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LAND USE

This chapter describes land use in Butte County. The chapter is divided into two
major parts. Part I describes the regulatory setting that guides land use in Butte
County, including County plans, policies, and land use designations as well as other
planning documents and processes that affect land use. Part II describes the
physical form of the county, existing land uses and development patterns, and
patterns of land ownership.

I.

REGULATORY SETTING

Butte County uses a variety of tools to plan for future growth, including the
General Plan, Specific Plans, Area Plans, and Zoning Code. Within the five
incorporated municipalities, local General Plans guide development, and the Butte
County Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) has jurisdiction over the
future annexation of unincorporated County lands within each municipality’s
surrounding sphere of influence (SOI). LAFCO is a State of California (State)mandated local agency that oversees boundary changes to cities and special
districts, the formation of new agencies including incorporation of new cities, and
the consolidation of existing agencies. A city’s SOI is the area immediately outside
the jurisdiction boundaries that is likely to be annexed by the jurisdiction in the
foreseeable future. A variety of other County regional plans and policies influence
land use, as do those of state and federal agencies that own land or possess
permitting or review authority.

A. Butte County General Plan
Key among the regulatory documents controlling land use is the Butte County General
Plan. The General Plan provides the comprehensive, long-term framework for
development in the county, and for the protection of its agricultural, natural, and
cultural resources. Developed in accordance with State general plan requirements,
it outlines policies, standards, and programs and sets out plan proposals to guide
day-to-day decisions concerning growth, development, and conservation in Butte
County, in keeping with the long-term vision for the county’s future.
1. General Plan Content and Organization
In this document, “existing General Plan” refers to the Butte County General Plan
2030 as it stands as of February 2021. The existing General Plan consists of a
collection of 10 topical chapters, or elements, that were adopted in 2010, with the
exception of the Housing Element, which was adopted in 2014 and the Health and
Safety Element. Since its initial adoption, portions of the existing General Plan
have been amended and supplemented.
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The following sections describe each of the existing General Plan elements, briefly
summarizing their structure and general content.
a. Land Use Element
The existing Land Use Element is divided into five parts. The first provides
background information on existing land uses, jurisdictional boundaries, and
planning efforts in Butte County. The second part describes land use designations
and includes a map showing the location of each land use designation. The third
part describes the characteristics of each overlay in the existing General Plan. The
fourth part provides information on the Area Plans, Specific Plans, and Planned
Unit Developments in the County. The fifth part is the statement of County
concerns and policies, which are presented in 10 sections: (1) Land Use Map; (2)
General Land Use and Planning; (3) Infill Development; (4) Infrastructure
Planning; (5) Coordinated Planning and Sphere of Influence Issues; (6) Chico Area
Greenline; (7) South Oroville/Las Plumas Area; (8) Development Patterns; (9)
Area and Neighborhood Plans; and (10) Military Operations.
b. Circulation Element
The existing Circulation Element consists of four major sections. The first section
provides background information on transportation and circulation, such as public
transit, bicycle, vehicular transportation, aviation, and rail. The second section
defines the classifications and standards for roadways, highways, expressways, and
freeways. The next section describes the planned, programmed, and proposed
improvements to the County’s network over the next 20 years. Finally, the
Circulation Element concludes with a section on goals and policies aimed at
improving circulation in the County.
c. Housing Element
The County’s 5th Cycle Housing Element was adopted on August 26, 2014, and
covers the 2014-2022 planning period. The existing Housing Element reflects
those components required for inclusion by State law, including both the
Background Report and Policy Document. The Housing Element Background
Report provides the background information and analysis to support the Policy
Document, which includes goals, policies, and actions; a description of adequate
site capacity to meet housing needs; quantified objectives for housing construction,
conservation and rehabilitation; a description of public participation opportunities
during the preparation of the updated Housing Element; and a description of the
updated Housing Element’s consistency with the other elements of the General
Plan.
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d. Economic Development Element
The existing Economic Development Element consists of two major sections. The
first section provides background information on the economic sector,
employment trends, and fiscal health. The second section establishes policies to
achieve three main goals: (1) improve the local economy by diversifying the
economy, reducing the unemployment rate, increasing business revenues to the
County, and increasing wages; (2) promote and support the local agricultural
economic sector; and (3) improve the County’s fiscal health.
e. Water Resources Element
The existing Water Resources Element addresses water supply and quality,
stormwater management, and water service in the County. It provides policy
recommendations to protect, restore, and maintain water resources. The
background section provides a brief overview of the existing water demand and
supply in the county and a description on how they are currently managed. The
second section establishes goals, policies, and actions to enhance water supply,
manage groundwater resources, protect water quality, and improve streambank
stability.
f. Conservation and Open Space Element
The existing Conservation and Open Space Element addresses nine topical areas,
with a discussion of policy recommendations for each issue. The nine areas include
(1) Greenhouse Gases, (2) Energy, (3) Air Quality, (4) Biological Resources, (5)
Timber Resources, (6) Mineral and Soil Resources, (7) Military Installations, (8)
Cultural Resources, and (9) Scenic Resources. Each topical area includes a
background information section and a section covering the goals, policies, and
actions aimed at providing guidance to the County on decisions that affect the
resources included in this element.
g. Health and Safety Element
The existing Health and Safety Element focuses on protecting the community from
natural and humanmade hazards. It addresses seven topical areas and provides
policy recommendations for each issue. The seven areas are (1) Noise, (2) Flood
Hazards and Dam Inundation, (3) Seismic and Geologic Hazards, (4) Fire Hazards,
(5) Hazardous Materials, (6) Emergency Response and Disaster Preparedness, and
(7) Community Health. Each topical area includes a background information
section and a section covering the goals, policies, and actions aimed at reducing
risks to health and property from natural and humanmade hazards.
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h. Public Facilities and Services Element
The existing Public Facilities and Services Element addresses eight topical areas,
with a discussion of policy recommendations for each issue. The nine areas are (1)
General Government Services, (2) Fire Protection and Emergency Medical
Services, (3) Sheriff Services, (4) Public Education, (5) Libraries, (6) Parks and
Recreation, (7) Solid Waste and Waste Diversion, and (8) Wastewater. Each topical
area includes a background information section and a section covering the goals,
policies, and actions aimed at providing guidance to the County on decisions that
affect public facilities and services.
i. Area and Neighborhood Plans Element
The existing Area and Neighborhood Plans Element carries forward policies from
the prior Durham Dayton Nelson Area Plan and the Chapman/Mulberry
Neighborhood Plan. The Durham Dayton Nelson section includes an urban
reserve policy to balance residential and agricultural uses. The policy
recommendations for the Chapman/Mulberry neighborhood were intended to
promote revitalization of the neighborhoods and to enhance the single-family
residential character of the plan area. In 2020, the City of Chico annexed the
Chapman/Mulberry Neighborhood Plan area.
j. Agriculture Element
The existing Agriculture Element consists of two major sections. The first section
provides background information on agricultural resources in the county. The
second section establishes policies to maintain, protect, promote, and enhance
agricultural resources and uses in the county. The Agricultural Element reflects the
County’s commitment to strategies that ensure continued agricultural productivity
unhindered by development pressures. The primary method the County uses to
meet their agricultural preservation goals is through policy measures. The
California Land Conservation Act, better known as the Williamson Act, has been
particularly successful in Butte County and statewide. The Williamson Act
preserves agricultural and open space lands through property tax incentives and
voluntary restrictive use contracts. According to the County’s GIS database, the
County had approximately 215,700 acres enrolled in Williamson Act contracts in
2016. This program will continue to be used, in addition to other policy tools, such
as the Chico Area Greenline. Refer to Chapter 18, Agriculture, for a complete
discussion of this topic.
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2. Existing General Plan Land Use Categories
The existing Land Use Element sets forth 20 land use categories or designations
that are applied to unincorporated areas of the county, as shown on the County’s
General Plan Land Use Map and indicated in Figure 1-1. As shown in the figure,
most of the eastern third of the county is designated for Timber-Mountain uses.
The western part of the county and most of the unincorporated area in the central
part of the county is designated as Agriculture. Each municipality has adopted a
land use and circulation plan for their incorporated lands and for their planning
area.
For each land use category, the Land Use Element describes applicable principles
and standards, including primary and secondary uses (i.e., other uses that are
similar, compatible with, or necessary to the primary use), site designation criteria
(i.e., preferred site attributes for that category), and intensity of use (i.e., limitations
on parcel size, residential densities, and other factors). Table 1-1 lists the 20 land
use categories in the existing Land Use Element, along with the primary allowable
land uses for each designation.
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SUMMARY OF EXISTING LAND USE DESIGNATIONS

Land Use
Designation

Primary Land Uses

Agriculture

Cultivation, harvest, storage, processing, and sale and distribution of all plant crops, especially annual food crops.

