions:
1. How does Virginia’s Forest Legacy Program funding compare to other Mid‑Atlantic or Southeastern states?
2. Does the program include dedicated funding for specific geographic areas (e.g., Chesapeake Bay)?
3. Are there opportunities to leverage other federal or state programs, such as: 
a. Sentinel Landscapes
b. State Forest Service priority areas
c. Joint Chiefs Landscape Restoration Partnership

Responses from Justin Altice (DOF)
· Justin addressed the questions in reverse order: 
· Sentinel Landscapes: 
· The program is gaining momentum in Virginia under Mary Bennett’s leadership.
· There is strong potential to align Sentinel Landscapes funding with Forest Legacy projects, as has been successfully done in other states.
· Comparisons Across States: 
· Funding levels vary widely depending on how active each state is in submitting project proposals.
· Neighboring states like North and South Carolina are particularly active.
· Virginia is considered a consistently successful state in securing Forest Legacy funding.
· Justin noted he does not have up‑to‑the‑minute comparative numbers but emphasized project quality and competition as the key factors.
· Joint Chiefs Program: 
· Justin deferred to Mary Bennett (DOF), noting she would have more knowledge of the program’s applicability in Virginia.


11:45am-12:00pm: Group updates/roundtable discussion
Commonwealth Regional Council – CFPF Award
· Ethan Bowman (CRC) announced that the Commonwealth Regional Council has been awarded $466,000 through CFPF to establish a new Resilience Planner position. 
· Funding will cover salary, training toward Certified Floodplain Manager (CFM) certification, and consultant support to create a regional flood resiliency plan.
· CRC thanked Kit and Crater PDC for assistance during the application process.

City of Petersburg – Wilcox Lake Dam Improvements
· Darryl Walker shared that Petersburg received a CFPF Round 6 award to complete Wilcox Lake Dam improvements.
· The grant provides the remaining match needed alongside previously secured FEMA funding.
· The project will go out to bid soon, moving the long‑planned improvements forward.

Sentinel Landscapes & Vault Conference
· Mary Bennett (DOF) highlighted: 
· The upcoming Vault Conference in Newport News, where Sentinel Landscapes, LWCF, and National Park Service partners will present.
· Fun field trips and regional relevance were noted.
· The Sentinel Landscape Implementation Plan remains open for review; additional comments are welcome.

City of Petersburg Arborist  Update
· Janine Lester celebrated surpassing 3,600 trees in her urban tree inventory—despite winter weather challenges.

Petersburg BMP Implementation Project
· Kit shared that a local Chesapeake Bay watershed project in Petersburg received a one‑year extension, allowing the team to implement BMPs, tree plantings, and drainage improvements properly without urgency.

Tribal Liaison Search – Blackwater Project
· Giancarlo Richardson (DCR Natural Heritage) reported ongoing hiring efforts for a tribal liaison to support the 1,900‑acre Blackwater/South Quay Sandhills project.
· Applications have been collected and reviewed; more updates to follow.

North Carolina Water Quality & Resilience Activities
· Stacey Feken (Albemarle-Pamlico National Estuary Partnership) provided an update on significant work occurring across northeastern North Carolina, including: 
· A harmful algal bloom toolkit project led by NC State and the NC Resilience Office.
· Formation of stormwater working groups in the Albemarle region.
· Long‑standing citizen science water‑quality monitoring groups, such as Women’s Waterway Watchers and Chowan Edenton Environmental Group.
· Ongoing collaboration with Albemarle Resource Conservation & Development on water quality contracts.
· A major National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI) project in the Chowan Basin.
Stacey offered to connect Virginia partners with NC workgroups and invited interest in cross‑state learning opportunities.

Environmental Defense Fund
· Michelle Lovejoy thanked members who attended the recent Resilience Reception in Richmond and invited feedback for next year’s event.
· She also discussed the National Water Quality Initiative (NWQI), noting its potential for bringing substantial federal funding (e.g., multimillion-dollar allocations) into small watersheds when leveraged effectively with DEQ and NRCS.

Virginia Trees for Clean Water Grant
· Caleb Rivera (DOF) reminded attendees that applications are open for the Virginia Trees for Clean Water program, which funds: 
· Riparian buffers
· Street and community tree plantings
· Tree giveaways
· Other urban forestry initiatives
· Kit endorsed the program as easy to apply for and highly beneficial for public space projects.

Closing Remarks
· Kit thanked all participants and noted the next meeting will likely take place in April or May, with the goal of hosting it in person.
· Attendees were encouraged to spread the word about the Southern Rivers Roundtable, emphasizing that new participants are always welcome.
· Meeting adjourned early, with Kit offering members a head start on their Friday afternoon.

12:00pm: Adjourn
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