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A PROPOSAL TO ESTABLISH A FOUR-YEAR UNIVERSITY 

ON THE EASTERN SHORE OF VIRGINIA 

  

 
 

“…research universities have become the modern counterparts to a natural harbor or a 

location at a river confluence, in the economic benefits they confer.” 

                                                                                --James and Deborah Fallows, 2018                                               

 

Executive Summary 

There was a time when Accomack and Northampton Counties (the Eastern Shore of Virginia) 

were wealthy. In fact, Accomack was one of the wealthiest counties in the Commonwealth until 

the 1930s. Our two counties have continued their decline to the present. Reversing this trend 

will be difficult. A 4-year institution (Shore U) on the Shore will certainly help. 

 

In his September 17, 2018 speech to the State Council of Higher Education and Presidents of 

Virginia’s Public Colleges and Universities, former Governor Baliles, offered some 

recommendations for reversing the declines in the “Rural Horseshoe.”  He called for, 

“Education and plenty of it; especially higher education in all its forms.” He continued, 
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“Education is the ticket to their future; for in today’s world, education and training just precede 

economic growth, not the other way around.” He also cited the 2018 Report of the Association 

of Public and Land Grant Universities which recognized the “hollowing out” of rural regions, 

and noted that “all higher education institutions have a stake in the well-being of rural areas.” 

To this end, we ask that: 

1. At least one resident of the Eastern Shore of Virginia be appointed to the State Council 

of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV) in order that the higher education needs of the 

Eastern Shore of Virginia receive a voice in Richmond.   

2. The State Council of Higher Education for Virginia (SCHEV) take the lead in revitalizing 

the “Rural Horseshoe”, as recommended by Governor Baliles in his Sept 2018 speech. 

3. A commission be formed, funded, and tasked with further exploring the potential for 

Shore U on the Eastern Shore of Virginia. We would be honored to volunteer members 

of our group to participate in this effort. 
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Introduction  

On September 17, 2018, former Governor Gerald Baliles, called on the State Council for Higher 

Education (SCHEV) and the Presidents of the Commonwealth’s public colleges and universities 

to systematically address the “two Virginias” higher education challenges and needs. He 

started his speech with a clear-eyed look at the status of higher education in Virginia. The map 

and statistics he showed were riveting. Continuing, Governor Baliles stated, “In my judgment, 

you can trace a line between the well-being of higher education and the well-being of Virginia.” 

                                             

Figure 1. Map developed by Virginia’s community college officials 
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While “the Rest of Virginia” is ranked second, the “Rural Horseshoe”, where we live and work, 

is only #50 in the Nation for Educational Attainment- tied with Mississippi and West Virginia for 

dead last. 

 

The Rural Horseshoe is economically behind the rest of Virginia, with little hope of regaining the 

level of commerce and manufacturing it once enjoyed. Here, unemployment is higher and 

social disintegration worse.   

 

The Eastern Shore of Virginia (ESVA) comprises two counties - Northampton and Accomack. 

These counties, along with many of the counties of Southwest Virginia, have the poorest 

economies in the Commonwealth.   

 

 

 

“Reynolds elicited more than a few groans from his Senate colleagues when he 

frequently…took to the Senate floor to point out that Southside Virginia was the only 

region of the state without a four-year higher educational institution.” 

                                                                                          --August Wallmeyer, 2016 

 

 

 

In his book, The Extremes of Virginia, author August Wallmeyer, describes the Extremes as 

“two separated and unequal commonwealths - rural, poor and largely unknown.” He uses 

statistics to underscore his conclusion. 
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Table 1. Statistics for the Eastern Shore and Virginia  (from Wallmeyer, 2016) 

 

 

Governor Northam issued a plan in 2018 for higher education that focuses on job, talent 

growth and entrepreneurship goals.  On the Eastern Shore, as part of the Rural Horseshoe, 

achievement in meeting these goals will falter unless a serious commitment is made to address 

the higher education needs. 

 

What will Shore U do for the Eastern Shore? 

Education drives economic growth; higher education institutions bring economic well-being. 

