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This formbook has been compiled to help Accomack County and 
the towns within Accomack set design, landscape, and signage 
guidelines to improve and protect the aesthetic character of the 
county’s historic, architectural and natural resources.  By following 
these guidelines, new and existing developments can make 
improvements to ensure their attractiveness and that they are 
respectful of the county’s architectural and natural character.
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Accomack County’s distinct character is strongly 
influenced by its rich agricultural history. Its overall 
landscape reflects the unique historic agricultural 
patterns of the area and their evolution over time. 
Looking at the overarching patterns within the region 
and its interconnected green landscape allows us to 
better understand and appreciate individual sites. The 
historical significance of individual sites is often directly 
connected to the greater historical landscape and its 
systems of land, air and water, wildlife and vegetation. 
Thus the network of green infrastructure should be 
managed in manner that enhances and protects and 
the cultural and historical integrity of individual sites.  

The green infrastructure and cultural landscape 
elements are integral to the significance of historic sites. 
Looking at individual historic buildings or properties, in 
the context of their overarching landscapes allows us to 
more fully understand the significance of each individual 
site. Cultural and historic landscape components exist in 
tandem with built features. These features often lose their 
historical significance if isolated. A plantation’s buildings, 
for example, lose historical significance if severed from 
its adjacent lands. This is especially important to consider 
in the face of encroaching development, which can 
fragment these lands and reduce historical integrity.  

In addition to enriching the sense of place in the 
community, historic properties and landscapes can be 
used as a mechanism to attract tourism. Landscape 
interpretation is defined as the process of providing 
the visitor with tools to experience the landscape as it 
existed during its period of significance, or as it evolved 
to its present state (Birnbaum 1994). These tools may vary 
widely, from a focus on existing features to the addition 
of interpretive elements. Many properties may lack 
sufficient architectural integrity for individual eligibility for 
the National Register of Historic Places, but they can be 
included as National Rural Historic Districts.

Areas of significant historic landscapes in Accomack 
County may include scenic by-ways, historic churches, 
as well as plantations. Additional landscapes should 
be identified, documented, evaluated and restored to 
optimal historical integrity. Careful planning will prevent 
irrevocable damage.  These cultural landscapes, 
together with their historic building components, should 
be viewed as assets to the community and preserved in 
their historic context.



Entrance Corridors & Scenic 
Overlay Districts:
 route 13 entrance corridor
 entrance corridor overlay
 scenic overlay district
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route 13 is defined by its “anywhere america” commercial structures and vast expanses of parking lot
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The route 13 corridor is heavily commercialized and is a 
stark contrast to the small town charm of the surrounding 
towns.  Route 13’s unpleasant nature is largely due to 
the unattractive signs, billboards, and run-down buildings 
and houses. An entrance corridor overlay and improved 
sign ordinance could greatly enhance the local cultural 
and aesthetic integrity of Route 13. This is important 
both for attracting shoppers as well as for improving the 
impressions of visitors or potential new businesses.
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Entrance Corridors & Scenic 
Overlay Districts:
 route 13 entrance corridor
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onancock’s main entrance corridor
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Entrance Corridors to Accomac and Onancock are 
critical in pulling visitors into the charming towns. These 
corridors could be made more attractive and thus inviting 
by integrating a signage network throughout Accomack 
County and planting street trees. The entrance corridors 
could also be enhanced through the removal of blight and 
cluttered advertisement signage which both detract from 
the town’s character and ultimately decrease property 
values.   
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Entrance Corridors & Scenic 
Overlay Districts:
 
 entrance corridor overlay
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entrance corridors include:

Front St into Accomac
Route 13 
Route 126 (Fairgrounds Rd)
Route 175
Route178
Route 179 (Market St)
Route 180
Route 182
Route 316
State Route 614
State Route 695
West Main St into Onley



natural beauty of the landscape as seen along the scenic routes of the Eastern Shore sc
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Among many other things, the Eastern Shore is known for 
its greenways-flat rural country and blueways. The scenic 
routes that run parallel to route 13 provide alternate 
transportation routes to navigate the Eastern Shore and also 
showcase the county’s extraordinary green infrastructure. 
These scenic routes showcase the beauty and charm of 
the county’s existing greenways and, ultimately, serve to link 
many of the county’s historic landmarks and churches. It is 
imperative that these scenic roads, and the greenways and 
blueways that run along them, are protected to preserve 
the natural character and landscape that link the county’s 
historic churches in order to promote both the historic and 
natural integrity of Accomack County.
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scenic roads include:

