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T
he old-time wisdom of the saying "a stitch in time saves nine" has been the 

guidepost for creating a sustainable economic development and conservation 
strategy for Northampton County. This pamphlet was written with just that philoso

phy in mind. Northampton County is one of the few coastal communities in eastern 
North America that boasts a truly healthy ecosystem AND the seeds of a vibrant 

economy. We, as citizens of Northampton County, are in the fortunate and unique 
position of being able to make informed choices for ourselves, for the generations 

to come, and for the living environment we share. 

This booklet is designed to provide you with guidelines for restoring and enhancing 

migratory songbird habitat. Some of the suggestions are for voluntary actions and 

some will help you deal with existing land-use regulations. This booklet should be 
considered a supplement to, not a substitute for, guidance you will receive from the 

Northampton County Planning Department and other appropriate regulatory au

thorities. 

We hope you take the time to learn about the millions of annual avian visitors that 

rely on the kindness of strangers like you to survive and flourish. Whether you are 

a genuine "From-here" already aware of the Eastern Shore's natural gifts or a rela

tive newcomer, Northampton County asks you to take responsibility for protecting 

your community's health, extraordinary beauty, and wealth of natural resources. 
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UNDERSTANDING lHE MIGRATORY BIRD / 
EAS1ERN SHORE CONNECTION 

The Human Factor 

Virginia's Eastern Shore has been valued for its abundant natural re

sources for thousands of years. The area has supported a steady and colorful 

parade of human communities sustained by a cornucopia of wild and cultivated 

food, timber, salt, and majestic scenery. Through the ages, a rich connection 

has developed between the Eastern Shore's inhabitants and the surrounding 

environment. The tradition continues today with farming, fishing, and tourism 

as the cornerstones of Northampton County's economy. 

In the 1989 Comprehensive Plan, Northampton County formally rec

ognized the community's vital alliance with the area's unique natural resources. 

The Comprehensive Plan states "Northampton County has one of the great 

ecological and biological phenomenon of the entire east coast of the United 

States. A peculiarity of geography has caused semi-annual pile-ups of some 

millions of birds (passerines) in the lower section of the County ... Suitable 

land use planning and management can preserve this valuable and unique natu

ral asset .... " Because of the County's demonstrated concern for the area's 

Waterman related photo or illustration 

Farming related photo or illustration 

Not only are agriculture and seafood Northampton County's most 

important industries, they have long influenced the local way of life. 

Photos by Barry Truitt 

Through the ages, a 

rich connection has 

developed between 

the Eastern Shore's 

inhabitants and the 

surrounding envi-

ronment. 
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natural resources, in 1992 the Virginia Coastal Resources Management Pro

gram presented Northampton with an opportunity to develop and implement a 

local Special Area Management Plan (SAMP). In collaboration with local, 

state, federal and private partners, the County initiated the SAMP program of 

inter-related activities with the dual purpose of protecting the county's coastal 

resources and improving the local economy. Under the SAMP, a citizens' task 

force works with County officials and experts from the private and public sec

tor to develop new policies and foster sustainable, environmentally-compat

ible development. Migratory birds and their habitats were among several coastal 

resources specifically identified by the SAMP as both ecologically and eco

nomically important. Protecting the birds and their habitat is not only a signifi

cant contribution to a global conservation effort; it is a local investment in the 

rapidly growing eco-tourism industry. 

The Comprehensive Plan and the SAMP reflect the local community's 

values and priorities. But our community is not without diversity of opinion 

and our community is not cut-off from the rest of the world. Change is coming 

to Northampton County. Through volunteer programs and enforceable poli

cies, we are steering the direction of our future. We reap the benefits of living 

in a rich and beautiful ecosystem passed on to us by previous generations of 

judicious farmers and watermen. As we grow in new directions, we must ac

cept the challenge of protecting and capitalizing on our natural heritage. 

Northampton County covers an area of more than 209 square miles - upland 

forests and farms, villages and towns, tidal marshes, wetland forests, and bar

rier islands. The majority, over 90 %, of this land is privately owned. As a 

landowner, you have both special opportunities and special responsibilities. 

Decisions you make about your property have effects on the community and 

the natural world beyond. 

Landhird Migrants 

What is a Neotropical Migratory Bird? 

Neotropical migratory birds can 

manage a summer home in quiet rural Vir

ginia and a winter home in a Caribbean para

dise and a dozen glorious retreats in between. 

Of course, Neotropical migrants are not re

stricted to Virginia and the Caribbean. They 

are our most colorful and diverse group of 

birds including Indigo Buntings, Ruby

throated Hummingbirds, Hooded Warblers, 

Northern Orioles, Purple Martins, and East

ern Kingbirds. They can be found every sum-

mer throughout North America from the scrub lands of Texas to the spruce 

forests of Canada. Every winter they flood Mexican coffee plantations, fill the 

Panamanian rainforest, and reach deep into the Amazon. And as they travel in 

Protecting the 

birds and their 

habitat is not only 

a significant con

tribution to a 

global conserva

tion effort; it is a 

local investment in 

the rapidly grow

ing eco-tourism 

industry. 