Institutions of higher education can serve as economic engines and drive innovation for the 

surrounding communities by creating jobs, providing a well-educated and skilled work-force 

Eastern Shore Virginia Comments
Population Change 2010-2014 -1.3% 4.1% ESVA losing population while VA grows
Age 65 or Greater 22.9% 13.8% Larger elderly population
White Alone 65.2% 70.5% Fewer whites only persons
Foreign Born 6.7% 11.3% Fewer foreign born persons
Language Other than English at Home 9.0% 14.9% Fewer non-English speakers
Median Value Owner Occupied Housing $161,200 $244,600 Homes worth 2/3 of statewide average
Median Gross Monthly Rent $703 $1,087 Rents 2/3 of statewide average
High School Grads 78.1% 87.5% Less educated through high school
Bachelors Degree or Higher 18.7% 35.2% Less educated through college
Without Health Insurance (Age 65 or less) 20.7% 12.5% Many more without health insurance
In Civilian Labor Force 56.6% 64.9% Fewer employed
Median Household Income (2009-2013, 
2013$) $36,481 $63,907

Household income slighlty more than 
half statewide

Per Capita Income (2009-2013, 2013$) $23,088 $33,493 Personal icome 69% of statewide
Persons in Poverty 20.9% 11.8% Poverty rate 77% higher than statewide
Population per Square Mile 66.2 202.6 Population density much less

Suicide Rate per 100,000 20.0 13.8
Suicide rate 45% higher than statewide 
average

Rate of Fatal Opioid Overdose by Locality 
2014, per 100,000 11.7 6.4

Opioid death rate 83% higher than 
statewide average

The Eastern Shore by The Numbers



 6 

who acquire high-paying jobs in both the private and public sector, and developing innovative 

technologies that spark new businesses and start-up companies. Additionally, it has been 

determined that “the average bachelor’s degree holder contributes $278,000 more to local 

economies than the average high school graduate through direct spending over the course of 

his or her lifetime”. This means that local and state tax revenues will rise by $44,000. Overall, 

42% of four-year attendees remain in the same area of the college they attended. These 

estimates imply that states and local economies with high value-added quality colleges enjoy 

massive economic and tax benefits.  

 

 

“In today’s world, education and training must precede   

economic growth, not the other way around.” 

                                                    --Governor Baliles, 2018 

 

 

Besides bringing economic benefits to local economies, institutions of higher education are 

also responsible for several societal benefits. Higher levels of education correspond to lower 

levels of unemployment and poverty, which translate in a lowered demand on public funding 

for social programs. College graduates have lower smoking rates, more positive perceptions of 

personal health, and lower incarceration rates than individuals who have not graduated from 

college. Higher levels of education are correlated with higher levels of civic participation, 

including volunteer work, voting, and blood donation. 

 

In their book, Our Towns: a 100,000-mile Journey into the Heart of American, published in 

2018, authors James and Deborah Fallows, set out to describe communities- between the 
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coasts-reinventing their economies and expanding civic engagement. They developed a 

“checklist of traits” that characterized the communities where things seemed to work. Among 

the ten traits they listed, there was proximity to a research university. They stated, “…research 

universities have become the modern counterparts to a natural harbor or a location at a river 

confluence, in the economic benefits they confer.  These universities “sustain economic 

demand by bringing in a student population….and transform … through the researchers and 

professors they bring in.” The communities they wrote about are examples of what we 

propose. There is no reason the same revitalization described in that book cannot be realized 

here on the Eastern Shore.   

 

 

 

“Among the ten traits that characterize towns that are successfully reinventing their 

economies was proximity to a research university.” 

                                                                        --James and Deborah Fallows, 2018 

 

 

 

What Makes the Eastern Shore an Attractive Place to Establish a University? 