Route 175
Route178
State Route 605
State Route 679
State Route 695
State Route 718



To avoid big-box structures, here 
are some general guidelines to 
follow:

1) Break down large, massive buildings by:

•avoiding an unmodulated mass
•using stepped-back height
•using varied wall surfaces
•using varied height with regular width
•using variation in materials, textures, 
patterns, colors and details 

Ultimately height variations, set backs, 
detailing and color changes will help 
break down the mass of the building and 
provide visual interest.

2) Choose a strategic color scheme:

•coordinate the color palette for each 
development 
•make sure that a new development’s 
color scheme is compatible with adjacent 
developments. 
•limit the number of color choices. 
Generally there are 4 key color 
differentiations:  wall color, trim color, 
accent color, and roof color. 
•beware of bright or strong accent 
colors—although they may be 
appropriate for smaller areas such 
as awnings and signs on commercial 
buildings. 

Commercial Structures_Design Guidelines

unmodulated mass stepped-back height

varied wall surfaces varied height with 
regular width
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Commercial Structures_Design Guidelines

While it is important to utilize architectural facades 
and site features that are consistent with and 
complement the surrounding context, it is also 
important to use building mass appropriate to the 
site. “Place the buildings of the greatest footprint, 
massing, and height at the center of commercial 
or office developments where the impact on 
adjacent uses is the least,” and strategically 
reduce the height of structures near lower density 
uses (Frazier Associates, 2005: p. 7). Remember 
that building heights can be made higher if the 
mass is visually broken up with varing heights, wall 
surfaces, colors, patterns and set-backs.

When designing new developments it is also 
important to strategically place new buildings 
and uses in relationship to the existing site and 
adjacent buildings. This is especially important 
when designing around historic structures or 
districts where an unflattering juxraposition can ruin 
the charm of the historic structure(s).  

the historic church is overshadowed by the imposing height 
and form of the surrounding commercial structures

awkward transition between the gas station and the adjacent residential building



Commercial Structures_“Big Box” Retailers

Walmart, 
Accomack County, VA

Chesapeake Square, 
Accomack County,  VA

Kmart, Jackson, Wyo.

Walmart
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develop more options beyond their standard 
“cookie-cutter” designs.  Most chains research 
potential locations extensively and are primarily 
concerned with securing locations with the best 
economic potential (Hollberg, 1999: p. 70).  In the 
end, if your community insists on a customized 
design that is required to address local historic 
or architectural concerns most franchises will be 
willing to address them.  

If some franchises are not willing to work to 
maintain the architectural integrity of Accomack 
County, the county could provide some incentives. 
Possible incentives may include: relaxed parking 
standards, density bonuses, and tax credits. 

The two images to the right are examples of how 
“big box” retailers have utilized site specific design.
   
To the left are two examples of commercial 
retailers in Accomack. While the Walmart makes 
efforts to break down the mass of the building, the 
buildings of Chesapeake Square do not.
 



McDonald’s, 
Accomack County, VA

Bojangles, 
Accomack County, VA

Commercial Structures_Fast Food

McDonald’s, Richmond, VA

Burger King, Key West, FL

The two images to the right are examples of how 
national franchises like McDonalds and Burger 
King have changed their standard “cookie-
cutter”designs to address local historic and 
architectural concerns.
   
To the left are two examples of commercial 
“cookie-cutter“ fast food restaurants in Accomack 
County. With proper design guidelines in place, 
Accomack County could work with national 
chains to ensure that new developments fit into 
the county’s historical architectural aesthetic.
 