As they travel in 

fall and spring, 

migratory birds 

concentrate in 

special places like 

Hawk Mountain, 

Pennsylvania; 

Cape May, New 

Jersey; and 

Northampton 

County, Virginia. 
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fall and spring, they concentrate in special places like 

Hawk Mountain, Pennsylvania; Cape May, New 

Jersey; and Northampton County, Virginia. 

There are nearly 200 species of 

Neotropical migrants. About 70% of 

all birds breeding in North 

American forests be

long to this extraordi
nary group. They are 

nature's marvels. 

Most weigh less than 

the change in your 

pocket. Yet every year 

they travel thousands 

of miles, fueled by insects, fruit and seeds with an efficiency estimated to be 

the economy car equivalent of more than 500,000 miles to the gallon! With 
astounding precision, these birds terminate their trip by finding the very same 

territories in field or forest year after year after year. The Phoebes and Barn 
Swallows nesting under the roof of your shed probably consider it their life

long home. All of this jet-setting is not the extravagant lifestyle it might seem. 

These birds lead risky lives with no room for waste. They depend on the con

tinued safety of their breeding and winter habitats, and suitable resting and 

refueling sites in between. 

What is a Temperate Migratory Bird? 

In addition to the many Neotropical migrants, there are numerous spe

cies of birds that migrate on a more limited scale, never leaving North America. 

Called temperate or short-distance migrants, these birds winter across the middle 

and lower United States. Some familiar temperate travellers include American 

Robins, American Goldfinches, Blue Jays, nuthatches, kinglets, and several 

species of sparrows. Temperate migrants are less diverse 

than Neotropical migrants. However, in sheer abun
dance, on the Shore they outnumber long-distance 

migrants two to one and are extremely obvious 
as they travel in large flocks. Many temper

ate migratory songbirds are not just pass
ing through the Delmarva Peninsula 

but stop to spend the entire winter 

here. 

A Blackpoll Warbler 

can fly from New 

England to Venezu

ela in 60-80 hours. 

Most migrants, 

however, take a 

leisurely 4-8 weeks 

for their southbound 

trip. 

Most migratory 

songbirds fly under 

cover of darkness 

and can travel 

hundreds of miles in 

one night. 
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Declines in migratory birds 

are widespread. The number 

on the map represent the 

percentages of neotropical 

migratory bird species popula

tion declines in individual 

states between 1980 and 1989, 

based on data from the U.S. 

Fish and Wildife Service's 

annual Breeding Bird Survey. 

In 1990 a Neotropical Migratory Bird Conservation Program, 
now known as Partners in Flight, was initiated to address the 
alarming declines in migratory bird populations. It is a decentralized, cooperative 
group linking government agencies, private organizations, businesses, citizens, and 
scientists across North, South, and Central America. Partners in Flight helps to 
coordinate research and monitoring efforts as well as publish and distribute informa
tion on migratory bird management and concerns. For more information on how 
you can become involved at the state level contact: The Center for Conservation 
Biology, College of William and Mary (804) 221-1645,1649. 

Why Should We Be Worried About Migratory Birds 

In recent years, scientists have recorded some disturbing trends in the 

populations of many migratory songbirds. These birds have been showing 

consistent population declines since the early 1970's. Scientists are investigat

ing several possible causes. Among them are: (1) habitat fragmentation and 

loss in North America; and (2) tropical deforestation. When breeding habitats, 

especially forests, are fragmented, birds face a greater risk of predation from 

animals such as racoons, foxes, crows, and house cats. Another problem asso

ciated with fragmentation is "brood parasitism" from the Brown-headed Cow
bird. Cowbirds do not build their own nests, but rather lay their eggs in the 

nests of other birds - often migrants. Habitat loss, especially in coastal areas, 

also means fewer places for songbirds to stopover and refuel during migration. 

The consequences of tropical deforestation are also severe. The majority of 

Neotropical migrants spend the breeding season spread over more than 15 mil

lion square miles and the winter crammed into an area just over 2 million square 

miles. Alone each factor has a damaging effect on different species and popu

lations; together they are reason for serious concern. 

Fortunately, the story is not all gloom and doom. Biologists from Canada 

to Brazil are working together with foresters, farmers, citizens and public agen

cies across the Americas to protect these birds and their habitats. Your help is 

needed! A few simple steps to protect important habitat on your own property 

can make a significant difference. 

In recent years, 

scientists have 

recorded some 

disturbing trends in 

the populations of 

many migrant 

species. 
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Annual Eastern Shore 
·�·· Why Are Migratory Songbirds Important To Us? 