The scientific community calls the ESVA a “living laboratory.”  ESVA provides access to a chain 

of protected barrier islands that is unique in the world and supports advancing scientific 

studies in Ecology, Geology, Biology and the ever more important science of Resilience. The 

65-mile long barrier island chain is one of the best examples of naturally functioning barrier 

island systems and it is one of the nation’s last remaining expanses of Atlantic Coastal 
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Wilderness. In 1987, the University of Virginia received funding from the National Science 

Foundation to establish the Virginia Coast Reserve Long-Term Ecological Research (VCR 

LTER) with the goal to “develop a predictive understanding of the response of coastal barrier 

systems to long-term environmental changes in climate, sea level, and land use and to relate 

those to the ecological services the barrier systems provide”. This ongoing research has 

deepened the understanding of the barrier island and estuarine system and has clear 

implications for coastal policy around the world. 

 

There are also clusters of industry that rely on highly trained, skilled and educated workforces.  

On the Eastern Shore, the National Aeronautics and Space Agency’s Wallops Flight Facilities 

are a huge draw for highly educated workers. Just last fall, Rocket Lab, a private corporation 

headquartered in Huntington Beach, California, announced that the Wallops Flight Facility 

would be its launch site for its Electron rockets.  Bill Wrobel, former Director of NASA Wallops, 

described the Facility as a “unique toolbox the whole country can use.” Further south on the 

Shore, a yacht repair facility is expanding in Cape Charles.  Across the Bay, there are clusters 

of industry in port operations, logistics and warehousing, ship building and repair such as 

Newport News Shipbuilding and General Dynamics, and water technologies that require higher 

trained staff. We also have a large civilian workforce associated with Naval Station, Norfolk, the 

world's largest navy complex, and its subcontractors. 

 

The Eastern Shore of Virginia’s location at the center of the Eastern Seaboard and its 

population centers provides a rich, nearby source of students and jobs. 

 

According to a George Mason University’s Center for Regional Analysis and Urban Analytics, 

Inc. study, in 2016, the Eastern Shore of Virginia’s aquaculture industry, which relies upon 
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outstanding water quality in the seaside bays, spent $157 Million; added $114 Million to the 

regional gross domestic product; and directly employed 445 people in Accomack and 

Northampton counties. 

 

Unfortunately, for all the natural resources and beauty of the Shore, we are a higher education 

desert. A first-class educational institution that can supply workforce is currently missing on 

the Shore.  We believe that a Shore U will fill these needs.  What we envision is an institution 

that emphasizes STEM-H (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) as well as 

Health Studies to support newly expanded hospital needs.  

 

 

Publicly Supported colleges and universities in Virginia and a Possible 

Model for the ESVA in the University of Virginia’s College at Wise 

The 15 publicly supported colleges and universities in Virginia were created over a long period 

of time, beginning in 1693 with a royal charter for William and Mary. The most recent addition 

to this list is Christopher Newport University which opened in 1961 as a two-year branch 

campus of the College of William & Mary. Another recent addition is the University of Virginia’s 

College at Wise (UVA-Wise), which opened its doors in 1954. In several respects, as detailed 

below, UVA-Wise, may well be the most likely model for the Shore U. Practically speaking, our 

institution would probably start as a college, evolving into a university over time, just as UVA-

Wise probably will.  
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The two counties on ESVA and Wise County share similar demographics, and prior to the 

establishment of UVA-Wise, similar economies.  What we want to replicate here on the Shore 

is the economic impact that UVA- Wise has realized.  

 

From its founding in 1954 with a pioneering class of 109 students to the present with 

approximately 2,000 students and 140 faculty members, UVA-Wise has had a profound 

positive impact on the economic wellbeing of Wise County, and the Commonwealth. The 

University of Virginia Economic Impact Study for UVA-Wise was published in 2015. That Study 

showed that “direct spending of UVA-Wise in combination with the indirect and induced 

impacts of dollars being re-spent throughout the economy generated $84 Million” in the 

Commonwealth.  The comparable economic impact of UVA-Wise on the surrounding 

Lenowisco and Cumberland Plateau Planning District Commissions was $64.5 M (included in 

the Commonwealth total).  

