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The region is characterized by strong collaboration among nonprofits, local
governments, and community members. However, service providers are
increasingly strained by funding cuts and growing community needs.

This report synthesizes their input into four key resilience themes:

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Through 27 interviews, one focus group, and 20 survey responses, participants
shared their perspectives on the region’s capacity to anticipate threats, reduce
vulnerabilities, and recover from both acute hazards and chronic stressors. These
individuals represented 25 organizations and agencies that serve the Historic
Triangle daily (see Appendix A).

In 2025, the Resilience Adaptation
Feasibility Tool (RAFT) partnered with York
County, James City County, and the City
of Williamsburg—collectively known as the
“Historic Triangle”—to assess regional
resilience and support the advancement
of high-priority resilience goals. This
qualitative summary complements the
RAFT Scorecard’s quantitative findings by
capturing the lived experiences and
insights of 52 community leaders, local
government staff, nonprofit
representatives, and service providers. 

Service-Oriented Community

Economic Disparities

Demographic Shifts

Access and Affordability

The region’s tourism-driven economy relies heavily on low-wage, hourly jobs,
creating a stark divide between service workers and higher-income residents.
Vulnerable neighborhoods face compounded challenges, including limited access
to healthcare, food, and transportation.

A growing retirement population brings both opportunities and challenges. While
retirees contribute to volunteerism and philanthropy, many of them may
eventually require services they can no longer afford. 

Affordable housing remains a critical issue, particularly in rural areas lacking public
infrastructure. Many residents struggle to access essential services due to limited
public transit, language barriers, and geographic isolation
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In 2025, the Resilience Adaptation Feasibility Tool (RAFT) partnered with the
Hampton Roads Planning District Commission and three localities - York County,
James City County, and the City of Williamsburg, collectively known as the “Historic
Triangle”- to assess regional resilience and support the advancement of high-priority
resilience goals. The RAFT process includes an assessment of resilience through The
RAFT Scorecard quantitative analysis and a qualitative evaluation of regional
resilience from community leaders, local government staff, nonprofit
representatives, and service providers representing diverse interests. This
qualitative summary complements the RAFT Scorecard’s quantitative findings by
capturing the the community perspectives on regional resilience.

Working closely with local governments, the Institute for Engagement & Negotiation
(IEN) at the University of Virginia began the process by identifying key stakeholders
for this assessment. The list expanded as each participant recommended others to
be interviewed. With over 80 people invited to participate, the goal was to hear a
broad representation of perspectives from organizations, community service groups,
and local government staff knowledgeable about the region and providing essential
services to residents.

Participants were asked a series of 10 questions (see Appendix C) related to their
perception of the region’s capacity to anticipate threats, reduce vulnerabilities, and
respond to and recover from hazardous events and chronic stresses. Overall, 27
interviews, one focus group with five participants, and 20 survey responses were
conducted, totaling 52 participants (some participated in more than one format).
These community leaders represented 25 departments, organizations, and
institutions (see Participant Analysis). Their perspectives are offered here as an
additional source of information to support community discussion, not as a
definitive or conclusive resource.

Respondents were given the following definition of resilience:

A resilient community is one that can anticipate
threats, reduce vulnerabilities, and respond to and
recover from hazardous events and chronic stresses.

INTRODUCTION
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and rising inflation, there are significant concerns about losing already
overstretched dollars. And as many respondents explained, while not all areas in
need

Key Resilience Theme 1: 
Service-Oriented Community
One of the overriding strengths highlighted by participants was the collaboration
among nonprofits serving the region. The service-orientation of the community is a
defining characteristic to many in the Historic Triangle. Nothing exemplified this
strength more than the region’s response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Whether it was
the partnership between local governments, Colonial Williamsburg Foundation, and
the Health District to distribute vaccines, or the food pantry deliveries made by the
Arc of Greater Williamsburg’s vans, participants repeatedly told stories about their
community coming together to assist both local residents and others who had
experienced tragedy, such as aid packages sent to Southwest Virginia after Hurricane
Helene.
There is great pride in the investment that residents make in the community through
volunteerism and philanthropic giving. Another aspect of this service orientation is
how nonprofits often pool resources, valuing collaboration over individual credit, as
demonstrated by the Greater Williamsburg Trauma-Informed Community Network.

There is also strong collaboration
across sectors with minimal siloing
of agencies, and a strong
philanthropic spirit coupled with a
commitment to volunteerism.

One organization pointed out that
the extent of need within the
region is a large part of why this
service-orientation exists. And one
motivating factor towards
collaboration is that many service
providers are overburdened, and
with recent federal funding cuts
and.

need may see robust
collaboration amongst their
nonprofits, a creative and
collaborative service provider
ecosystem can indicate
community needs that are far
greater than the capacity of the
nonprofits. This can become such
a stretch on service providers
that organizational and individual
burnout exhausts the system.