In fulfilling their own needs, migratory birds are an integral part of a 
healthy ecosystem. Through the simple act of eating, they help maintain the 
dynamic balance of nature. They are among our best sources of natural pest 
control and our most efficient seed dispersers. A pair of warblers will capture 
thousands of insects as they raise a brood of young birds. On a diet of insects 
and fruit, a migratory songbird may eat several times its own weight when 
storing fat to fuel migration. The seeds of the fruit will be carried to new 
places and deposited. There they will sprout and grow, adding to an existing 

forest or creating a new one. 

Given their important ecological roles, knowing about the health and 
growth (or decline) of migrant populations provides us with important infor
mation about the health of our environment. Every different songbird migrant 
has particular habitat needs. On the most basic level, this means that some 
need forests; others, open fields, and still others, marshes. All of these habitats 
together define the landscape. If the landscape changes slowly, the birds are 
able to modify their distribution to match the new distribution of habitats. If 
change is too dramatic or abrupt, the birds may not be able to adjust. 

Millions of Americans enjoy bird watching as a hobby. For some, an 
hour of quiet observation might bring them a story of intrigue rivaling the clas
sics of literature or beauty and harmony matching that of any great painting. 
For others, the passionate pursuit and identification of species is much like a 
sport. Whatever the individual attraction, bird watching is an activity free to 
everyone. The legions of bird enthusiasts are growing. They contribute bil
lions of dollars to the U.S. economy every year as they travel and buy bird 
seed, feeders, cameras, binoculars, and books. Every year in Cape May, New 
Jersey bird watchers spend over $5,000,000 and visitors to Chincoteague Na
tional Wildlife Refuge spend more than $6,000,000. Here in Northampton 
County, where birding interest is just developing, revenues are increasing an
nually as more bird watchers discover this important area during fall migra

tion. 

Gray Catbirds are abundant as they travel 

through Northampton County. During their stay 

here they reside in dense coastal scrub and gorge 

on poke berry and other fleshy fruits. 

•-· ·-·· -
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Why is Northampton County a Critical Stopover Site? 

Northampton County is most important to migratory birds in the fall 

months as they travel from their breeding grounds in the north to wintering 

grounds in the south. During this time of year, migrating songbirds may be 

seen virtually anywhere in the continental United States. However, the density 

of birds is not uniform across the continent, but instead tends to be higher 

along traditional migration routes. One of these routes lies along the Atlantic 

Coast. Birds that breed across the northeastern United States and Canada move 

south and east with favorable weather until reaching the Atlantic Ocean. From 

there they move southward along the coast to reach the Caribbean or eventu

ally shifting westward towards the Gulf of Mexico. 

Along the Atlantic Coast, significant barriers such as large bodies of 

water act as migration bottlenecks funneling large numbers of birds on rela

tively small land masses. For southbound songbird migrants, the Chesapeake 

Bay is one of the largest physical barriers along the East Coast. Migrants that 

reach the mouth of the Bay in the hours just before dawn land near the tip of the 

Delmarva Peninsula. Many of these birds depend on habitats found within 

lower Northampton County for rest and refueling before leaving on the next 

leg of their journey. Because of its unique geographic position, Northampton 
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Fall Migration along 

the Atlantic Flyway 

Adapted from Lincoln, F.C. 1950 

Northampton 

County supports one 

of the largest con

centrations of 

landbirds along the 

Atlantic Coast and 

is an important link 

in a much longer 

chain of habitats 

stretching from 

Canada to South 
America. 
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When do fall migrants move through Northampton County? 

Although much less dramatic than the larger waves of birds seen later 

in the fall, groups of songbird migrants actually begin to arrive in Northampton 

County as early as late July. These early visitors include Black-and-white 

Warblers, Northern Orioles, and Northern Water thrushes. The majority of 

these early birds are headed for the tropics and stay for relatively long periods 
of time before moving farther south. By early September, the frequency of 

cold fronts increases sharply bringing larger numbers of both species and indi

viduals. Neotropical migratory birds peak in both diversity and numbers be

tween mid-September and mid-October. By the time the long-distance travel

lers begin to move on, temperate migrants such as Yellow-rumped Warblers, 

Blue Jays, and Golden-crowned Kinglets are present in large numbers. These 

species reach their highest numbers in early November and continue to move 

through the county until early December. Many temperate migratory birds 

remain for the winter. In all, forested habitats of Northampton County support 

between 6-7 million migrating songbirds during the course of a single fall sea

son. 

In all, forested 
habitats of 

Northampton 
County support 

between 6-7 mil-
lion birds during 

the course of a 
single fall season. 

Peak Migration Times for Selected 

Neotropical Migrants 

Blue-gray Gnatcatcher D

♦ Eastern Kingbird 

Pine Warbler 

Black-and-white Warbler 

Red-i!yed Vireo 

Ovenbird 

Veery e 

American Redstart 

Magnolia Warbler a 

C Black-throated-blue Wamler 

e Parula Warbler 

Gray Catbird 

Blackpoll Warbler e 

Common Yellowthroat 
1111,,,,.,,, I I I 
Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. 