Agricultural Services

Cultivation, harvest, storage, processing, sale and distribution of all plant crops, and industrial uses, such as processing facilities.

Timber Mountain

Forest management and the harvesting and processing of forest products.

Resource Conservation

Natural, wilderness, and study areas and limited recreational and commercial recreational uses.

Foothill Residential

Single-family dwellings at rural densities.

Rural Residential

Single-family dwellings at rural densities.

Very Low-Density Residential

Detached single-family dwellings at low urban densities.

Low-Density Residential

Detached single-family dwellings at urban densities.

Medium-Density Residential

Detached and attached single-family dwellings at urban densities.

Medium High-Density
Residential

A mixture of urban residential uses, including detached and attached single-family homes, duplexes, townhomes, condominiums, multipledwelling structures, and care homes.
Higher-density urban residential uses, including townhomes, condominiums, multiple-dwelling structures, mobile home parks, group quarters and
care homes.
Very high-density urban residential uses, including townhomes, condominiums, multiple-dwelling structures, mobile home parks, group quarters,
and care homes.

High-Density Residential
Very High-Density Residential
Mixed-Use

Mixed-use buildings and single use residential, retail, or office buildings in close proximity to each other.

Retail and Office

Structures and activities providing a full range of merchandise and services to the general public, including professional/office uses.

Recreation Commercial
Sports and Entertainment

Recreation and tourism-related uses, including golf courses, shooting ranges, archery ranges, eating and drinking establishments, wedding facilities,
gasoline service stations, public buildings, hotels and motels, owner-occupied residences, RV parks, resorts, and vacation cabins.
Sports and entertainment uses as a primary use, including sports facilities, golf courses, theaters, and amphitheaters, as well as a range of related
commercial uses that are compatible with the primary uses, including localized retail, commercial retail, and service establishments.

Industrial

Processing, manufacturing, packaging, storage and distribution of goods and commodities.

Research and Business Park

Allowable uses are narrowly defined to assure compatibility between uses. Industrial uses are limited to those manufacturers engaged in the
production of low volume, high value products, particularly advanced technology products. Businesses requiring outdoor production and storage
are prohibited. Following is a partial, representative listing of the primary permitted uses:
1. High and advanced technology, research and development uses, laboratories, including university-based research, and facilities used for
testing and analysis of products or uses.
2. Business and professional corporate headquarters, regional offices, and data processing facilities.
3. Uses that emphasize product development over high-volume production in order to minimize traffic associated with the transportation of
raw materials and products, and other nuisance factors.
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3. Relationship to Municipal General Plans
The existing General Plan is applicable to all unincorporated land in the county,
including the areas within the Spheres of Influence of each of the county’s five
municipalities of Biggs, Chico, Gridley, Oroville, and Paradise. County General
Plan policies and land use designations also need to consider the adopted general
plans for these incorporated areas.
For development proposals within City and Town limits, the applicable municipal
general plan takes precedence over any County General Plan provisions.
Development proposals outside a municipality’s boundaries, but within its SOI,
should be reviewed by both County and municipal planning agencies for
conformity with existing general plan policies. If a development proposal within a
municipality’s SOI would require municipal services (e.g., sewer and water),
compliance with municipal general plan provisions is usually required. However,
the annexation of properties outside municipal limits or the extension of sewer
service outside the Urban Service Area (USA) requires approval by the Butte
County Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO). USAs are areas where
urban services will be provided and outside of which services will not be provided.
As of 2021, USAs in Butte County include the Thermalito Water & Service
District, Lake Oroville Public Utility District, South Feather Water & Power, and
California Water Service Company.1
Figures 1-2 through 1-5 display the County General Plan designations within and
adjacent to each municipality’s SOI. Additional information concerning these
SOIs, the regulation of SOIs, and the role of LAFCO, is provided in Section I.D of
this chapter. These boundaries are regularly evaluated by each municipality in
conjunction with a Municipal Services Review by LAFCO.

1 Mark Michelena. Senior Planner, Department of Development Services, Butte
County. Personal communication with Andrea Howard, PlaceWorks. February 4, 2021.
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4. Specific, Area, and Neighborhood Plans
Specific, area, and neighborhood plans are tools that can be used to guide growth
and development in designated geographic areas. A specific plan is fundamentally a
tool for the “systematic implementation” of a general plan, typically within a
defined area. Because the general plan must address policy issues on a broad scale
throughout the agency’s jurisdiction, it lacks specificity to deal with the needs of a
smaller area. Although the specific plan must be consistent with the general plan, it
can address infrastructure, land use and financial issues in a more appropriately
focused and detailed manner. Area and neighborhood plans provide extra detail
beyond what the General Plan was designed to accomplish and provide more
specific direction to these various planning areas.
There are three specific plans in Butte County: the Stringtown Mountain Specific Plan,
the North Chico Specific Plan, and the Rio d’Oro Specific Plan. In the 1980s and 1990s,
Butte County adopted a number of area plans and one neighborhood plan. Most
policy guidance from those area plans was incorporated throughout the 2030
General Plan. Specific policy guidance from the Durham-Dayton-Nelson Area Plan
was incorporated into a discrete chapter of the General Plan: Chapter 13, Area and
Neighborhood Plans Element. Currently, the Durham-Dayton-Nelson Area Plan is the
only area plan in Butte County. In addition to these existing plans, the County is
currently in the process of preparing the Upper Ridge Community Plan. All current and
pending plans are described below.
a. Stringtown Mountain Specific Plan
The Stringtown Mountain Specific Plan, adopted September 1994, addresses design
criteria and development standards for the future development of a health resort
and residential community in the foothills east of Oroville, at Highway 162 and
Forbestown Road. Figure 1-6 maps the Stringtown Mountain Specific Plan area.
The development foreseen in the Specific Plan has encountered obstacles to its
implementation, primarily due to issues of with provision of sewer service.
b. North Chico Specific Plan
The North Chico Specific Plan was adopted in January 1995. The plan area, which
is mapped in Figure 1-7, encompasses 3,590 acres bounded by Sycamore Creek to
the south, Highway 99 to the west, Rock Creek to the north and Chico Municipal
Airport to the east. The Specific Plan allows for the development of 2,803
residential dwelling units at varying densities. The purpose of this plan is to
comprehensively respond to development proposals and incorporate them into a
concept for land use for the area, while evaluating and providing for area-wide
solutions to drainage, circulation, and public services. The County is currently in
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the process of amending the Specific Plan to guide development of the North
Chico Village site located within the plan area.
c. Rio d’Oro Specific Plan
The Rio d’Oro Specific Plan was adopted in May 2015 and encompasses
approximately 689 acres located along State Route 70 south of Oroville, 276 acres
of which are dedicated to environmental conservation and scenic open space. The
Rio d’Oro Specific Plan area is shown in Figure 1-8. The Specific Plan limits
development to no more than 2,700 dwelling units of mixed residential types and
30 acres of retail and office uses along the northern portion of the Specific Plan.
Smaller areas are planned for public and commercial uses in the southeast portion
of the plan area at State Route 70 and Palermo Road. There are additional steps
that need to be completed before development of the Rio d’Oro Specific Plan can
occur. Although the northern central portion of the Specific Plan area is already
zoned for high-density residential and such development is permitted by right,
sewer, water, and power access are needed prior to development. Prior to
developing the remaining area, the following steps are required: a General Plan
amendment and rezone, an ordinance that sets specific development standards for
the area, some land acquisition, a development agreement negotiation process, and
a fiscal analysis.
d. Upper Ridge Community Plan
The Upper Ridge Community Plan is currently under development. The
Community Plan will set a vision and provide policy guidance for the Upper Ridge
communities north of the Town of Paradise, as shown in Figure 1-9. The purpose
of this Community Plan is to support recovery and rebuilding efforts from the
Camp Fire and foster resilient and thriving communities.
e. Durham-Dayton-Nelson Area Plan
The Durham-Dayton-Nelson Area Plan was adopted in 1992, covering the
unincorporated communities of Durham, Dayton, and Nelson in west-central Butte
County, as shown in Figure 1-10. The Area Plan establishes land use policies and
designates the planning area as an urban reserve. Policies for the area include a
restriction on rural residential development to parcels of three acres or more, until
such time as it is determined the area is “needed for development,” and adequate
services are available to serve that development.
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B. Zoning
The Butte County Zoning Ordinance, adopted November 2012, sets forth zoning
regulations for the unincorporated areas of the county. The Zoning Ordinance
regulates land uses, building heights, setbacks, provision of open space, and other
factors that relate to development on individual properties.
Under State law, cities and counties have broad latitude in establishing zoning
standards and procedures. One key requirement, however, is that zoning
regulations shall be consistent with the general plan.
1. Summary of Zoning Districts
The Butte County Zoning Ordinance establishes a total of 41 zoning districts.
There are also 16 overlay zoning districts that provide additional standards to
specified areas in the county.
The following is a brief summary of the zoning categories. This summary outlines
only general standards; the Zoning Ordinance itself should be consulted for
specific details regarding permitted, accessory and conditional uses, and other
regulations.
a. Agricultural Zones (AS, A-20, A-40, A-80, A-160)
These zones provide for agricultural uses with minimum lot areas of 20, 40, 80, and
160 acres, respectively. Permitted uses include one single-family dwelling per
parcel, agricultural uses, and housing facilities for agricultural employees. Minimum
lot acreages correspond to the suffix of the A zone; for example, the minimum lot
size in the A-20 zone is 20 acres. The Agricultural Service (AS) zone does not
permit residential uses, except for caretaker quarters as an accessory use. Other
permitted uses in the AS zone include animal grazing, crop cultivation, and
agricultural processing. The minimum lot area in the AS zone is 20,000 square feet.
b. Natural Resource Zones (TM, TPZ, RC)
The Natural Resource zones protect Butte County’s valuable timber resources and
preserve the natural, wilderness, and scientific study areas that are critical to the
environmental quality. These zones permit one single-family dwelling per parcel,
animal grazing, and private stables. Timber processing, forestry, and logging are
permitted uses in the Timber Mountain (TM) and Timber Production (TPZ) zones.
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c.