Courtesy of York County 
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Key Resilience Theme 2: 
Economic Disparities
Participants repeatedly highlighted economic resilience as a major challenge in the region.
Economic resilience is tenuous because the region’s tourism-driven economy relies heavily
on service-oriented, low-wage, and hourly jobs. A noticeable disparity exists between
residents in these service roles and those in higher-paid, salaried positions. Over 50% of
participants mentioned socioeconomic concerns, including wage work and tourism as well
as language and social barriers.

Vulnerable Neighborhoods
Among the areas most highlighted by
participants as the most vulnerable in the
region were Chickahominy Road in upper
James City County, the Grove Neighborhood
in lower James City County, and Lackey,
adjacent to the Yorktown Naval Weapons
Station. Grove, in particular, was referenced
as one of the most vulnerable in the region.
The neighborhood has significant structural
barriers such as aging and limited
infrastructure, geographic isolation, and lack
of medical services, green spaces, and
access to groceries. According to one
participant, more than 77% of mobile homes
in the county are located in  the Grove
neighborhood. Participants frequently noted
that vulnerable and underserved  
communities ack reliable access to
healthcare

Housing affordability: Large wage disparities mean that much of the housing stock is
vastly unaffordable for those in service industry positions.
Service deserts: Neighborhoods that are more affordable for hourly workers are often
underserved and lacking amenities and services such as grocery stores and medical care.
One area repeatedly pointed to as a “service desert” was the Grove Neighborhood in
James City County. Others included Chickahominy Road and Lackey.

healthcare, food, and other essential services, and many are isolated linguistically as well as
physically due to unreliable and inconsistent public transit options.

GroveGrove
LackeyLackey

ChickahominyChickahominy  RdRd

MAP 1: VULNERABLE NEIGHBORHOODS
HIGHLIGHTED BY PARTICIPANTS

Source: participant responses

Although many take pride in the region’s cultural assets, such as Colonial Williamsburg,
Jamestown, and Yorktown, several challenges have arisen from the tourism industry they
contribute to:

Carver GardensCarver Gardens

Merrimac TrailsMerrimac Trails
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Key Resilience Theme 3:
Demographic Shifts
Another theme that impacts the region’s resilience is the region’s shifting age
demographics. One participant called the area a “retirement mecca.” This shift can
create a robust community of engaged volunteers and philanthropists; however,
others noted that that those who may move to the region with wealth may also
“outlive their money” and end up needing services.

Map 2 shows the pockets of the region that have quickly grown in their retirement
populations. There also are pockets of the community that experienced a loss of
retirement populations in the 2020 to 2023 timeframe. These changes are difficult to
fully characterize, but some participants offered that there’s been a boom in
retirement and assisted living facilities in James City County and that the region as a
whole suffers from a lack of workforce for in-home care. These factors may be
causing clustering of retirement age residents. Additionally, the lack of in-home care
aids could contribute to elderly residents moving in with family – in and outside of
the region.

MAP 2: CHANGE IN POPULATION OF AGE 65+ (2020-2023)

Source: American Community Survey Dataset
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Key Resilience Theme 4: 
Access and Affordability
While many praised the work of service providers in the region, including their ability
to cooperate for greater impact, many participants pointed to a need far greater
than they could ever hope to fill. Two structural barriers were identified as key
reasons why this need exists and why some have a harder time accessing services.

According to participants, the affordability issue is twofold: (1) housing options
throughout the Historic Triangle are not affordable relative to the low wage jobs
offered by the service industry and (2) the housing stock has associated costs that
exceed the ability of cost-burdened households. Affordability is greatly impacted as
well by vulnerability to and frequency of hazards in the area. The costs associated
withMAP 3: RISK OF NATURAL HAZARDS 

Source: FEMA (https://hazards.fema.gov/nri/map#)

Map 3 note: FEMA calculates their
national risk index (NRI) as a
composite of a tract’s social
vulnerability, expected annual loss,
and community resilience rating.
You can learn more about their
methodology at:
https://hazards.fema.gov/nri/determ
ining-risk

with rebuilding infrastructure and
homes can raise insurance rates
and make lenders more cautious,
making homeownership all the
more inaccessible for cost-
burdened households.

Affordability
Like many regions throughout the Commonwealth, the Historic Triangle is struggling
with lack of affordable housing. In rural parts of the region, escalating housing costs
may be particularly challenging where public water and sewer are not available and
private wells and septic systems are the responsibility of the homeowners. For cost-
burdened households, maintenance and repairs can be a prohibitive financial
challenge. James City County has sought to provide some relief through a grant
program to support septic pump-outs for qualified households as part of a larger
effort to improve water quality. Unfortunately, the need for this program outweighs
the availability of funds, and no funds are available to assist with the costs of
replacement or maintenance of failing wells and septic systems. 
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MAP 5: AIR POLLUTION RELATED
DEATHS & ILLNESSES 

Source: US Climate Vulnerability Index

Entire Region 
99  percentileth

MAP 4: MEDICALLY UNDERSERVED AREAS
Availability of primary care / medical services.