Peak Migration Times for Selected 

Temperate Migrants 

Common Flicker 

Blue Jay 

Red-breasted Nuthatch ____..._...,.__ 

Brown Creeper 

Yellow-rumped Warbler ____.....,.__L 

Winter Wren 

•Golden-crowned Kinglet�-------L 

American Robin 

Hermit Thrush 

White-throated Sparrow,..., .,..., .,.., ..,., ..,.,..,,...,,�,,....,....,.., ...I.,......,
Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. 

,

From early August through late November; 

the scene changes daily as a colorful 

parade of migratory birds pass through 

Northampton County. Data compiled 

from Watts and Mabey, 1992-1993. 
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Where Can Fall  Migrants Be Found in Northampton 

County? 

As it is throughout North America, birds are not distributed evenly 
across the Delmarva Peninsula. Due to its geographic location, north-south 
orientation, and linear shape, birds migrating through Northampton County 
tend to concentrate within the lower 6.2 miles and within approximately 200 
yards of the Bay shoreline. Migrating birds land in large numbers near the tip 
of the peninsula as they reach the water barrier of the Chesapeake Bay. During 
the early morning hours birds disperse from the tip and fly to the north in 
search of food and cover. In doing so, many of these birds follow the Bay 
shoreline and become concentrated within the forested corridor between Wise 
Point and Plantation Creek. This northward movement along the Bay may be 
readily observed at places like Sunset Beach and Kiptopeke State Park in the 
early morning hours following strong cold fronts. 

Northampton County 

Chesapeake 

Bay 

Atlantic 

Ocean 

On the mainland, the funneling effect of migration was documented in a 
two-year study. Migratory birds were found to be most concentrated along 
the edge of the Bay and the southermost tip of the County. 

Migrant birds tend 

to concentrate 

within the lower 6.2 

miles of the penin

sula and within 

approximately 200 

yards of the Bay 

shoreline. 
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What Do Fall Migrants Use for Food and Cover? 

More than any other factor, the amount and type of vegetation deter

mines the diversity and number of birds that a parcel of land can support. A 

study conducted in the early 1990's illustrates this close relationship. A 50% 

increase in the density of understory, those plants found in the lower levels of a 

forest, results in a corresponding 50% increase in the number of migrants sup

ported over the course of a single fall season. In other words, the thicker the 

forest or scrub, the more migratory songbirds will use it. Migrants depend on 

vegetation as both a source of food and protection from daytime predators. 

All songbird migrants depend on wild fruit, insects or both to provide 

the energy needed to successfully complete migration. Vegetation is the en

gine that drives the food chain and produces both fruit and insects in abun

dance. On the Eastern Shore, understory plants are of particular importance 

because they produce the greatest diversity and volume of fall fruits. Main

taining a wide range of fruit-producing plants such as sassafras, cherries and 

myrtle is important - different birds prefer different fruits and many plant 

species do not produce fruits every year. Because insect abundance is related 

to the amount of available foliage, dense patches of fruiting plants provide 

ample food for both fruit- and insect-eating birds. 

Cover is an essential component of any habitat. Following long flights, 

migratory birds need areas to rest and forage where they are relatively safe 

from potential predators. Most birds will not venture far from vegetative cover, 

even when hungry. Parcels of land that provide dense stands of vegetation are 

essential to their survival. 

A50%increase in 
the density of un-

derstory vegetation 
results in a 50% 

increase in the 
number of migrants 

supported. 

All songbird mi-
grants depend on 

wild fruit, insects, or 
both to provide the 

energy needed to 

successfully com-
plete migration. 

Habitat Profile Illustration 

Many migratory songbirds prefer forests with dense understories for food and cover. 

Maintaining or enhancing the understory vegetation will substantially increase the 

ecological value of your property. 

Illustration by Paradigm Design 
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SHARING YOUR LAND WITH 

MIGRATORY BIRDS 

It is a special combination of weather, geography, and the birds' natu
ral orientation that brings the migratory songbirds to the lower Delmarva. Once 
here, they must rest and refuel. So, sight unseen, it is safe to say that your 
Northampton County property contains important migratory songbird stopover 
habitat. Even the smallest lots; given that they have a tree or two or an over
grown field, provide food and shelter for a few migrants. 

The single greatest contribution that you, as an Eastern Shore land
owner, can make to migrant songbirds is to conserve or enhance native plants 
on your property, particularly understory shrubs. If you don't have much ex
isting vegetation on your property or would like to provide even more habitat 
for the these birds, planting more native trees and shrubs will have a great 
effect. With careful and creative planning, these general recommendations 
will not only be simple to accomplish, but might save you time and money, as 
well as increase the value of your property. 

As you plan a new development or improvements on your land, con
sider integrating the specific suggestions outlined in the following sections. 

General Management Guidelines 

• Set aside undisturbed areas as wildlife habitat when planning 
any significant changes on your property. 