Foothill and Rural Residential Zones (FR-1, FR-2, FR-5, FR-10, FR-20, FR-40,
FCR-20, RR-5, RR-10, RCR-10)
The Foothill Residential (FR) and Rural Residential (RR) zones permit large lot
single-family dwellings and small farmsteads in the foothill and agricultural areas of
the county. Animal grazing, crop cultivation, private stables, on-site agricultural
product sales, and other similar agricultural activities are also permitted uses in
these zones. The suffix of each FR and RR zone specifies the minimum lot area in
acres.
d.

Residential Zones (VLDR, VLDR-2.5, VLDCR, LDR, MDR, MHDR, HDR,
VHDR)
These zones permit residential uses at varying densities. The highest residential
density permitted is 30 dwelling units per acre, in the VHDR zone. Permitted uses
in the VLDR and VLDCR zones include single-family homes, small residential care
homes, accessory dwelling units, animal grazing, on-site agricultural product sales,
and private stables. The LDR and MDR zones permit single-family homes, second
units, and accessory dwelling units.
The MHDR, HDR, and VHDR zones allow a mixture of housing types at medium
and high densities. Permitted housing types include single-family homes, duplex
homes, multifamily dwellings, second units, and accessory dwelling units.
e.

Commercial and Mixed-Use Zones (G-C, C-C, N-C, REC, S-E, MU-1, MU-2,
MU-3)
These zones (General Commercial, Community Commercial, Neighborhood
Commercial, Recreation Commercial, Sports and Entertainment, and Mixed-Use,
respectively) allow various types of retail and other commercial uses. Except for
the REC and S-E zones, these zones also permit or conditionally allow specified
types of residential uses. The S-E zone is intended primarily for sports and
entertainment uses, such as sports facilities, theaters, and golf courses. The REC
zone is intended exclusively for unique recreation and tourism-related uses;
caretaker units, as an accessory use, are permitted in this zone.
f. Research and Business Park Zone (RBP)
The RBP zone is initiated on a case-by-case basis by a property owner. Primary
uses in this zone include research and development, business and professional
corporate headquarters, and light industrial and manufacturing geared toward high
and advanced technology.
Site development standards include extensive
landscaping, open space, and recreational opportunities. The RBP zone is currently
applied in one location north of Oroville.
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g. Industrial Zones (L-I, G-I, H-I)
These zoning districts (Light Industrial, General Industrial, and Heavy Industrial)
permit varying intensities of manufacturing uses (including assembly, processing,
fabricating, refining, repairing, packaging, and treatment), as well as warehouse
storage and distribution.
h. Other Zones (PB, AIR, PD, Overlay Zones))
The PB (Public) zone allows public and quasi-public facilities to serve Butte County
residents. Permitted uses in the PB zone include public and private schools, parks
and playgrounds, community centers, government offices, and police and fire
stations.
The AIR (Airport) zone is intended exclusively for Butte County’s airports and
permits uses typically associated with airport operations. It allows unscheduled air
carrier facilities, charter aircraft operations, aircraft storage, and other similar uses.
Retail, services, and restaurant uses are conditionally permitted.
The PD (Planned Development) zone is intended to promote creativity in building
design and allow for high-quality development that deviates from applicable
standards. It allows diversification in land uses, structures, lot sizes and open
spaces, consistent with the General Plan and subject to County approval of a land
use and development plan for the site.
There are many overlay zones that establish regulations in addition to the
underlying base zone requirement. Examples of existing overlay zones include the
Airport Compatibility Overlay Zone, Butte Creek Canyon Overlay Zone, Deer
Herd Migration Overlay Zone, Public Housing Overlay Zone, and the Scenic
Highway Overlay Zone. Whenever a conflict exists between the overlay zone and
base zone, the overlay zone requirement applies.
2. Summary of County Zoning Map
Figure 1-11 displays the countywide zoning map. The majority of the western third
of the county is zoned for agricultural uses (A-20, A-40, A-80, A-160). Much of
the eastern third of the county is zoned Timber-Mountain or Timber Production.
Properties in the central portion of the county are predominantly zoned Foothill
Country Residential and Agriculture. In the southern portion of the county, the
zoning is mainly for agricultural uses (A-20, A-40, A-80).
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Concentrations of residential, commercial, and industrial zoned properties are
found adjoining the five incorporated municipalities. Lands immediately adjacent
to Gridley, Biggs, and Paradise are generally zoned for less intense urban
development (e.g., Foothill Residential in the Paradise area); however, some
properties immediately adjacent to these municipalities are zoned for residential,
commercial, and/or industrial uses.
A substantial amount of land immediately adjacent to Lake Oroville is zoned
Resource Conservation. Several roadways in the county, including the Oroville
Quincy Highway, Lumpkin Road, and Skyway, are in the Scenic Highway Overlay
zoning designation.
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C. Municipal General Plans and Related Documents
Butte County contains five incorporated municipalities: Biggs, Chico, Gridley,
Oroville, and Paradise. Each municipality has a General Plan to guide development
within its limits and its larger planning area. The following discussion describes
each municipality’s size and character and briefly summarizes the provisions of its
general plan, particularly those relevant to the Butte County General Plan and
countywide land use and development issues.
1. City of Biggs
The City of Biggs is in the southwest portion of Butte County, approximately five
miles north of the City of Gridley. Highway 99 runs in a north to south direction
east of the city, and the Union Pacific Railroad extends through the center of the
city.
The City of Biggs was founded in 1903 with the development of the area’s
agriculture and the construction of the California and Oregon Railway, now known
as the Union Pacific Railroad. The growth of the city has hinged on agricultural
development. Small fruit and field-crop farms and large rice-growing ranches
presently occupy a major portion of the immediately surrounding area. The rice
industry is a major influence on the community’s economy. Local economic
growth is tied to agricultural productivity and the demand for local goods and
services, as prospects for non-agricultural development appear limited.
a. Population and Land Use Characteristics
Growth has been relatively slow in the City of Biggs: the city’s population was
1,581 in 1990,2 1,793 in 2000, and 1,707 in 2010.3 As of January 1, 2020, the city’s
population was estimated at 1,852,4 representing an increase of less than 300 people
over 30 years.