Here are the city of Charlottesville’s guidelines for 
franchise design outlined in their entrance corridor: 

“1. Charlottesville seeks new construction that reflects 
the unique character, history, and cultural diversity of this 
place.
2. Franchise design or corporate signature buildings 
should not reflect “Anywhere, USA” designs but should 
follow the same guidelines applicable to other buildings. 
Architectural transplants from other locales or shallow 
imitations of historic architectural styles, for example, are 
neither appropriate nor desirable. Incompatible aspects of 
franchise design or corporate signature buildings must be 
modified to fit the character of this community.
3. Avoid using false or non-functional design elements to 
appear compatible with surrounding buildings.“
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Texaco Station, Hanover, VAValero Station, 
Accomack County, VA

Sunoco Station, 
Onancock, VA

Commercial Structures_Gas Stations

Shell Station, Charlottesville, VA

In addition to “big-box” retailers and national 
franchises, gas stations can also be designed to 
respect the local character of the county by:

•using compatible materials, colors and forms for 
both the building and canopy
•designing the canopy so that it is integrated 
with the rest of the building. 
•not internally illuminating the canopy cornice. 
•using fully shielded lighting fixtures. 
•minimizing the number of logos displayed

To the left are two examples of generic gas 
station types that can be found in Accomack 
County.
To the right are two examples of how gas 
stations can be designed to be more aesthtically 
pleasing and respect local character. d
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Street Trees
Trees make communities livable for people. 
They add beauty and create an environment 
that is beneficial to our mental health and the 
surrounding ecosystem. Tree-lined streets are 
especially beneficial to commercial districts. A 
recent study confirms that consumers respond 
positively to shopping environments having a 
healthy urban forest (Wolf 1999). Across our 
nation, many revitalizing business districts are 
working hard to create vibrant, vital consumer 
environments. Trees are a necessary part of any 
improvements program and are an important 
component to attract shoppers and visitors. 
American Forests, a national tree non-profit, 
suggests a goal of 15% tree canopy cover in 
business districts.

Maintenance
Trees usually require watering in the summer 
and wind protection in the first one to three 
years. Trees should be staked loosely for the first 
year. Routine maintenance includes raking and 
disposing of leaves and debris, removing weeds, 
pruning dead branches, and controlling pests. 
Although care and maintenance of trees in 
urban places can be a somewhat costly task, 
the value in returned benefits is so great that 
a sustainable community cannot be imagined 
without these important green features. Selecting 
appropriate trees further reduces maintenance 
needs. 

Costs
Costs vary with the type and size of the tree, but 
the general range is $20 to $100 each (planting 
not included). For a planting cost of $250-600 
(includes first 3 years of maintenance) a single 
street tree returns over $90,000 of direct benefits 
(not including aesthetic, social and natural) in 
the lifetime of the tree. st
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Street Trees Benefits of trees:

•Improved business. Businesses on tree scaped 
streets show 20% higher income streams, which 
is often the essential competitive edge needed 
for main street store success. Shoppers in tree-
lined areas were found to shop more often and 
longer in well-landscaped tree-lined business 
districts, and were willing to pay more for goods 
and services (Wolf 1999).  

•Added value to adjacent homes, businesses 
and tax base. Realtor based estimates of street 
tree versus non-street tree comparable streets 
relate a $15-25,000 increase in home or business 
value. This often adds to the tax base and 
operations budgets of a city allowing for added 
street maintenance. Future economic analysis 
may determine that this is a break-even result 
for city maintenance budgets.

•Lower urban air temperatures. Asphalt and 
concrete streets and parking lots are known 
to increase urban temperatures 3-7 degrees. 
These temperature increases significantly impact 
energy costs to homeowners and consumers. 
A properly shaded neighborhood, mostly from 
urban street trees, can reduce energy bills for a 
household from 15-35%.