Considering wildlife habitat during the planning phase of a con
struction or development project is the most effective means of 
maintaining habitat in a natural condition. 

•Use native plants for landscaping, especially those with high 
value to migratory birds. 

Native plants typically provide the best habitat and food for mi
grant birds and other wildlife. These plants are also best adapted to the 
local climate and easier to maintain. At the end of this book you can find 
a list of plants that are suited to the Eastern Shore and have exceptional 
value for migrants. 

• Connect habitats on your property with those on surrounding 
lands. 

How habitats are connected has an influence on how animals 
move and how many may be supported within a local area. You can 
maximize your land's usefulness for birds. Consider the distribution of 
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Economic Benefits 

of Protecting Trees 

and Shrubs 

Saves money normally 

used on fertilizers and 

pesticides 

Saves maintenance time 

Reduces the risk of 

flooding 

Increases protection 

from wind and storm 

damage 

Increases energy effi

ciency by moderating 

the climate around 

buildings 

Enhances property 

values 

Reduces development 

costs of storm water 

retention, site prepara

tion, and landscaping 

Promotes clean air 

habitats on surrounding lands when planning significant changes on your 

property. Plan your lot so that "set asides" or landscape features adjoin 

those of your neighbors. 

Specific Recommendations by Land Type 

Forested Lands 

•Prior to construction, conserve native plants. 
Transplant the most valuable native plants (see native plant list) 

to undisturbed areas of the same habitat type to enhance the value of "set 

aside" areas for migrating birds. 

•Leave dead trees standing, ifsafety considerations permit. 
Dead trees are a component of healthy forest habitats. Dead trees 

are a unique source of food and shelter for many migrant birds such as 

Common Flickers. 

•Design viewing areas and access paths in ways that preserve 
understory vegetation. 

Well designed views are compatible with the management of 

wildlife habitat and enhance enjoyment and privacy. Consider clearing 

only understory vegetation or canopy trees but not both. 

•Construct brush piles to provide protective cover for migratory 
songbirds. 

Brush piles are a simple means of providing protective cover in 

areas where the density of understory vegetation is naturally low. Stumps, 

logs, and branches of trees and shrubs can be used to create a brush pile. 

•Replace removed trees and shrubs with native plants valuable 
to migratory birds. 

Replacing lost or removed vegetation maintains habitat value 

while increasing property value. 

•Clump plantings to create tree/shrub islands. 
Islands of vegetation will provide more cover than evenly spaced, 

isolated trees and shrubs. 

12 
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Open Lands 

•Maintain some fallow land as wildlife habitat. 
Many migrant species depend on open habitats with seed-pro

ducing plants. Fallow lands may be maintained in an early successional, 

"grassy state" by mowing once each year in early spring. 

•Plant winter cover crops beneficial to wildlife. 
Many cover crops provide both cover and food to migratory birds 

and improve soil conditions. 

•Use integrated pest management programs (1PM) that reduce 
chemical inputs (and costs!) when possible. 

Not all insects are pests; many are actually beneficial to both 

crops and wildlife. Integrated pest management programs protect crops 

but do not destroy insect populations needed by migrating birds. Con

tact your local agriculture ex

tension officer for advice on 

IPM planning. 

•Maintain or establish 
hedgerows. 

For birds hedgerows serve 

as important travel corridors 

and cover when foraging. 

Hedgerows also provide wind 

protection for soil, homes, 

and other buildings. The ideal 

hedgerow is no smaller than 

10 feet wide and combines 

deciduous and evergreen trees 

and shrubs, particularly those 

that produce fruit. 

Water Quality 

Benefits of Pro

tecting Trees and 

Shrubs 

Prevents erosion and 

adds stability to shore

lines 

Prevents sedimentation 

of creeks and marshes 

Protects groundwater 

quality and helps 

maintain high water 

levels 

Saves water ( up to one

third) used to maintain 

landscapes. 

13 
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Aesthetic Benefits 

of Protecting 

Trees and Shrubs 

Increases privacy 

Creates a noise buffer 

Enhances the visual 

character of 

Northampton County 

Sample Landscape Design for Home Site 

Site Plans can be designed to take advantage of existing native vegetation for setting 

aside and connecting habitat. 

Illustration by Paradigm Design 
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INCORPORATING SONGBIRD HABITAT MANAGEMENT 

INTO THE PLANNING PHASE OF A NEW HOMESITE 

Careful planning of a new homesite requires time and forethought. 
Integrating migratory songbird habitat into this plan introduces some special 
opportunities and challenges. Whether you undertake this endeavor yourself 
or with the help of a professional architect or builder, the following steps 
provide you with some model guidelines for managing the valuable songbird 
habitat on your land as you develop your property. 

1) Obtain a copy of the physical survey of your 
property from your realtor or sketch out a map 
yourself. Note important features such as slope, 
direction of exposure (North, South, East, West), 
and areas that are currently vegetated on your 
property and just beyond its borders. 