2

State of California, Department of Finance, August 2007, E-8 Historical Population
Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 1990-2000.
3 State of California, Department of Finance, November 2012, E-8 Historical
Population Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2000-2010.
4 State of California, Department of Finance, May 2020, E-5 Population and Housing
Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2011-2020, with 2010 Census Benchmark.
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According to Butte County Association of Governments (BCAG) post-Camp Fire
projections, Biggs is anticipated to grow at about 1.3 percent annually between
2020 and 2045. To accommodate this growth, the city would need additional
housing. Biggs 6th Cycle regional housing needs allocation (RHNA) is 81 housing
units, which means the City’s next Housing Element must plan to accommodate
the development of 81 units over the eight year RHNA Cycle, covering the period
of 2022 through 2030.5
Most of the incorporated land area in Biggs used for residential purposes and the
remaining land is developed with employment-generating uses, commercial, or
vacant land. Recent growth has involved primarily single-family home construction;
there are no multifamily or mobile home parks in the city. Biggs has a small
commercial core area that serves most daily needs of its residents, but most
shopping for major items occurs in other population centers.
b. General Plan
The City of Biggs adopted its current General Plan in 2014. The General Plan
covers a planning period from 2014 to 2030. The City’s SOI boundary was greatly
expanded to include the West Biggs Gridley Road Annexation No. 2 and two
special study areas in 2016. There are currently no plans to update the 2014
General Plan.
The 2014 General Plan prescribes land uses for the area within the city limits and
SOI. The General Plan states as a primary land use goal to “Maintain and promote
the qualities which make Biggs a desirable community.”6 The City’s Plan includes a
list of policies and programs to achieve this goal, including the following:
 Ensure that individual development projects conform to the overall plan for
the community and that consideration is given to the configuration of adjacent
areas to be developed in the future.
 Adopt guidelines providing direction for the processing and consideration of
amendments to the City’s adopted Land Use Diagram.
o

Following the adoption of the General Plan, undertake a
comprehensive update to the City Municipal Code to coordinate
General Plan and zoning requirements.

5

Butte County Association of Governments, December 2020, 6th Cycle Regional
Housing Needs Plan, page 12.
6 City of Biggs, 2014, City of Biggs General Plan, page LU-20.
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o

Following the adoption of the General Plan and upon completion of
the update of the City Municipal Code, revise zoning designations for
specific parcels as necessary to achieve consistency between the
General Plan and zoning designations in the city.

 Ensure that individual development projects conform to the community
design vision of the General Plan and enhance and reinforce the positive
attributes of the city.
o

Following the adoption of the General Plan, adopt a formal Design
Review process including design standards and guidelines.

o

Prior to the adoption of a formal Design Review program, apply the
Design Guidelines presented in the Community Enhancement
Element when reviewing development projects.

 Require new development to promote the small-town character of Biggs
through the use of site and building design elements.
 Promote high-quality, efficient, and cohesive land utilization that minimizes
negative impacts and environmental hazards on adjacent neighborhoods and
infrastructure and that preserves existing neighborhoods from encroachment
by incompatible land uses.
o

Incorporate enhanced notification and public awareness requirements
into the Zoning Ordinance to ensure that residents and landowners
are aware of potential impacts to property from new development.

o

Actively work with landowners and project proponents to seek ways
to minimize or mitigate project-related environmental hazards.

 Continue to promote the use of undeveloped land for active agricultural
purposes by ensuring the new development does not unnecessarily or
prematurely encroach or convert viable, productive, and active agricultural
lands. Design criteria for buffers should be as follows: (1) require a minimum
100-foot-wide physical separation, which may include roadways,
pedestrian/bicycle routes, storm water basins, canals and sloughs, and open
spaces between the agricultural use and any habitable structure; (2) require the
use of vegetative plantings to reduce issues related to dust, noise, aesthetics,
and air quality; (3) where possible, minimize the use of structural features, such
as barrier walls to mitigate land use incompatibilities.
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Update the City’s Zoning Ordinance or include within a future design
review program guidelines and standards for the buffering of
incompatible land uses.

 Direct growth to areas having existing public facilities and services or to areas
where new facilities and services can be provided in a manner that benefits the
existing residents of the city.
2. City of Chico
The City of Chico is in the northwest part of Butte County, about 100 miles north
of Sacramento and 70 miles south of Redding. The city is bisected by Highway 99,
which runs in a north-south direction. Highway 32, which runs east-to-west,
intersects Highway 99 near the center of Chico.
Founded in 1860 by John Bidwell, the City of Chico has grown from an individual
rancho to the center of economic activity of the tri-county area, which includes
Butte, Glenn, and Tehama counties. Chico is home to two regional malls and
major discount retailers. Also, Chico is a major medical and education center
servicing much of the entire northeastern part of California. Chico’s Planning Area
consists of approximately 150 square miles of land and includes the City of Chico,
the City’s SOI, and unincorporated areas in Butte County.
a. Population and Land Use Characteristics
As Butte County’s largest urban community, Chico experienced a moderately slow
and steady growth rate until 1960. The city grew rapidly during the 1960s and
through the first half of the 1970s, largely due to increased student enrollment at
California State University, Chico (CSUC). Additional growth during the period
from 1970 to 1990 established the city as the retail, service, and medical center for
the region. Since 1990, the city’s population has continued to grow. According to
California Department of Finance estimates, the city’s population as of January 1,
2020, was 110,326.7 The total population for Chico was estimated at 86,187 in
2010 and 60,516 in 2000.8 In 1990, Chico’s population was 39,970.9

7

State of California, Department of Finance, May 2020, E-5 Population and Housing
Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2011-2020, with 2010 Census Benchmark.
8 State of California, Department of Finance, November 2012, E-8 Historical
Population Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2000-2010.
9 State of California, Department of Finance, August 2007, E-8 Historical Population
Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 1990-2000.
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Chico is projected to grow about 0.45 percent annually between the years 2020 to
2045 according to BCAG post-Camp Fire projections. The 6th Cycle 2022-2030
RHNA for Chico is 3,488 housing units.10
Much of the residential land area in Chico is developed at low and medium
residential densities. In 2007, the Chico City Council adopted a new mixed-use
General Plan designation with the intention of creating more compact
neighborhoods. The 2014 General Plan calls for a “range of housing types and
densities within neighborhoods to expand the range of housing choices.”11
Chico serves as a key regional center, since it is the largest city of its size within
some distance and offers diverse commercial, service, and cultural opportunities, as
well as the presence of a major California State University campus. The economy
of the Chico area is based mainly on service and retail uses, the State University,
and manufacturing. The city provides the most fully developed retail-commercial
area in the county.
In the non-urban part of the area surrounding Chico, the predominant land use on
the valley floor is agriculture, including a variety of crops. Prime agricultural soils
are found on the valley floor on the west side of the city. Generally, soils to the
east of the city are suitable only for seasonal grazing. In the foothill areas, the
predominant uses are low-density housing, marginal agricultural activity, and
recreation/open space.
b. General Plan
The City of Chico General Plan was updated in April 2011 and plans for the city’s
development through 2030. The City completed a five-year review of the General
Plan in November 2016 and there are currently no plans in place to update the
plan. The General Plan states as a land use goal to “reinforce the City’s compact
urban form, establish urban growth limits, and manage where and how growth and
conservation will occur.”12 The City’s Plan includes a list of policies and programs
to achieve this goal, including the following:

10

Butte County Association of Governments, December 2020, 6th Cycle Regional
Housing Needs Plan, page 12.
11 City of Chico, 2011, City of Chico General Plan, pages 3-9.
12 City of Chico, 2011, City of Chico General Plan, pages 3-38 to 3-29.

1‐30

B U T T E

C O U N T Y

G E N E R A L

S E T T I N G

A N D

P L A N

T R E N D S

L A N D

U S E

 Support coordinated land use planning for the Chico Planning Area.
o

Update the City’s SOI as depicted in the General Plan Land Use
Diagram.

o

Consult with Butte County and other entities, as appropriate, to
facilitate a coordinated approach to land use planning within the
Planning Area.

o

Consider agreements for critical planning topics and activities with
Butte County and other agencies and special districts.

o

Fully implement an electronic permitting program for processing and
record keeping of building, planning, and engineering projects.

 Maintain long-term boundaries between urban and agricultural uses in the west
and between urban uses and the foothills in the east, and limit expansion north
and south to produce a compact urban form.
o

Retain the Greenline.

o

Apply the City’s Foothill Development Standards to projects in
foothill areas.

 Maintain balanced growth by encouraging infill development where City
services are in place and allowing expansion into Special Planning Areas.
o

When setting priorities for public infrastructure spending, give
particular attention to improvements that will support development
and redevelopment of the designated Opportunity Sites.

o

Require that applications for SOI updates and annexations are
consistent with Local Agency Formation Commission requirements
and include a conceptual plan for the affected territory, including prezoning and a plan for infrastructure financing and phasing.

