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Thank you.

It is an honor to be with you here tonight at the Environment Virginia
Gala – especially on an occasion as special as the 25th anniversary.

Before I begin my remarks, I want to say a word of thanks to those who
have made this event possible and recognize some other individuals who
have been or will be with you this week.

First, I want to recognize Colonel David Miller, the program chair of the
Center for Leadership and Ethics at VMI for hosting this symposium. Thank
you to him and his entire team, including Major Amy Dehart, for their work
and leadership on putting this event together.

Finally, I want to acknowledge the work and dedication of the very
large Program Advisory Committee for putting together an excellent list of
presenters and speakers for this symposium.

Let’s give them all a round of applause.

For those of you who do not know, I grew up in Northern Virginia,
before the beltway existed. I attended the University of Richmond as an
undergraduate and then went to law school at the University of Virginia.

I have served in the Virginia House of Delegates for the last 27 years. I
have had the honor of serving as Speaker for the last 11.

Serving in the House and serving as Speaker especially has given me
the opportunity to meet and work with a lot of people associated with this

symposium – whether it’s the Governor, the folks at Dominion, DEQ or the
Department of Health.

It truly is an enjoyable experience to work with so many of these
individuals on a regular basis.

A large part of what I want to talk with you about tonight is from
personal experience.

We all have experiences that shape our perspective on the
environment and the world in which we live. Those different experiences
have made us different individuals. Those different experiences have taught
us different things.

The purpose of this symposium is to bridge those differences and find
what brings us together. On a wide range of environmental issues, we have
to find ways to work and solve problems together.

As individuals, it is our responsibility to bring our learned experiences
and perspectives to the table.

That’s what I want to do tonight. I want to share what my experience as
an individual and a lawmaker has taught me about the environment. I hope
these experiences and lessons make for a meaningful contribution to this
event.

I’ll make three key points tonight.

First, there is no doubt that we live in an ever-increasingly connected
world. We are more interdependent than ever before. It’s fair to say that we
are all shared stakeholders in our environment. We all need clean water and
clean air. We all need healthy farmlands and forests.

My experience has taught me that when it comes to any issue,
success depends on a certain level of mutual collaboration. But my

experience has also taught me that collaboration must be done in a way that
respects the rights of individuals and the principles of the free market.

Second, politics almost always creates a dichotomy when it comes to
issues. Issues related to the environment are no different. People are
usually given an either/or proposition. They’re told they have to choose
between a strong economy and a healthy environment. I think both parties
are equally guilty of furthering this false premise.

My experience has taught me that a strong economy and healthy
environment are not mutually exclusive goals. In fact, my experience has
taught me just the opposite – the two are mutually dependent if we are to
ensure a happy, prosperous and healthy citizenry. I do not think this fact is
lost on anyone in this room, but we have to challenge ourselves to take that
conversation beyond this room and make it part of our larger political
dialogue.

Third, and finally, I believe Virginia exemplifies these two points. We
have developed solutions both big and small that promote a strong and
positive environmental legacy. We have done so by working together and

collaborating, but also by respecting the rights of individuals. We have
managed to foster one of the strongest state economies, while undoubtedly
remaining the most be beautiful state in the country.

The theme of this year’s symposium is “Collective Impact: Working
Together to Create a Positive Environmental Legacy.” The purpose is to
“consider what we can jointly do to bring about better outcomes for our
commonwealth than we could each accomplish individually.”

As a lawmaker, I find that a very timely theme. Despite the fact that our
world is more interconnected and interdependent than ever before, our
politics often drives us apart. Like with all issues, when it comes to the
environment, we are all shared stakeholders and we have a simple
obligation to leave the world a little better than we found it.

Virginia has been blessed with tremendous beauty and plentiful natural
resources. Virginia is without question one of, if not the most beautiful place
in the world.

Whether it is the mountains of Southwest Virginia, the beautiful
Shenandoah Valley we’re in tonight, the shores of the Chesapeake Bay, the
farmlands of the Northern Neck or the rolling hills of the piedmont, it’s hard
to go somewhere in Virginia that lacks beautiful scenery.

And what I love about Virginia is that that scenery is not just aesthetic.

From the American Revolution to the Civil War to the Civil Rights
movement right up to the present day, our history and politics are
intertwined with our natural habitat. Our environment is not only thriving with
plant and animal life, but it is rich in history and experience.

The historic triangle, the civil war battlefields, the grounds at UVA and
campuses at VMI and Virginia Tech, the state Capitol in Richmond, the
creeper trial in Washington County, the James River… All of these places
are key parts of who we are as a people.