2) Walk the property and count the tall 
(canopy) trees, the shorter understory 
trees, and shrubs. A rough count will do. 
If you are interested in identifying the 
different plants on your land, you can 
find a field guide to eastern trees and 
shrubs at the library or local 
bookstores. The vegetation table 
in the back of this booklet lists 
trees, shrubs, and vines that are 
particularly valuable to 
migratory songbirds. 

3) Using the same scale 
as your physical property 
survey, sketch your planned home, yard, driveway/parking area, drain field, 
and construction footprint (the area necessary to build the home). Remember 
a few things at this point: A) Construction equipment requires room to 
maneuver. Nonetheless, you can work with the builder to indicate areas you 
wish to have undisturbed. B) A small yard can have big payoffs. Small 
yards are increasingly popular for good reason. They require less water, less 
fertilizer, less mowing, less time, and increase privacy. 

4) Place the sketch of your construction plan over the sketch of your prop

erty as it currently looks. In addition to the usual home placement consider
ations of slopes, exposures, and views, experiment with placing your con
struction so that you preserve the value of existing vegetation to the greatest 
extent possible. Work with "setback" and buffer requirements. These areas 
will be around the edges of your property and, since they should not be 
disturbed, are good places to leave vegetation intact, further increasing your 
privacy and the connections between songbird habitats. 

Great-crested 

Flycatchers (left) 

can detect large 

insects such as 

grasshoppers from 

a distance of over 

30feet. 
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Mature trees, 

shrubs, and ground 

cover enhance the 

beauty and value of 

your views by add

ing color, interest, 

and perspective. 

Within areas sur

rounding a con

struction site, aim 

for a minimum of 

20 canopy trees, 30 

understory trees, 

and 30 shrubs per 

acre. 

5) Note how many trees and shrubs must be removed for construction. 

6) Identify trees and shrubs that are worth transplanting from the construc
tion footprint. Healthy, young plants offer the best results. The earlier you 
make these decisions, the more time you will have to prepare the plants for 
transplanting. Mark those plants and plan on transplanting them beyond the 
construction footprint or into your yard at the appropriate time of year. 
Transplanting will be most successful if plants are put in areas of same 
habitat type and similar soil quality. This varies from species to species. 
Contact your local nursery, the Virginia Native Plant Society, or the Virginia 
Nurserymen's Association, Inc. for specific information. 

7) Design your views to minimize the amount of vegetation you will have to 
remove. Consider leaving understory shrubs for second story views or 
leaving canopy trees for views from first floor windows. Match your view 
with your windows - it may not be necessary to clear large areas for the 
best views. Mature trees, shrubs, and ground cover enhance the beauty and 
value of your views by adding color, interest, and perspective. 

8) Calculate the area beyond the construction footprint and the view. Within 
that "undisturbed" area, aim for a minimum vegetation density of 20 canopy 
trees, 30 understory trees, and 30 shrubs per acre. For example, if you have 
1/4 acre of undisturbed land, you would have 5 canopy trees, 8 understory 
trees, and 8 shrubs. If you add trees and shrubs, you can stretch your land
scaping budget by using some of the plants rescued from the construction 

area. If you use nursery stock, try to get plants that are native to 
Northampton County and valuable 

to migratory songbirds (see 
vegetation table). 

9) Identify trees that need to be 
removed because they are sick or 
might threaten your new home. 
For each tree you remove, add two 
more trees or one tree and one 
shrub (natives, if possible) 
elsewhere on your property. The 
best places to add these new trees 

and shrubs will be next to existing 
vegetation. The combination of 

established and new plants will produce a 
healthy, diverse landscape. 

10) Plan your yard landscape. Planning your landscape 
before construction will allow you to keep at least a few 

large.shade trees that would take decades (or hundreds of 
dollars) to replace. It will also give you the opportunity to save 

money by using your stock of rescued trees and shrubs! 
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COMPLYING wrrn LOCAL REGULATIONS 

The recommendations discussed on the preceding pages deal with vol

untary actions you may take on your property. However, as a citizen of 

Northampton County, your land and its accompanying vegetation are protected 

by certain minimum regulations. These regulations were primarily designed to 

protect water quality and other community standards. However, protection of 

vegetation for the benefit of water quality also helps maintain important migra

tory bird habitat. Upland vegetation is considered under two key ordinances: 
The Northampton County, Virginia Zoning Ordinance and the Northampton 

County Erosion and Sediment Control Ordinance. Property in the towns of 
Cape Charles, Cheriton, Eastville, Exmore and Nassawadox is governed under 
separate town ordinances. Copies of these ordinances are available from the 

county or town planning office. Your rights and responsibilities - as they 
relate to upland habitat alteration - under these two County ordinances are 

described in the following sections. 

Northampton County, Virginia Zoning Ordinance 

A zoning ordinance is a tool employed by most communities through
out the United States to help manage local physical features such as the loca
tion of schools or the density of houses in accordance with the community's 

priorities and vision. It is designed to protect citizens, businesses, local tradi
tions, and the environment. As in Northampton County, a zoning ordinance is 

often directly related to the community's comprehensive plan and is always 

developed through public process. 