3. City of Gridley
The City of Gridley is in the southwest corner of Butte County, approximately five
miles south of the City of Biggs. Highway 99 runs in a north to south direction
through the eastern portion of the city, and the Union Pacific Railroad extends
through the center of the city. The City of Gridley was founded in 1905 as an
agricultural service center built upon and surrounded by prime agricultural soils.
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a. Population and Land Use Characteristics
Most of Gridley’s working residents are employed in activities related to farming or
in local retail and services. Some residents are farm workers who live in Gridley on
a seasonal basis. A large percentage of the population is retired and not in the
labor force. The 2020 population estimate for Gridley was 6,402;13 it was 6,584 in
2010, 5,408 in 2000,14 and 4,631 in 1990.15
According to BCAG post-Camp Fire projections, Gridley is anticipated to grow at
about 1.6 percent annually from 2020 to 2045. Gridley’s 6th Cycle 2022-2030
RHNA allocation is 344 housing units.16
Most of the future development in Gridley is expected to occur in the city’s
Planned Growth Area. This area could provide between 2,400 to 2,900 dwelling
units as well as small-scale retail uses and office or other service uses.17
The city has a small commercial area that serves most daily needs of its residents,
but most shopping for major items occurs in the other population centers (e.g.,
Chico or the Marysville-Yuba City area). Development in Gridley since the mid1970s has been primarily single-family residential in character. Developments
around the city’s periphery have begun to depart from the traditional grid street
system by incorporating curved street patterns and non-continuous streets. Some
of the internal street patterns do not include adequate provisions for canalcrossings or other connections with the surrounding street systems.
b. General Plan
The City of Gridley adopted its current General Plan in 2009. The General Plan
covers the planning period from 2009 to 2030. There are currently no plans to
update the plan. The General Plan states as a land use goal to “achieve orderly,
managed urban growth with a compact development pattern with high quality and

13

State of California, Department of Finance, May 2020, E-5 Population and
Housing Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2011-2020, with 2010 Census Benchmark.
14 State of California, Department of Finance, November 2012, E-8 Historical
Population Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2000-2010.
15 State of California, Department of Finance, August 2007, E-8 Historical
Population Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 1990-2000.
16 Butte County Association of Governments, December 2020, 6th Cycle Regional
Housing Needs Plan, page 12.
17 City of Gridley, 2009, City of Gridley General Plan, page 10.

1‐32

B U T T E

C O U N T Y

G E N E R A L

S E T T I N G

A N D

P L A N

T R E N D S

L A N D

U S E

efficient public infrastructure and services.”18 The City’s Plan includes a list of
policies and programs to achieve this goal, including the following:
 The City will maintain a reasonable and logical expanded SOI that implements
the General Plan.
 The City will consider Butte Local Agency Formation Commission policies
and procedures in seeking a SOI that allows for building of complete
neighborhoods and efficient infrastructure extension.
 The City will approve annexations only in areas adjacent to developed portions
of the City with urban services and a General Plan land use designation.
 The City will give higher priority to development proposals within the City and
existing SOI over development proposals outside the City’s SOI.
 During this General Plan time horizon (through 2030), the City will focus new
development in the existing City and Planned Growth Area, and away from
Urban Reserve areas.
 The City will encourage infill development by analyzing infrastructure
deficiencies, improving infrastructure in the existing City, creating fee
programs that provide incentives for infill, and working with property owners
to create equitable financing mechanism for infrastructure improvements in
infill areas.
 The City will require projects proposed in the Industrial and Agricultural
Industrial designations to provide an analysis of water, wastewater, drainage,
and electricity demand. These developments may be conditioned to ensure the
availability of existing and planned infrastructure capacity.
 The City will submit an application to Butte Local Agency Formation
Commission to expand the SOI to implement the General Plan. The City will
provide LAFCO with environmental and infrastructure analysis and
documentation needed to expand Gridley’s SOI to include the Planned
Growth Area.
 The Planning Department will pre-zone land within the expanded SOI
consistent with the General Plan prior to annexation.

18

City of Gridley, 2009, City of Gridley General Plan, page 30.
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 The City will work with property owners interested in infill development to
identify infrastructure deficiencies and needs and to determine an equitable
sharing of costs between the City and the property owner for infrastructure
improvements.
An Area of Concern (AOC) was adopted by the Butte County LAFCO for the
unincorporated area between the City of Biggs and the City of Gridley. This is a
designated area where LAFCO is required to notify both the Cities of Biggs and
Gridley of County development projects. This AOC is intended to help coordinate
growth and facilitate communications concerning development proposals in the
area.
4. City of Oroville
The City of Oroville is in southeastern Butte County along the Feather River, on
the southwestern side of Lake Oroville. It is the seat of County government in
Butte County. The city is bisected by Highway 70, which runs in a north-south
direction, and by Highway 162 (Oro Dam Boulevard), which runs in an east-west
direction. Highway 99 extends north-south 4 miles west of the city limits. Diverse
economic activities have historically shaped the city and included gold mining,
agriculture, railroads, lumber processing and dam construction and operation. The
Oroville Dam, completed in 1968, is the centerpiece of the California State Water
Project.
a. Population and Land Use Characteristics
Oroville grew rapidly during the Gold Rush, but lost population as mining activity
declined. A second population boom coincided with construction of the Oroville
Dam, which was completed in 1968. The city’s population, which stood at 6,115 in
1960, had reached 7,536 by 1970. More recent growth in the area has been largely
due to urban-to-rural migration, rather than major economic activity in the area.
Oroville’s population was 11,885 in 1990.19 The City’s population grew to 13,004 in
2000 and 15,546 in 2010.20 As of January 1, 2020, the city’s population was
19,440.21

19

State of California, Department of Finance, August 2007, E-8 Historical
Population Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 1990-2000.
20 State of California, Department of Finance, November 2012, E-8 Historical
Population Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2000-2010.
21 State of California, Department of Finance, May 2020, E-5 Population and
Housing Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2011-2020, with 2010 Census Benchmark.
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Oroville is projected to grow 0.59 percent annually between the years 2020 to 2045
according to BCAG projections. The 6th Cycle 2022-2030 RHNA allocation for
Oroville is 625 housing units.22
The Oroville area is characterized by low-density residential land. The highest
density residential development in Oroville consists primarily of single-family
homes, with a lesser number of apartments, mobile homes, and mobile home
parks. The area did not grow from a single core; rather, it became urbanized by the
merging of fairly distinct and separate communities, including the original areas of
downtown Oroville, Thermalito, and South Oroville. There is a significant amount
of vacant and underutilized residential and commercial land in Oroville.23
Major sources of economic growth and employment in the Oroville area are wood
products and agriculture. The seasonal nature of employment in these industries
has contributed to cyclical variations in the community’s economy. The touristrelated economy, also seasonal, has contributed to this problem, although the
establishment of two Native American gaming casinos has somewhat stabilized the
seasonal nature of the tourism sector. Other local industries, such as banking and
services, have lent some stability to the city’s business climate. Residents of the
area generally also work and shop in Oroville, except when making major
purchases.
b.

General Plan

 The City of Oroville 2030 General Plan was adopted in March 2015. The
General Plan shows land use designations for an area extending beyond the
city limits and SOI, with designations outside the SOI primarily for
Agriculture, Rural Residential, and Resource Management uses. To address
growth management, the General Plan includes a land use goal to “provide for
orderly, well-planned, and balanced growth consistent with the limits imposed
by infrastructure and the City’s ability to assimilate new growth.”24 The
General Plan includes a list of policies and actions to achieve this goal,
including the following: Establish a logical methodology for annexation of land
into the City that will reduce “island effects” and provide a more coherent city
limit boundary. Annexations shall be coordinated with the appropriate
22

Butte County Association of Governments, December 2020, 6th Cycle Regional
Housing Needs Plan, page 12.
23 City of Oroville, 2015, City of Oroville General Plan, pages 3-8.
24 City of Oroville, 2015, City of Oroville General Plan, pages 3-37 to 3-38.
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property owners and service providers and in substantial conformance with
Butte LAFCO Guidelines.
 Establish logical jurisdictional boundaries for the City. Work with service
districts to provide services to facilitate property owner requests for
annexation of properties within the City’s SOI.
 Ensure that all new development pays its fair share in financing of public
facilities and services.
 Link the rate of growth in Oroville to the provision of adequate services and
infrastructure, including schools, roadways, police, fire and medical services,
and water supply and wastewater treatment infrastructure to ensure that new
development will not negatively impact existing infrastructure and level of
services.
 Encourage non-conforming land uses to relocate or redevelop in accordance
with current land use and zoning designations.
 Ensure all new development conforms to current land use and zoning
designations. Require preparation and approval of Specific Plans for large
newly developing areas on the periphery of the City prior to annexation and
development of these areas. At a minimum, Specific Plans shall be prepared
for the Rio d’Oro, Oro Bay, and South Ophir Road Specific Plan Areas, as
mapped in Figure LU-6. Specific Plans shall comply with the requirements of
this Land Use Element.
 Require new specific plans to provide sufficient employment generating land
uses to achieve a jobs-to-housing balance equal to the level provided in the
incorporated communities of Butte County.
 Support infill development by encouraging eligible infill projects to use the
streamlined CEQA review provisions allowed by Senate Bill 226. Eligible infill
projects are described in Appendix M of the CEQA Guidelines. Eligibility is
based on performance standards such as on-site renewable power generation
and proximity to transit.
 Review Butte County General Plan Updates, General Plan Amendments, and
major development project proposals within the SOI, and inform County staff
of project/plan consistency with this General Plan and City regulations.
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 As required by law, update the Citywide Municipal Services Review as the
City’s population and employment base grows to identify what new or
expanded public facilities and services are needed to adequately meet the needs
of both existing and projected new development.
 Review and revise, as necessary, the Development Code to ensure its
consistency with this General Plan.
5. Town of Paradise
The Town of Paradise is at the juncture of the western slopes of the Cascade and
Sierra Nevada mountain systems in eastern Butte County. Topography and
drainage patterns have significantly influenced development patterns in the area
and steep canyons define the region, including the West Branch of the Feather
River to the east and Butte Creek-Little Butte Creek to the northwest. The Town
of Paradise occupies an area identified as the Lower Ridge, which ranges from a
2,200-foot elevation in the north to a 1,500-foot elevation at the Town’s southern
boundary.
a. Population and Land Use Characteristics
Originally settled during the Gold Rush era, the community of Paradise and its
surrounding area grew very slowly during the first half of the 20th century. In
1970, the Paradise area population stood at 14,539. Paradise was incorporated in
1979; the population of the area that was incorporated increased by approximately
50 percent between 1970 and 1980, from 14,539 to 22,571. Paradise’s population
was 25,401 in 1990.25 The population grew to 26,408 in 2000 and 26,218 in 2010.26
The 2018 population was estimated to be 26,256 prior to the devastating
November 2018 Camp Fire, which destroyed nearly 14,000 housing units total,
including more than 11,000 in the Town of Paradise, which led to a significant
population decline in the town.27 As of January 1, 2020, the population was
estimated as 4,631.28
25