Williamsburg & James City 
100  percentileth

Vulnerability (National Percentile)

Access
A second structural barrier that
compounds the region’s
vulnerability  is lack of access to
services. Many service providers  
spoke about residents who
couldn’t reach them due to limited
public transit options. Some
participants highlighted that they  
could not reach some communities
because of linguistic barriers and
fears around citizenship status. 

Participants noted that some pockets within the region face significant barriers to
reach existing resources such as grocery stores, food banks, medical offices, and
jobs. This is in the context of the larger region, which, as a whole, also struggles to
access key services. 

A related issue is heavy through
traffic that contributes an unequal
load of air pollution, increasing the
need for medical services. Because
the peninsula is a geographic
chokepoint of traffic flows between
the larger Hampton Roads and
Richmond areas, data indicates the
entire region is in the 99  percentile
nationwide for air pollution related
deaths and illnesses (U.S. Climate
Vulnerability Index). Map 5
demonstrates that this issue is not
isolated to the upper peninsula, but
that the impacts (illness and death)
are high throughout the region,
compared to national averages.

th

Source: US Climate Vulnerability IndexSource: US Climate Vulnerability Index

Most vulnerableLeast vulnerable

Map 5 note: data is pulled for this map from U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. Climate Change
and Social Vulnerability in the United States: A Focus on Six Impacts. U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency, EPA 430-R-21-003 (2021).

This access issue is not just about  
limited inter-regional transportation
to existing services but also
insufficient services, such as
medical services, for the population
needs within the region (see map 4). 
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Resilience Themes
By Locality
The final analysis of responses looked at what was most mentioned as strengths,
challenges, or both by locality. Themes from each interview and focus group were
coded into categories - food systems, governance and coordination, housing and
land use, infrastructure and environment, public services, and socioeconomic - and
participants were categorized by the localities they serve. Because the geographic
spread of participants was uneven, coding was used to analyze responses by locality.
What emerged was high levels of consensus across the localities of the top three
challenges. To the left, counties are listed in no particular order, with their top three
resilience challenges. To the right is a brief description of the category.

Figure 1: Categorized responses as strengths, challenges, or both by locality. 

Both

Challenges

Strengths
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We have a 7.9% poverty rate in
James City County which has

gone up 1% since last year. But
[... ] currently one-third of JCC

is economically vulnerable.

Resilience Challenges 
By Locality

Socioeconomic 
This category was predominated by responses
about the tourism economy and the resulting
wage gaps and job insecurity. There were
conversations about how language barriers,
cultural isolation, and skill gaps among the
tourism workforce can create barriers to
economic mobility.  

Infrastructure & Environment
Several respondents addressed the lack of green
space and trail access as well as areas of
selective flooding due to aging stormwater
infrastructure or high water levels. There were
several  discussions around how the limited
public transportation options did not adequately
address the existing need. 

Housing & Land Use
Housing affordability and options to address this
challenge included mentions of growing rates of  
homelessness, an inadequate housing supply,
and retirement communities being a
predominant land use at the moment. 

Public Services
Although access to public services did
not rise to regional top three
resilience themes, it nevertheless was
a frequent topic of discussion for
Williamsburg participants.
Participants noted challenges with
access to behavioral health and
disability services, as well as
educational access.

James City County (JCC):
1.Socioeconomic
2. Infrastructure &

Environment
3.Housing & Land Use 

York County: 
1. Infrastructure &

Environment
2.Socioeconomic
3.Housing & Land Use

City of Williamsburg:
1.Socioeconomic
2.Housing & Land Use
3.Public Services

TOP 3 RESILIENCE
CHALLENGES

Courtesy of York County Courtesy of City of
Williamsburg

Courtesy of James City County
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Regional JCC York Williamsburg
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PARTICIPANT ANALYSIS

Figure 2: Participants represented a broad spectrum of interests

Figure 3: Participants by
organizational type; 42% of
participants were employees
of one of the three local
governments (green). 

Figure 4: Participants by sector and by which locality
their organization serves, with 46% serving the full
region (blue).
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This report, Task # 91.02 was funded by the Virginia Coastal Zone Management
Program at the Department of Environmental Quality through Grant #
NA24NOSX419C0026 of the U.S. Department of Commerce, National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration, under the Coastal Zone Management Act of 1972, as
amended. The views expressed herein are those of the authors and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the U.S. Department of Commerce, NOAA, or any of
its subagencies.
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Learn more about the RAFT:

https://raft.ien.virginia.edu/