Northampton County is divided into several different zones that gov

ern allowable land use. The Chesapeake Bay/Atlantic Ocean Preservation Area 
("CB/AOPA") overlay zone, a subsection of the general zoning ordinance, and 

the Erosion and Sediment Control Ordinance interact to govern land use in 
relation to special environmental features of the county. 

The CB/ AOPA overlay zone defines all lands in Northampton County 
as either Resource Protection Areas (RPAs) or Resource Management Areas 

(RMAs). The primary intent of this article is to protect Northampton County's 
valuable water quality. Because of the special relationship between vegetation 

and water quality, this portion of the zoning ordinance addresses the issue of 

altering existing habitat. 

If you are building a new house or improving an existing home, you 
should be aware of how these regulations affect your plans. Your first step is to 
determine whether your property is classified as a Resource Protection Area 

(RPA) or Resource Management Area (RMA). Special requirements apply for 

RPA's and RMA's, but in both areas existing vegetation is to be preserved to 
the maximum extent possible, consistent with the development project. 

Eastern Kingbirds, 

like many other 

migrants, are 

important seed 

dispersers. On the 

Eastern Shore, 

King birds favor 

sassafras fruits. 

17 



I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

1 

Resource Protection Areas 

An RPA designation applies to the following areas: 

• tidal wetlands 
• non-tidal wetlands connected by surface flow and contiguous to tidal wet-

lands or tributary streams 
• shorelines and tidal shores 
• coastal primary sand dunes 
• a 100 foot vegetated buffer adjacent to and landward of the features listed 

above 

Development is allowed within an RPA only if it is water dependent, 
constitutes redevelopment, or a hardship can be documented. If you are plan

ning to develop a piece of land that includes an RPA, you will be required to 
establish or maintain a 100 foot vegetated buffer area adjacent to all RPAs. In 

the case of streams, buffers must be established on both banks. This buffer is 

also designated an RPA. All development or redevelopment within an RPA 
will probably require a water quality impact assessment. 

Resource Management Areas 

An RMA designation encompasses: 

• all lands necessary to protect the quality of state waters (in Northampton 
County, all land not considered an RPA) 

An RMA designation does not alter the density or type of development 
allowed in the underlying zoning classification. It does, however, affect the 
procedures that must be followed prior to development. The key modification 

instituted by this designation is that all development that causes more than 
2,500 sq. ft. of land disturbing activity is subject to the Erosion and Sediment 

Control Ordinance (see box) and will require a land-disturbing permit. 

Photo or illustration of vegetated buffer strip. 

Migratory songbirds 

avoid flying across 

open areas. 

Hedgerows and 

buff er strips provide 

important cover 

from predatory 

birds. 
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The following performance standards are listed in Northampton County Erosion and 

Sediment Control Ordinance and apply to all Resouce Management and Resource 

Protection Areas. These standards may change from time to time. Be sure to check 

with the County Planning and Zoning office for the most up-to-date standards. 

General Standards 

Land Disturbance is Limited to the Area Necessary to Completing the Development 

Project and Must Occur Within the Construction Footprint. 

- construction footprint must be less than 60% of the entire site 
- one access route to the construction site is allowed 

Existing Vegetation Must be Preserved to the Maximum Extent Possible. 
- all trees outside of the construction footprint with a diameter at breast height ( dbh) greater 

than 6" must be preserved 

- landowners are requested to clear the site only as necessary to their development project and 
provide reasonable views and access 

- trees that are left standing within the construction footprint must be protected from damage 
with barriers 

Minimize the Amount of Impervious Surface Created by the Development Project 

(this includes paved parking areas, driveways and building area) 

Developments Must Be Designed Such that Post-development Non-point Source Runoff 

Does Not Exceed or, in Some Cases, is Less than Pre-development Conditions. 

Within Buffers of Resource Protection Areas 

Maintain Funct ional Value of Buffer and Remove Native Vegetation Only According 

to the Following Guidance: 

-As necessary to create a sight line; replace removed trees by planting vegetation effective in 
controlling erosion and non-point source pollution in another area of the buffer. 

-As necessary to create access paths; construct and surface paths to control erosion 
-As necessary to maintain forest health; dead, diseased or dying trees may be removed but all 

other trees can only be removed for the purpose of silvicultural thinning and with 

technical guidance 

-As necessary to control severe shoreline erosion; consult the county Erosion and Sediment 
Control officer for guidance as permits may be required for such action 

Within Resource Protection Areas 

All Proposed Development Wil l  Require a Water Quality Impact Assessment 

(WQIA). There are Two Types ofWQIA's: 

- Development that affects unto 5,000 sq. ft. and the landward 50 ft of an RPA buffer requires a 
minorWQIA 

- Development that affects more than 5,000 sq. ft. and the landward 50 ft. of an RPA buffer or 
any disturbance of the seaward 50 ft. of an RPA buffer or any other part of an RPA 

requires a major WQIA. A major WQIA will likely specify mitigation including 

replacement of trees and shrubs and a demonstration that native plants will be used to 

the greatest extent possible. 