State of California, Department of Finance, August 2007, E-8 Historical
Population Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 1990-2000.
26 State of California, Department of Finance, November 2012, E-8 Historical
Population Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2000-2010.
27 Butte County District Attorney, The Camp Fire Public Report: A Summary of the
Camp Fire Investigation, June 2020; California Department of Housing and Community
Development, Butte County Regional Housing Needs Determination, June 2020.
28 State of California, Department of Finance, May 2020, E-5 Population and
Housing Estimates for Cities, Counties and the State, 2011-2020, with 2010 Census Benchmark.
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According to BCAG post-Camp Fire projections, Paradise is anticipated to grow at
about 6.7 percent annually between the years 2020 to 2045. Paradise’s 6th Cycle
2022-2030 RHNA allocation is 7,179 housing units, which includes 6,837 units
designated as fire rebuild units.29
Paradise is predominately residential in character, and most of its dwelling units are
single-family. The Town’s central business district consists of a narrow band of
commercial uses along both sides of the Skyway, generally between Black Olive
Drive and Maxwell Drive. Shopping areas in Chico are 20 minutes away by car.
The Town contains relatively little industrial development. Agricultural uses,
including vineyards, orchards and grazing land, are located primarily in the
southern third of the Town. Many of these land uses were burned during the Camp
Fire.
b. General Plan
The most recent General Plan for the Town of Paradise was adopted in 1994, with
a planning horizon that extends to 2008. The Town is anticipated to update its
General Plan in the next few years.
Key Land Use policies of the existing General Plan state the following:
 The limitations imposed on the Paradise area by topography, soils and other
physical features shall be recognized in site-specific development design as well
as when establishing long-term growth objectives.
 The environmental and infrastructure constraints analysis system should be
used to determine future zoning classifications, densities, and intensities of
land use and to evaluate future development projects.
 In conjunction with input solicited from Butte County, as soon as feasible the
Town shall prepare a specific plan for an orderly and balanced development of
the secondary planning area south of the Town limits which will more
precisely determine residential densities, roads, drainage, utilities, and sewage
disposal.

29 Butte County Association of Governments, December 2020, 6th Cycle Regional
Housing Needs Plan, page 12.
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 The “Open Space/Agriculture” land use designation shall be applied to most
lands within the Butte County urban reserve area in the southerly secondary
planning area as a holding designation to prevent premature conversion to
urban uses until such time as a specific plan is adopted and public facilities and
services are available.
 The Town should consider annexation of the substantially undeveloped area
between Neal Road and the Feather River, including portions of the Lime
Saddle Community Services District.
There is no municipal wastewater system currently serving the Town of Paradise,
with all properties making use of on-site septic systems. Prior to the Camp Fire, the
Town was considered one of the nation’s largest urban areas that uses septic
systems instead of a municipal sewer system. Since the mid-1980s, requirements
for siting of on-site sewage disposal systems been adopted that have significantly
constrained new development. Typically, the minimum parcel size for newly
created residential parcels is one-half acre, which would accommodate a singlefamily residence and the required septic system and septic system repair area.
Commercial parcels must use a special design system with a maximum treated
effluent discharge of 2,000 gallons per acre per day.
The Town of Paradise is in the process of designing a sewer collection system that
would serve a large portion of the downtown area, decreasing the reliance on
individual systems in that area. The project would serve 1,469 of the 11,000 parcels
in the Town through sewer collection systems that would convey the wastewater
west to connect to the City of Chico’s wastewater collection system. The proposed
project is intended to encourage the opening of new businesses and stop
degradation of the local groundwater supply. A technical memorandum from
November 2020 shows that the Town hopes to have the entire project finished by
the year 2056.30

D. Butte County LAFCO
The Butte County Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) is governed by
the Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Local Government Reorganization Act of 2000. This
act superseded the Cortese-Knox Act of 1985, which in turn superseded the 1963
Knox-Nisbet Act. The Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act declares that “among the
30

Town of Paradise - Paradise Sewer Project Phase 1 Report. Accessed January

2021.
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purposes of a commission are discouraging urban sprawl, preserving open-space
and prime agricultural lands, efficiently providing government services, and
encouraging the orderly formation and development of local agencies based upon
local conditions and circumstances. One of the objectives of the commission is to
make studies and to obtain and furnish information which will contribute to the
logical and reasonable development of local agencies in each county and to shape
the development of local agencies so as to advantageously provide for the present
and future needs of each county and its communities.”31 In meeting these
responsibilities, each LAFCO is required “to review and approve or disapprove,
with or without amendments, wholly, partially, or conditionally, proposals for
changes of organization or reorganization, consistent with written policies,
procedures, and guidelines adopted by the commission.”32
According to Government Code Section 56021, “change of organization” means
any of the following:
 A city incorporation.
 A district formation.
 An annexation to, or detachment from, a city or district.
 A dis-incorporation of a city.
 A district dissolution.
 A consolidation of cities or special districts.
 A merger of a city and district or establishment of a subsidiary district.
Government Code Section 56036(a) and (b) define the special districts that fall
under LAFCO jurisdiction. School districts and redevelopment agencies, among
others, are not included within this definition and are therefore not subject to
LAFCO review.
In addition to its regulatory responsibilities, LAFCO is empowered to initiate and
to make studies of existing governmental agencies. These studies include, but are
not limited to, inventories of local agencies and determination of their maximum
service area and service capabilities.

31
32
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1. Municipal Service Review
The requirement for LAFCOs to conduct reviews of local municipal services was
established by the Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act of 2000. These Municipal Service
Reviews (MSRs) are conducted by LAFCOs utilizing specific guidelines developed
by the Office of Planning and Research. It is the statutory responsibility of
LAFCOs to prepare a review of each municipal service in order that this
information can be used to inform planning decisions that promote orderly growth
and development, preserve the state’s finite open space and agricultural land
resources, and ensure that high quality public services are provided to all California
residents in the most cost effective and efficient manner.
2. Spheres of Influence
As the basis in part for making decisions about organizational changes and
annexations, LAFCO must adopt a SOI for each local agency subject to LAFCO
regulation. The Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act defines a SOI as “a plan for the
probable ultimate physical boundaries and service area of a local agency, as
determined by the commission.”33 In practice, “ultimate” is typically defined as a
20-year planning horizon. The SOI plan must be developed using the information
generated within the MSR.
LAFCO Policy 4.1.11 (Action Options) states:
“LAFCO shall take one of the following four actions on an application for
annexation or detachment:

 Approve the application if the territory proposed for annexation is
contiguous to an existing city boundary and within that city's adopted
Urban Service Area.