The preservation of these places, as well as our other natural habitats
like our forests, rivers, streams, farmlands and shores, means the

preservation of our history and our politics. That is equally important to all of
us, regardless of our background or our politics.

As equally important to all of us is the preservation of our wildlife.
Virginia is home to over 9,000 rare species of plant and animal life.
Conserving and protecting these species is important.

We also have well over 700 rivers, streams and waterways that feed
downstream watersheds. These waterways have an enormous impact on
the quality of life of all Virginians. Taking good care of our water supply is
clearly a responsibility that rests with all of us.

We all have an interest in preserving these things and leaving a
positive legacy for future generations. And to do so, we will undoubtedly
have to work together. Tackling the challenges that threaten our natural
habitat, historic sites and environment will take exactly the kind of
collaboration that is occurring here at this symposium.

As I said at the outset, I think we all bring unique perspectives and
experience.

My experience as a lawmaker has taught me that we have to work
together in order to solve our challenges. That is true with any issue. But my
experience as a legislator has also taught me that we cannot allow
collaboration to become a guise for collectivism. That more government is
not always, perhaps even rarely is, the answer.

My perspective is that free markets and individual rights is the greatest
supplier of human needs mankind has ever known. We have established a
form of government with the primary purpose of protecting the rights of
individuals and furthering prosperity through the preservation of free
enterprise.

So I offer this word of caution. While we must work together to create a
positive environmental legacy, we must be mindful that free markets, not
government regulation, is in most cases the better solution; and that
guarding individual property rights deserves equal consideration at the
table.

Some people would call that a contradiction – that if the world is
interconnected and we all share responsibility, we cannot let the rights of
one person become elevated above the needs of others. I think those same
people would say that the goals of the business community and those who
want to improve and protect our environment do not overlap.

I don’t think many people in this room would say that. I think your
presence here is a testament to the fact that our goals are the same and
that you believe there is a way to find solutions that respect the rights of
individuals and adhere to free market principles.

I want to take a few moments to emphasize that and stress what I think
is a serious need to reframe our political conversation in that direction.

There is no doubt there can be tensions between various stakeholders
when it comes to the environment. But those tensions are often overblown
and magnified for political purposes.

The business community and limited government advocates are
pitched against the environmental community and conservation groups.
The media covers it as a debate over the environment and the
economy.

We’ve seen this in Virginia – especially when it comes to energy
production. Offshore drilling, uranium mining and coal production are three
prominent examples of where the battles lines have been clearly drawn by
people on both sides of the issue and the media.

The debate is framed as an either/or proposition. You can drill offshore
and create jobs or you cannot drill offshore and protect the environment.
You can build a nuclear power plant to grow the economy or you cannot
build it and protect the environment.

This is how we often have political conversations on issues related to
the environment and energy.

But I, along with I think probably most of the people in this room, reject
the notion that a strong economy and healthy environment are mutually
exclusive goals. In fact, I believe it’s just the opposite.

A strong economy has enormous benefits to the environment. And a
healthy environment improves the health of our citizens, as well as their
lifestyles. That, in turn, has a positive feedback on productivity and
economic growth.

I think this symposium is a testament to the fact that we can have a
different kind of conversation about the environment – one that recognizes
that a strong economy and healthy environment are intertwined objectives;
one that recognizes the business community and environmental advocates
have mutual goals.

But our challenge, and what I want to encourage today is that we take
that kind of conversation out of this room. We need to reframe the broader
political debate about the environment.

I know this event is going to generate a number of good ideas and
ways we can leave a positive environmental legacy for the Commonwealth.
Through the presentations, speeches and breakout sessions, you’re going
to develop these ideas and turn them into policies that can be used in
business and government.

Unfortunately, none of those answers are going to be simple. There
will be a certain level of nuance attached to each one. It will require give and
take from all of the stakeholders – government, advocacy groups and the
business community.

Translating these complex ideas and solutions into political rhetoric is
not easy. In fact, it’s almost impossible. But we have to do it.

We have to have a more meaningful and thoughtful political
conversation about these issues – one that does not arbitrarily draw battle
lines and separate each of us into camps and one that does not further the
notion of “either/or” decision making.

I believe Virginia has done better than most states when it comes to
having this conversation in a meaningful way.

Overall, I am very proud of our efforts on issues related to the
environment. A large part of that is due to the contributions that so many of
you have made to the policymaking process.

I want to end tonight by talking about a few particular examples of
where I think Virginia has successfully achieved what I’ve discussed tonight.

For the most part, I think Virginia has exemplified the two major
themes I’ve highlighted. I think we have done a good job of addressing
environmental issues in a way that respects the rights of individuals. And I
think the strength of our economy and healthiness of our environment
proves that there is room for these goals to coexist.