The single greatest 

contribution that 

you, as an Eastern 

Shore landowner, 

can make to migra

tory landbirds is to 

conserve or enhance 

native plants on 

your property. 
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IN SUMMARY 

"T"ie spectacular annual event of fall migration is just one of Northampton 
.l County's many unique natural assets -- one that is accessible to all, 

simple to care for, and attractive to visitors from near and far. Appropriate 
management of understory vegetation is the key to the successful conser
vation of fall migrants on the Eastern Shore. Extend a little Virginia hos
pitality to our avian visitors by "setting aside" natural areas, using native 
plants for landscaping, and connecting habitats on your property. In doing 
so, you will be making an important contribution to the ecological and 
economic well-being of Northampton County - now and for the future. 
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LOCAL REGULATORY AND INFORMATION CONTACTS 

Accomack-Northampton Planning District Commission 

The PDC assists and helps coordinate local governments in regional planning efforts to promote the orderly 

and efficient development of the physical, social, and economic elements of Accomack and Northampton 

Counties as well as 19 incorporated towns within the district. Additionally, the PDC provides information 

to the public. 
Contact: (804) 787-2936 

23372 Front Street, 
Accomac, VA 23301 

Chesapeake Bay Local Assistance Department 

CBLAD works in partnership with local governments throughout the Commonwealth, providing technical 
assistance with regulatory interpretation, nonpoint source pollution control, site design issues, and compre

hensive planning for water quality protection. 
Contact: Chief of Planning Assistance (804) 243-7229 

Chief of Regulatory Assistance (804) 371-7503 
805 E. Broad Street, 

Richmond, VA 23219 1-800-243-7229 

Eastern Shore Soil and Water Conservation District (Area VI) 

The ES SWCD provides technical and educational assistance, promotes cooperative programs, and helps 
develop leadership for local natural resource conservation. 
Contact: Chairman, or Administrative Secretary, (804) 787-1251 

Accomac, VA 23301 

Eastern Shore of Virginia National Wildlife Refuge 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

The ESNWR is located in Northampton County and provides information and expertise on managing land 
for wildlife as well as educational and recreation opportunities. 
Contact: (804) 331-2760 

RFD 1, Box 122B 
Cape Charles, VA 23310 

Kiptopeke State Park 

VA Department of Conservation and Recreation, Division of State Parks 
Kiptopeke State Park serves the community through educational and recreation opportunities for people of 

all ages and hosts annual fall migration bird banding and hawk count activities. 
Contact: (804) 331-1040 

3540 Kiptopeke Drive 
Cape Charles, VA 23310 

Northampton County Parks and Recreation Department 

The Northampton County Parks and Recreation Dept. serves as a source of recreation and educational 

programs for the local community. Staff are currently developing wildlife gardens at their Indian Town Park 

facility. 
Contact: (804) 678-0468 

Indian Town Park 
Eastville, VA 23347 · 
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Northampton County Planning Department 

The Planning Department works with the Northampton County Planning Commission, the A-N PDC, the 

Board of Supervisors, and citizens to ensure the orderly development of Northampton County. Staff from 

the Planning Department are available to advise citizens on County land use and development regulations, 

issue permits, and inspect projects in progress. 

Contact: (804) 678-0443 

Eastville, VA 23347 

Northampton County Branch, Virginia Cooperative Extension 

The Extension Office provides advice on best management practices for agricultural lands and other re

sources. 

Contact: (804) 678-0453 
P.O. Box 457 

Eastville, VA 2334 7 

For Information on Town Regulations Contact: 

Eastville Town Office Cape Charles, Office of Planning 

5248 Willow Oak Rd. and Zoning 

Eastville, VA 23347 Mason and Plum Streets 

(804) 678-7523 Cape Charles, VA 23310 

(804) 331-4820 
Exmore Town Office 

3239 Main Street Cheriton Town Office 

Exmore, VA 23350 Mayor c/o Post Master 

Cheriton, VA 23316 

Nassawaddox Town Office 

P.O. Box 904 

Nassawadox, VA 23413 

Special thanks go to Michelle Davis, Paradigm Designs, Mike O'Brian and Marian Urbi Watts 

for their generous contributions of bird and landscape illustrations. Cover Design by Marian 

Watts. Photos by Barry Truitt and Bryan Watts. 

22 



I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

I 

Native Plants of High Value to Migratory Birds 

Growth.......__S...,.iz_e__ 

Plant Species Plant Type Foliage Soil Light Rate Height Width

Virginia Pine ( Pinus virginiana) Canopy Tree Evergreen Dry/Moist Sun Slow 40 ft. 
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