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Green Infrastructure 
Planning in Suffolk, Virginia: 

Preliminary Assessment 
and Recommendations

This work was contributed by students in the Green Lands Class at the University of Virginia in partnership with the Green 
Infrastructure Center Inc. Funding is provided by the Virginia Department of Forestry's Urban and Community Forestry 

Program and the USDA Forest Service.
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AGENDA

I. Project Scope | Student Role | Review of 
Committee meeting 

II. Stormwater Management | Tree Canopy
III. Recreation | Downtown Park Access
IV.Recreation | Nansemond River Access
V. Heritage Tourism | Downtown Tour
VI.Next Steps
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Project Scope
Nansemond River

Downtown
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Student’s Role

● Identify assets, challenges, and opportunities

● Collect initial community input

● Conduct preliminary assessment of green 
infrastructure network 

● Recommend opportunities to improve green 
infrastructure network 
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November Citizens Committee Meeting

• Water Quality of Rivers and Lakes
• Increasing development pressure
• Mandates and requirements 

• Inadequate Trails and Water Access
• Limited public access points
• No trail connectivity
• Unofficial “social” trails

• Downtown Access 
• Poor walkability
• Vacant storefronts and buildings
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II. STORMWATER MANAGEMENT | TREE CANOPY

GOAL:
Reduce urban stormwater
runoff by increasing Suffolk’s 
tree canopy
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Why Address Stormwater?

Federal and State water 
quality requirements 
• Nansemond River and 

Chesapeake Bay TMDL 
requirements
• MS4 permit 

requirements

Growing public concern 
and interest Nansemond River
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W.  Washington and Main

W.  Washington and Henley

Existing Conditions
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Portsmouth Blvd

Existing Conditions
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Vacant lot on Washington St.
S. Saratoga St.

Existing Conditions
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Trees for Stormwater Management
• More trees = less stormwater

• Intercept rainfall
(~3,000 ga/tree)

• Slow runoff

• Infiltrate into groundwater

• Low cost!

• 2-3 times benefit over cost

Deeproot.com
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Existing Tree Canopy

• Overall canopy: 33%

• Lowest in core of downtown 
and historic, higher-density 
neighborhoods
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Tree Canopy Improvement

Set a goal!
• 40% recommended for 

cities east of Mississippi

Incremental steps
• E.g., 35% by 2017
• ~400 acres

Become member of Tree City USA
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Possible Planting Area
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What more tree canopy could look like

Before

After - W. Washington St. and Saratoga St. 
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III. RECREATION | DOWNTOWN PARK ACCESS

GOAL:
Ensure equitable 
distribution of parks in the 
downtown area to provide 
walkable recreational 
opportunities for all 
residents

Cypress Park
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Why Do We Need More Parks?

• Concerns over equal 
distribution
• Proximity matters 
• Lots of public interest 
• Parks have many 

community benefits
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Assessing Downtown Park Access

• 15 parks in downtown area
• Walking distance to park = 0.5 

miles
• Most of downtown within 

walking distance to a park
• One area without adequate 

walkable park access
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Park Distribution by Race & Income
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Identifying Sites for New Parks

Criteria:
• Lots within park deficient area
• Vacant lots
• Publicly owned vacant lots
• FEMA Flood Insurance Rate 

Map Flood Zones
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Shingle Creek Greenway & Trail

• Improve park & trail access 
to underserved 
neighborhoods
• Protect Shingle Creek
• Improve connectivity to 

existing parks
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IV. RECREATION | NANSEMOND RIVER ACCESS

GOAL:
Promote river stewardship 
and protection by improving 
recreational access to the 
Nansemond River

Sleepy Hole Park
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Why Do We Need More 
Public River Access?
• Limited Public Access 
• Public Interest 
• Potential Benefits

Ú Stronger community 
connection to the river 

ÚMore river stewardship and 
protection 

ÚHealthier Nansemond
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Identifying Sites for New 
River Access

• 126 vacant lots (3019 acres) 
with Nansemond River access
• 2 publicly owned vacant 

parcels:
• VDOT facility
• Former Radio Transmitting 

facility
• All within FEMA Flood 

Insurance Rate Map Flood 
Hazard Areas
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Community Engagement: Nansemond River Docent Program

Nansemond River Docents 
could lead...

• River education programs 

• Clean-up events

• Buffer plantings

Partners:
• Department of Parks & 

Recreation 

• Nansemond River Preservation 
Alliance

Case Study: 
• Friends of the LA River Docent 

Program

Friends of the Los Angeles River (FOLAR)
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V. HERITAGE TOURISM | DOWNTOWN TOUR 

Goal:

Provide Suffolk with 
historical walking tour in 
response to Citizens 
Committee low satisfaction 
of walkability of the 
downtown area 
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New Historical Downtown 
Trail = 1.7 miles 

• Improve connectivity of 
cultural amenities

• Can be the focus of the 
planting plan to increase 
street tree coverage 

• Provide locations for 
wayfinding signage

• Increase tourism

Downtown Tour



Green Infrastructure Study | Suffolk, VA | Fall 2015

Example Brochure
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Example Brochure
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Increase wayfinding throughout Suffolk 
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Questions/Discussion

Are there ideas you heard tonight that you like/dislike?

Are there other ideas you would like the Citizens Committee to 
consider related to green infrastructure?

Any follow-up questions and comments can be sent to: 

Janelle Wright
wright.paige.janelle@gmail.com 