 Approve the application proposal if it has found the change to result in the
most efficient delivery of services for the affected population and to comply
with other applicable standards.
 Modify or conditionally approve the proposal to ensure efficient service
delivery and meet other policy objectives. These may include, but are not
limited to: waiver of detachment from an existing service provider, or, in
the alternative, appropriate detachment fees; entering into a Joint Powers
Agreement with another service provider; and, requiring the inclusion of
additional territory or exclusion of territory in order to achieve more logical
33

California Government Code Section 56076.
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boundaries, subject to a protest hearing if required; such other conditions as
authorized by Section 56886 of Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg.
 Disapprove the annexation. In the event of such a disapproval, LAFCO
may, where appropriate, provide direction as to changes in the proposal that
could cause the Commission to consider approving a revised application.”
In determining the SOI of each local agency, LAFCO must consider and prepare a
written statement of its determinations with respect to each of the following:
 The present and planned land uses in the area, including agricultural and open
space lands.
 The present and probable need for public facilities and services in the area.
 The present capacity of public facilities and the adequacy of services, which
the agency provides or is authorized to provide.
 The existence of any social or economic communities of interest in the area if
the commission determines that they are relevant to the agency.34
Once these spheres are adopted, LAFCO decisions must be consistent with
applicable spheres.35 This means that LAFCO may not approve city annexations
outside the adopted SOI for the city.
3. Spheres of Influence in Butte County
The Butte County LAFCO is required to conduct reviews of local municipal
services per the Cortese-Knox-Hertzberg Act of 2000. The MSRs aim to promote
orderly growth and development by providing a comprehensive review of
municipal service capabilities for parcels located within a jurisdiction and their SOI.
LAFCO conducted a comprehensive review of city and district SOIs in 1985. In
the past two decades, LAFCO has adopted new SOI boundaries for all five
municipalities in the County. The following discussion briefly summarizes
municipality and district service areas for the five municipalities: Biggs, Chico,
Gridley, Oroville, and Paradise.

34
35
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a. City of Biggs SOI
In the Biggs area, LAFCO regulates the SOI boundaries of the City of Biggs, as
well as the boundaries of the Biggs-West Gridley Water District, Butte Water
District, Reclamation District No. 833, and Butte Resource Conservation District.
There are two County Service Areas (CSAs) in the Biggs area. One CSA provides
maintenance for the Schor swimming pool and the other provides financing for
emergency services.
In December 2015, LAFCO adopted the Final Municipal Service Review Update
and Sphere of Influence Plan for the City of Biggs, which amended the City’s SOI.
The SOI was expanded from approximately 540 acres to 2,197 acres to include the
land use designations set forth in Biggs’ 2014 General Plan.36 The new boundary
includes approximately 746 acres of vacant land for agricultural uses, 662 acres for
residential development, and 55 acres of vacant land for industrial uses.37 The City
of Biggs’ SOI is mapped in Figure 1-2.
b. Chico Area SOI
In the Chico area, LAFCO regulates the SOI boundaries of the City of Chico, as
well as the boundaries of the Chico Area Recreation District, the Butte County
Mosquito Abatement District, and the Pine Creek Cemetery District. In the Chico
area, there are approximately 47 CSAs. Of these CSAs, 12 provide lighting services,
five provide storm drainage service, and one provides sewer service. The remaining
CSAs provide a combination of services, such as lighting, draining, and fire.
In October 2018, LAFCO amended the SOI boundary for the City of Chico. The
previous SOI boundary was approximately 39.5 square miles in size. Chico’s
General Plan describes a need for a larger SOI to meet future housing and job
needs. The adopted SOI for the City of Chico is approximately 43.9 square miles in
size, which is an 11-percent increase compared to the previous SOI and adds six
areas to the city’s SOI.38 The City of Chico’s existing SOI is illustrated in Figure 13.

36

Butte LAFCO, December 2015, Final Sphere of Influence Plan City of Biggs, page 16.
Butte LAFCO, December 2015, Final Sphere of Influence Plan City of Biggs, page 16.
38 Butte LAFCO, October 2018, City of Chico Sphere of Influence Plan, page 8
37
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The amended SOI includes three special planning areas: North Chico, Bell/Muir,
and Doe Mill/Honey Run. The North Chico special planning area is in the
northern portion of the city, near the Chico Municipal Airport. The special
planning area is approximately 484 acres in size and could support a combination
of residential, commercial, industrial, and open space uses. The Bell/Muir special
planning area is in the northwestern portion of the city and is approximately 398
acres in size. Some areas in the Bell/Muir special planning area have already been
developed; future development in that planning area would consist of rural
residential and agricultural uses. The third special planning area, Doe Mill/Honey
Run, is approximately 1,441 acres in size and is in the southeastern area of the city,
in the foothills. Development in the Doe Mill/Honey Run planning area would
generally consist of recreation open space uses and residential uses.
c. Gridley Area SOI
In the Gridley area, LAFCO regulates the SOI boundaries of the City of Gridley, as
well as the Butte and Biggs-West Gridley Water Districts, the Gridley-Biggs
Cemetery District, and three CSAs. Of the three CSAs, two provide swimming
pools and one provides ambulance service. These service districts are further
discussed in other chapters of this Setting and Trends Report.
The SOI for the City of Gridley was last amended in December 2010 by LAFCO.
Gridley’s SOI was expanded to accommodate approximately 2,114 new dwelling
units. The amended SOI is located north of Gridley and would allow development
in Gridley’s planned growth area as outlined by the General Plan. The SOI planned
growth area includes residential, open space, neighborhood center mixed-use,
agricultural, industrial, and public land use designations.39
d. Oroville Area SOI
In the Oroville area, LAFCO regulates the SOI boundaries of the City of Oroville,
as well as the Thermalito Irrigation District; the South Feather Water and Power
Agency (formerly the Oroville-Wyandotte Irrigation District); the Lake Oroville
area (for sewage collection, treatment and disposal); the Feather River Recreation
and Park District; the Oroville, Bangor and Thompson Flat Cemetery Districts; the
Oroville and Butte County Mosquito Abatement Districts; and 10 CSAs. Of these
CSAs, five provide lighting and one provides drainage services. The remaining
CSAs provide a combination of services such as fire, drainage, and sewer. The

39

page 20.

1‐44

Butte LAFCO, December 2010, Final Sphere of Influence Plan for the City of Gridley,

B U T T E

C O U N T Y

G E N E R A L

S E T T I N G

A N D

P L A N

T R E N D S

L A N D

U S E

major school, utilities, fire, and parks and recreation districts in the Oroville area
are further discussed in other chapters of this Setting and Trends Report.
The SOI for the City of Oroville was last amended in December 2014 by LAFCO.
The previous SOI was approximately 26,343 acres in size and the expanded SOI
adds 9,904 acres to the city at the northern and southern boundaries of the city.
The southern SOI expansion area includes the Rio d’ Oro Specific Plan Area and
the unincorporated community of Palermo.40 The northern SOI expansion area
consists of 68 parcels and includes the State-owned Thermalito Forebay and
Thermalito Diversion Pool.41
e. Paradise Area SOI
In the Paradise area, LAFCO regulates the SOI boundaries of the Town of
Paradise as well as the Paradise Irrigation District, the Paradise Recreation and Park
District, the Paradise and Kimshew Cemetery Districts, and CSA No. 4, which
provides storm drainage service in the Upper Eden Ridge area. The utilities and
parks and recreation districts are further discussed in other chapters of this Setting
and Trends Report.
In 1985, LAFCO adopted a 20-year SOI for Paradise, which was intended to deal
with long-term growth. Since then, the SOI has gone through several annexation
adjustments and amendments; however, no comprehensive update has been
completed since 1985. On June 7, 2007, LAFCO approved an annexation that
added 8.13 acres of land area along the northwest boundary of the Town. In 2000,
the SOI for Paradise was approximately 17,502 acres in size and the SOI now
encompasses approximately 29,211 acres. In August 2007, LAFCO completed a
municipal service review to analyze service capabilities in the town. The Paradise
SOI is mapped on Figure 1-5.
The three major service concerns within in the Paradise SOI are drainage, sewage
disposal, and vehicular access, particularly in the event of an emergency. The
Town of Paradise levies varying development fees to maintain its gravity flow
drainage system. The Town does not provide a municipal sewer system, and
development is constrained by a restrictive sewer disposal ordinance. Adopted in
1983 and updated with revisions in 2000, the ordinance sets forth standards for
septic system installation and maintenance, and, depending on soil characteristics,
40
41