•Longer pavement life. Studies conducted 
in a variety of California environments show 
that the shade of urban street trees can add 
from 40-60% more life to costly asphalt. This 
factor is based on reduced daily heating and 
cooling (expansion/contraction) of asphalt. 
As peak oil pricing increases roadway outlays, 
this will become a significant cost reduction to 
maintaining.
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Landscaped Parking LotParking Lot, 
Accomack County, VA

Parking Lot, 
Accomack County, VA

Street Trees

Parking Lot, Hingham, MA

Benefits of trees continued:

•Convert streets, parking and walls into more 
aesthetically pleasing environments. Research 
on aesthetic quality of residential streets has 
shown that street trees are the single strongest 
positive influence on scenic quality (Schroaeder 
and Cannon 1983). Low plantings and trees 
can also be used to minimize the visual impact 
of parking lots and utilities located along 
entrance corridors and adjoining developments 
that will detract from the natural beauty and 
historic character of the county.

•Improved operations potential. When 
properly positioned and maintained, important 
features, such as vital traffic regulatory signs, 
can be better seen. Trees soften the hard 
geometry that typically dominates the urban 
environment. Proper tree placement and 
maintenance must be rigidly adhered to in 
order to optimally enhance these features.

•Less drainage infrastructure. Trees absorb 
the first 30% of most precipitation through 
their leaf system, allowing evaporation back 
into the atmosphere. This moisture never 
hits the ground. Another percentage (up to 
30%) of precipitation is absorbed back into 
the ground and taken in and held onto by 
the root structure, then absorbed and then 
transpired back to the air. Some of this water 
also naturally percolates into the ground water 
and aquifer. Storm water runoff and flooding 
potential to urban properties is therefore 
reduced. st
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Container Planters

Description
A container planter is a means to temporarily 
store rainwater while aesthetically enhancing 
urban districts. Planter boxes can be 
prefabricated pots or constructed in place. 
They come in all shapes and sizes, are made of 
stone, concrete, brick, plastic lumber or wood, 
and can hold a variety of plants.

Benefits
Container planters provide aesthetic benefits 
and make urban landscapes more attractive. 
Large planters reduce impervious area and 
stormwater runoff. Container planters are 
simple, cost-effective, and visually appealing. 
They can be placed on many types of 
flat impervious surfaces, such as sidewalks, 
plazas, and rooftops. They are a low-cost 
and convenient way to incorporate green 
infrastructure within urban centers.

Maintenance
Container planters require minimal 
maintenance. They must be checked 
periodically to maintain adequate drainage. 
They are likely to need summer watering and 
weeding. Potted plants require more water 
than the same plants growing in the ground.

Costs
Commercial quality and sized planters can 
run anywhere from $140-$1200 per planter. 
The cost of contained planter boxes varies, 
depending on the size and materials. st
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Flow-Through Planters

Flow-through planters are structures or 
containers with impervious bottoms that 
temporarily store stormwater runoff on top 
of the soil placed and filter sediment and 
pollutants as water slowly infiltrates down 
through the planter. Excess water collects 
in a perforated pipe at the bottom of the 
planter and drains to a destination point or 
conveyance system. 

Flow-through planters come in many 
sizes and shapes, and are made of stone, 
concrete, brick, plastic lumber or wood. 
They can be placed in or above the ground 
level. They can contain a variety of shrubs, 
small trees, and other plants appropriate for 
seasonally moist and/or dry soil conditions.

Benefits
Flow-through planters add aesthetic appeal 
and wildlife habitat to city streets, parking lots, 
and commercial and residential properties 
while providing a means for stormwater 
collection and treatment. 

Because flow-through planters require limited 
space and can be built immediately next to 
buildings, they are ideal for constrained sites 
with setback limitations, poorly draining soils, 
steep slopes, or contaminated areas. Flow-
through planters reduce stormwater flow rates, 
volume, and temperature, and improve water 
quality. They can also provide shading and 
energy benefits when sited against building 
walls. They can be an attractive landscape 
feature and provide wildlife habitat.

Maintenance
Plants and structural components of 
flow-through planters must be inspected 
periodically. Maintenance needs are low 
and similar to that of all container plantings. 
Additional maintenance needs may include 
removing sediment, cleaning and repairing 
pipes, and maintaining proper drainage. 
Downspouts, curb cuts, and other features 
where debris may obstruct flow must be 
inspected and cleaned periodically. Summer 
irrigation and weed pulling may be required. 
Minimize the need for permanent irrigation as 
much as possible by using native and well-
adapted plants.