 

Also, from the Impact Study, direct employment was shown as 387 jobs, with indirect and 

induced employment of 293 jobs, for a total of 680 jobs in the Commonwealth. In the Planning 

Districts, jobs totaled 585. (Commonwealth data for economic impact and jobs includes 

Planning District data.) Additionally, the Impact Study calculated government income 

generated by UVA -Wise ($3.5 M for the Commonwealth and $2.7 for the Planning Districts in 

FY 2015) and described community engagement, which resulted in financial donations as well 

as volunteer time.   

 

While it will take time to fully realize the economic benefits from Shore U on the Eastern Shore, 

there are some benefits that could be realized relatively quickly. For example, Virginia Tech has 

a baseline tuition cost per student of $41,000 per year. Starting small, with an estimated 
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pioneer class of 100, we could expect to see $4.1 Million in cash flow. For 2,000 students, we 

could realize over $80 M per year. These are not unrealistic financial goals. 

We could expect substantial collateral and indirect cash flow as well—visiting parents, 

conferences, and the like.  

 

Over its over 60-year history, UVA-Wise has developed from a small, rural, two-year college 

into an institution attracting students from throughout the Commonwealth and the Nation as a 

whole.  This is what we want - an institution serving the needs of the underserved citizens of 

the Eastern Shore, as well as one that attracts students from throughout the Nation.  In fact, 

we will strive to create an institution with a reputation for excellence that draws students from 

around the world.  However, the benefits go way beyond purely financial ones to include 

social and cultural impacts that have heretofore largely eluded the Shore.  We envision Shore U 

as a first-class institution that will attract students from far and wide and greatly enrich our part 

of the “Horseshoe.” 

  

 

Positive Relationship and Impacts on the Eastern Shore Community College 

Currently, the only institution of Higher Education (apart from 3 research stations) on the 

Eastern Shore is the Eastern Shore Community College (ESCC).  Located in Accomack County, 

the ESCC serves both Accomack and Northampton counties.  Presently, ESCC has 

approximately 400 full-time-equivalent students. Of its graduates, only a few percent advance 

to other institutions of higher learning.  For these students, securing a 4-year education is a 

costly endeavor which involved expensive travel across the Bay or into Maryland’s Eastern 

Shore.  Shore U could ease that burden. Additionally, the majority of federal and state financial 

aid programs are only available for students pursuing a 4-year degree. 
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All across the Commonwealth, 4-year universities and community colleges co-habit, co-

operate, and co-exist.  There is no reason to think that this would be any different on the 

Shore. In fact, one could foresee opportunities for mutual support. For example, professors at 

one institution might also teach at the other. Qualifying students from ESCC could take classes 

at the 4-year university and might, if so inclined, be motived to finish college with a 4-year 

degree. The ESCC’s grant from the National Science Foundation for STEM students might well 

provide a stepping stone for ESCC students who want to stay on the Shore and continue their 

education at Shore U.  As Eastern Shore citizens, we are invested in the success of ESCC.  

Ours is not an “either-or” proposal: both institutions are needed on the Shore! 

 

 

 

What Has Been Done Thus Far 

Starting approximately one year ago, a group of Shore residents with a strong desire to see a 

4-year institution on the Shore, began to meet and outline the steps necessary to establish 

such an institution.  An early accomplishment was the establishment of a 501(c)(3) Foundation 

to research, promote, plan for, and assist in the creation of the institution.  To date, the 

Foundation has raised the funds from some 50 donors needed to generate publicity, create a 

website (www.EShoreU.org), develop an Action Plan which was adopted as a project with the 

Accomack-Northampton Planning District Commission, publicize our plans, and so forth.  

Importantly, we have begun to identify potential sites for our university. We have also identified 
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higher education expertise here on the Shore and have found that we have considerable 

human resources to help guide our efforts. 

 

WE WELCOME YOUR INVOLVEMENT AND SUPPORT. 

 

To:   Governor Ralph Northam 
cc:  Governor Gerald Baliles 

Del. Robert Bloxom 
Lt. Gov. Justin Fairfax 
Chair, Accomack Bd. of Sup., Donald Hart 
St. Sen. Lynwood Lewis 
Sen. Tim Kaine 
Sen. Mark Warner 
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