I think there are examples both big and small that prove this point.

In 2008 we passed legislation to promote the use of soil analysis on
non- agricultural properties that use fertilizer. This helps improve water
quality in Virginia streams, rivers and the Chesapeake Bay by eliminating
unnecessary fertilizer, which is one of the main pollutants of our waterways.

In 2009, we established a $20 million natural resources commitment
fund. This $20 million was used for cost sharing and to encourage
implementation of agricultural best practices that help contain non-point
source pollution – like animal waste, cropland, and forested land – and
environmental contamination.

In 2009, we also took another step to improve water quality from
storm-water nonpoint pollution by developing a nutrient offset program that
promotes compliance by allowing permit holders to measure nutrient offsets
in the same tributary. This is a really good example of a free-market solution
that encourages and incentivizes good corporate stewardship.

This year, we took a number of steps on transportation that are aimed
at reducing congestion, which will ultimately reduce pollution. We passed a
series of six bills that will promote the greater use of technology, emphasize

data and metrics in our transportation decision-making process and demand
a quantifiable return on investment for each project. One of the key pieces
of legislation, House Bill 2, creates a standardized system by which we will
judge our transportation projects. One of the key factors in that
measurement will be how the project impacts the environment.

These are all important, but relatively small examples of how we have
tried to build a positive environmental legacy in the legislature. But there’s
one more example that, I think, has had a more significant impact than any
other piece of legislation since I have been in the General Assembly.

In 1999, Virginia created the “Land Conservation Fund.” This fund was
intended to help preserve and protect Virginia’s working farms and forests,
natural areas, parks, rivers, battlefields and other historic sites using funding
from the state, the federal government and other private contributors.

Since then, the General Assembly has dedicated more than $42 million
to the fund, which has been able to leverage that money with matching
funds many times over. The fund has helped preserve over 42-thousand
acres of land.

The General Assembly also created the land preservation tax credit in
1999. This is an income tax credit for up to 40 percent of the value of
donated land and conservation easements up to $100,000.

But we also went beyond a traditional tax credit. In 2001, we passed
legislation allowing the tax credit to be transferred or sold – which
significantly expanded the population eligible for the credit.

And over the last 12 years, this program has probably been one of the
most successful in Virginia. As of two years ago, over 591-thousand acres
across Virginia had been permanently preserved. There have been over
three thousand land donations. That acreage is valued at over 3 point 4
billion dollars.

Of the 14 states with land preservation tax credits, Virginia’s program
is by far the largest in terms of both land preserved and dollar value of that
land.

As I mentioned earlier, I think preservation and conservation are two of
the most important ways we can build a positive environmental legacy. By
preserving this land, we’re leaving behind more than just a farm or a stream
– we’re leaving a living record of our history and who we are as a
Commonwealth.

This program, I think, is a testament to how successful market-based
ideas can be when fully implemented. Rather than spending hundreds of
millions of dollars in taxpayer money to buy and preserve this land, we’ve
worked with landowners to preserve and protect through conservation
easements and in a way that is beneficial to both parties over the long term.

This program and Virginia’s track record of conservation is something
that should make all of us very proud. It’s certainly something that makes
me proud. And I hope it will contribute to the positive environmental legacy
that we are all working to build.

I will conclude tonight by stating the obvious: we have a lot more work
left to do. There are clearly a number or issues we will have to soon
challenge.

At the state level, we’re particularly focused on storm water
management, how it will impact businesses and local governments, how to
best address the challenges in a sustainable and affordable manner and
how to not leave our localities holding the bag of unfunded mandates from
Washington. I know this issue is getting a lot of attention this week, and I
look forward to hearing from you on how Virginia can move forward.

Another important issue is land use. As you know, Virginia’s
transportation system creates a fracture in our land-use decision making.
Local governments are making the decisions about zoning and
developments, while the state is responsible for building and maintaining the
roads. This process often leads to poor planning and bad traffic patterns,
which create safety problems, generate congestion and pollution.

Obviously, we have a number of decisions to make when it comes to
energy production – there are probably decision points coming for offshore
oil, gas and wind; uranium mining, coal production and nuclear energy.

Tackling these challenges will be a lot easier, I think, if we are
successful in our effort to reframe our political conversation in a way that
fosters a more meaningful and constructive dialogue; and if we recognize
that a strong economy and healthy environment are not competing goals,
but mutual ones; and if we continue our collaborative efforts while remaining
aware of the rights of individuals.

Thank you all for your hard work and all that you’re doing for the
Commonwealth. It is a privilege to be here with you tonight. Thank you.