Costs
Costs run at about $400-$500/year for a 500 
square foot planter. Maintenance costs will 
vary depending on the size and material of 
the planter and the types of plants utilized. 
Installation costs are approximately $8/square 
foot. Installation costs will vary depending on 
the size and material of the planter structure. st
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Infiltration Planters Infiltration planters add aesthetic appeal and 
wildlife habitat to city streets, parking lots, and 
commercial properties while reducing and treating 
stormwater runoff. They are structures with open 
bottoms that allow the stormwater to slowly 
infiltrate into the ground. Treated stormwater is then 
infiltrated into the ground as groundwater. Infiltration 
planters are not recommended for soils that don’t 
drain well, use flow-through planters instead.

Infiltration planters come in many sizes and shapes, 
and are made of stone, concrete, brick, plastic 
lumber, or wood.  They can contain a variety of 
shrubs, small trees, and other plants appropriate for 
seasonally moist and dry soil conditions. Planters are 
likely to need watering and weeding in the first one 
to three years.

Benefits
Infiltration planters are ideal for space-limited sites 
with good drainage. They reduce stormwater runoff 
flow rate, volume, temperature and pollutants, and 
recharge groundwater. Infiltration planters can be 
attractive, and are easily integrated into the overall 
landscape design. They can also provide energy 
benefits when sited near building walls.

Maintenance
Flow-through planters require regular maintenance 
of vegetation, such as weeding, soil replacement 
and watering during dry periods. They should 
also be regularly inspected to ensure structural 
components are functioning properly, especially 
following large rain events

Costs
$400-$500/year for a 500 square foot planter. 
Maintenance costs will vary depending on the size 
and material of the planter and the types of plants 
utilized. Installation costs run at approximately $8/
square foot. Cost will vary depending on the size 
and material of the planter. st
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historic and way-finding signs in Accomack County are often overpowered by sign clutter sig
na

g
e

Many historic sites in Accomack County have 
already been designated on the Virginia 
Landmarks Register and the National Register 
of Historic Places however, the signage to 
demarcate these places should be more 
cohesive and consistent. Historic landmarks 
and historic districts recognized locally, by the 
state and nationally should be appropriately 
identified and incorporated into a way finding 
sign network. A cohesive signage network 
will bring people into the towns in Accomack 
County to shop and explore while defining 
the local character of the towns. Furthermore, 
adopting a clear historic signage system 
would help identity, designate, and protect 
Accomack County’s historic sites.

Property values increase more in historic 
areas than in non-historic areas. For example, 
between 1987 and 1995, residential districts 
in each of Staunton’s five historic districts 
appreciated from 52 percent to 66 percent 
compared to the 51 percent for properties 
not in historic districts. Historic Preservation also 
has commercial benefits. In Virginia, visitors 
spend $9.1 billion visiting historic and cultural 
sites in the Commonwealth (data from Better 
Models for Development in the Shenandoah 
Valley).  



existing historic signage in Accomack County

To the left are some sign examples that 
demarcate historic structures throughout 
Accomack County. Some of these signs 
are located on busy highways and do not 
stand out because of the amount of visual 
clutter (illustrated in the upper left image). 
A visually clear wayfinder sign system 
would help to attract visitors directing 
attention to historic districts and historic 
landmarks while making them easier to 
find.    

Existing signage like that shown in 
the lower left located in Accomac 
distinguishes historic structures; however 
it is unclear whether or not this structure 
is on a Historic Register or its historic 
significance. However, many historic 
structures throughout Accomack County 
do not have signs to distinguish whether or 
not they are historic. 

Many of the beautiful historic homes and 
churches, shown to the right, in Accomack 
County do not have markers to designate 
Historic Register status. This makes walking 
tours and site seeing on scenic routes 
difficult and confusing. Unindicated Historic Structures sig
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historic plaque designed by the Texas Historical Commission

Accomack County should consider design 
and adopting a historic plaque similar to 
this design created by the Texas Historical 
Commission to be placed on historic 
homes, churches and structures. These 
plaques are visible from the street and 
greatly enhance walking tours throughout 
town centers like Onancock. People will 
know exactly which structures are officially 
highlighted on the walking tour. The Eastern 
Shore logo could be adopted as a part 
of the sign template design similar to how 
Texas has personalized their land mark signs 
(shown on the left).
 
To the right are some other sign designs 
that could be implemented to demarcate 
historic structures. A simple free standing 
sign, illustrated in the second and third 
image on the right, provides another 
option. Free standing signs do not require 
nailing signs to structures and can be easly 
read from sidewalks making information 
on the history of the structure more public 
during walking tours. Another option is to 
place a stone plaque, pictured to the right, 
could also be placed in front of structures 
to demarcate historical significance. This 
sign is less obtrusive and blends into the 
scenery.     sig
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Standard National Register Plaques
10" × 7"
Bronze Plaque
Brown Background
Double Border
Bookman Font Style
Costs: Aluminum: $79.00 Bronze: $83.00

Custom Worded National Register Plaques
10” x 7”
Bronze Plaque
Brown Background
Single Line Border
Cost: Aluminum: $144 Bronze: $152

Custom Worded National Register Plaques
18” x 12” Bronze
Single Line Border
Brown Background
Bas Relief
Cost: * Call for pricing 
Prices vary—cost calculated by art 
development per hour 

Erie Landmark Company , 637 Hempfield Hill Road
Columbia, PA 17512
1-800-874-7848
http://www.erielandmark.com 

More Plaque Design Samples

The prices of these types of plaques, signs 
set in stone and free-standing signs range 
from about $80-$500. Local and state grants 
are available to cover the some costs for 
developing historical marker signage programs. 
Community foundations offer grants and 
are common funding sources. Applicants 
applying for grants are typically 501(c)(3)s and 
governmental entities. The Eastern Shore of 
Virginia Community Foundation is a potential 
funding source (dhr.virginia.gov).

Eastern Shore of Virginia Community 
Foundation
c/o The Norfolk Foundation
P.O. Box 205
Onley, VA 23
Geographical area: Accomack and 
Northampton counties sig

na
g

e



Local marker, Fairfax CountyAccomack County Way-finding Sign

Onancock Way-finding Sign

As mentioned before, a wayfinder sign system 
would help to attract visitors and direct 
their attention to historic districts and historic 
landmarks.  However, existing way finding signs 
in Accomack County, pictured in the two left 
most images, are very small and get lost in the 
visual clutter of advertisement signs. The small 
size of these signs make them hard to see 
clearly from the street and are only somewhat 
helpful on walking tours.    

A bold and cohesive way finder sign system 
like Baltimore’s, illustrated to the right, would 
be benificial to Accomack County and help 
direct tourist to historic local sites. Furthermore, 
local markers could also be a way to enhance 
the character of historically significant sites 
and towns in Accomack County. The Code 
of Virginia empowers local governments to 
establish marker programs to commemorate 
persons or events of local significance, 
provided that the local markers look different 
from the state ones. Local programs use 
markers of a different style and color than 
the state markers, such as this one in Fairfax 
County. 

Baltimore Way-finding Sign
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The more Accomack County does to 
enhance its unique natural, scenic, historic, 
and architectural assets, the more tourists it 
will attract. Implementing a Tourist Oriented 
Directional (TOD) signage system along high 
way 13 in addition to a way finding signage 
system throughout the towns in Accomack 
County in the future will solve the billboard 
and signage clutter issues. Tourists’ attractions 
as well as historic structures, landmarks and 
historic districts recognized locally, by the 
state and nationally can be appropriately 
designated and highlighted by these two 
different types of signage systems. These two 
signage systems work together as a better 
alternative to billboards and other forms of off-
site advertisement. sig
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Tourist Oriented Directional SignCharlottesville Way-finding Sign

Charlottesville Way-finding Sign Tourist Oriented Directional Sign
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