Butte LAFCO, December 2014, City of Oroville Sphere of Influence Plan, page 18.
Butte LAFCO, December 2014, City of Oroville Sphere of Influence Plan, pages 18

and 28.
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requires additional land area for leach fields in new developments throughout the
Town. As noted previously in Section I.C.5, the Town is pursuing a sewer
collection system to serve a portion of the Town.
Fire safety issues are a significant concern due to limited road access to and
through the area, which proved to have fatal consequences in the 2018 Camp Fire,
discussed in more detail in the Safety and Hazards chapter. The Skyway, the major
county arterial that serves Paradise and the Magalia area, has a limited capacity that
restricts evacuation and access by emergency vehicles. The Upper Ridge
communities are especially vulnerable to wildfires because they are isolated on top
of a relatively narrow, wooded ridgeline. The existing two-lane roadway across the
Magalia Reservoir dam also creates a potential bottleneck for evacuation during
catastrophic events. As the region rebuilds from both the Camp Fire and 2020
North Complex Fire, ingress and egress will be primary considerations.
In addition to the problems created by emergency access and congestion during an
evacuation, an earthquake is capable of causing the main earthen Magalia Reservoir
dam to subside, which would result in partial or total loss of the roadway. On
December 15, 1998, the County Board of Supervisors acted on the
recommendations of the July 1996 Skyway Improvement Program Feasibility Study
by directing the Department of Public Works to proceed with a project study of
possible design alternatives to widen the Skyway from two to four lanes from Pentz
Road to South Park Drive. The Board of Supervisors adopted an Environmental
Impact Report for this project in 2005. In 2009, BCAG worked with the Town of
Paradise to prepare the Skyway Corridor Transportation Study to inform the
Skyway project, and the final report was accepted by the Paradise Town Council in
February 2009.
Following the 2017 Oroville Dam spillway incident in which significant spillway
damage prompted the mass evacuation of 188,000 residents, local dams faced
increased scrutiny and the Magalia Reservoir Dam was downgraded to “poor”
condition.42 According to the Paradise Irrigation District (PID), which is
responsible for the Magalia Dam, PID has been awarded Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA) Hazard Mitigation Grant Program funding through
the California Governor’s Office of Emergency Services (Cal OES) to address
concerns over reliability and seismic stability of Magalia Dam. In December 2020,
42 Bizjak, T. and Kasler, D. 2019, June 26. Fire-ravaged Paradise water agency
faces state ultimatum: Fix your cracked dam spillway. Sacramento Bee,
https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/capitol-alert/article231933143.html
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PID issued a request for proposals (RFP) for the planning phase of work.
Following the preparation of the Magalia Dam Engineering Study, a subsequent
RFP will be issued to perform the work.

E. Other County and Regional Plans and Policies
A variety of other County and regional plans and policies influence land use in
Butte County, which are summarized in this section.
1. Butte County Association of Government Plans
BCAG is a regional council of governments created in 1969 by an agreement
among Butte County and the municipalities of Biggs, Chico, Gridley, Oroville, and
Paradise. Its governing board is composed of members of city councils and the
Butte County Board of Supervisors. BCAG has five major areas of authority and
responsibility:
 As a Regional Transportation Agency, to administer the requirements of the
federal and State Clean Air Acts.
 To develop a Countywide Nonattainment Plan to satisfy all requirements of
the federal and State Clear Air Acts.
 To develop a Regional Housing Allocation Plan.
 To review the transportation plans and programs of member agencies and
endorse them based upon their satisfaction of regional need and their
consistency with adopted regional plans and policies.
 To serve as an area-wide clearinghouse for projects proposed for federal
funding assistance.
In 2020, BCAG updated their Regional Transportation Plan/Sustainable Communities
Strategy (RTP/SCS), which has a planning horizon extending to 2040. This
document outlines the state of transportation topics such as aviation, goods
movement, highways, mass transit, non-motorized transportation, and
transportation systems management. It also addresses transportation concerns that
have emerged in the region as a result of rapid growth, a deteriorating rural
roadway system, and slow development of new transportation facilities. The
RTP/SCS develops implementation strategies for achieving planning goals and
identifies financial constraints in solving transportation needs. As the County’s
SCS, the plan also promotes more sustainable land use patterns, such as increased
mixed-use development and other development in areas that are served with
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infrastructure, increased residential and commercial density in areas near transit,
and housing that serves the local workforce to improve the jobs/housing balance.
BCAG’s primary funding for major infrastructure improvement is the State
Transportation Improvement Program (STIP). At the local level, funding to widen
State Route 70 to provide a continuous four-lane highway to Chico is Butte
County’s top priority. While the corridor is funded and programmed, the
downturn of the economy as a result of COVID-19 and decreased gas tax revenues
associated with public health recommendations of shelter-in-place has led to
BCAG reserving future STIP programming capacity of the RTP/SCS should
revenues in the STIP not materialize. A backlog of local roadway rehabilitation
improvements is also a major concern in Butte County. The cities and County will
continue to be required to make the most of other resources available, such as the
Regional Surface Transportation Program, the Transportation Enhancement
Activity Program, Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Program, gas tax
revenues, as well as other funds, in order to address the rehabilitation needs of the
county for operations and maintenance. More information on the RTP/SCS is
provided in Chapter 5, Transportation and Circulation, of this Setting and Trends
Report.
2. Air Quality Plans
The Butte County Air Quality Management District (BCAQMD) governs air
quality controls and standards at the local level through the administration of a set
of rules and regulations that establishes permit requirements and procedures for
activities involving air emissions. See Chapter 15, Air Quality, for information
about plans administered by the BCAQMD and other agencies related to air
quality.
3.

Airport Master Plans

Airport master plans are used to assess the demand for an individual airport’s
facilities and guide the development necessary to meet those demands. Two of the
airports in Butte County – Chico Municipal Airport and Oroville Municipal Airport
– have prepared Airport Master Plans.
The City of Chico adopted the Chico Municipal Airport Master Plan in 2003. The
plan is a comprehensive review of existing and projected facilities and
infrastructure on the airport properties as well as future traffic demands and use
patterns for the airport extending into the future. In 2014, commercial service was
discontinued at Chico Municipal Airport, but in 2020 the City of Chico was
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awarded a Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) grant to assist with restarting
commercial service. This was made possible by a 2018 amendment to the FAA
reauthorization that removed a rule that kept the airport from getting commercial
air grants.
The Oroville Municipal Airport Master Plan was adopted in 1990 and has no plans
to update it because much of the information in the plan is still applicable. The
airport is in the beginning stages of updating its Airport Layout Plan to
accommodate possible new uses at the airport.43
4. Airport Land Use Plans
On November 15, 2017, Butte County’s Airport Land Use Commission (ALUC)
adopted the current Butte County Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan (ALUCP). It
establishes procedures and criteria for the ALUC to review proposed land use
development and affected cities within the county for compatibility with airport
activity. State law requires public access airports to develop comprehensive land
use plans, designating airport vicinity land use and clear zones. Such plans are to
be adopted by the County’s ALUC, which comprises two members appointed by
the municipalities, two members appointed by the airport managers, two members
appointed by the County Board of Supervisors, and one member from the publicat-large appointed by the ALUC.
The Butte County ALUCP is distinct from airport master plans, which address
planning issues within a specific airport. The purpose of a compatibility plan is to
ensure that incompatible development does not occur on lands surrounding the
airport. The 2017 ALUCP encompasses the four principal airports in the county:
Chico Municipal Airport, Oroville Municipal Airport, Paradise Skypark Airport,
and the Ranchaero Airport.
5. Integrated Waste Management Plan
The Butte County Solid Waste Management Plan was originally adopted in December
1975, and a revised draft was prepared in 1985 with the intention of completing the
plan in 1988, as required by State law. Upon passage of the California Solid Waste
Management Act of 1989 (AB 939), which substantially changed requirements for
waste management planning, the County opted to prepare the newly required
components in conjunction with four of the county’s five municipalities; Gridley
did not participate. This cooperative effort resulted in development of a Waste
43 Butte County Association of Governments, 2020, Regional Transportation
Plan/Sustainable Communities Strategy 2020-2024, Page 156.
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Generation Study, a Source Reduction and Recycling Element and a Household
Hazardous Waste Element. These contributed to the Integrated Waste Management
Plan, which was completed in the early 1990s and updated in October of 2005.
More information on the Integrated Waste Management Plan is provided in
Chapter 6 of this Setting and Trends Report.
6. Hazardous Waste Programs
Senate Bill 1082, passed in 1993, requires a Certified Unified Program Agency in
every county to provide regulatory oversight for hazardous materials and hazardous
waste management programs. On February 1, 2005, the Butte County Public
Health Department (BCPHD) was certified in that role. BCPHD manages several
hazardous waste programs, including the Hazardous Waste Generator Program,
which aims to protect the public and environment from exposure to hazardous
waste by regulating the businesses in the county that generate hazardous waste. The
program includes inspections, enforcement, public education, and technical
assistance for businesses. More information on hazardous waste programs in the
county are provided in Chapter 6 of this Setting and Trends Report.
7. Butte County Storm Water Management Program
In March 2003, the Butte County Department of Public Works submitted a Storm
Water Management Program (SWMP) to the California Regional Water Quality Board.
This Program was developed as a requirement of Phase II of the National Pollutant
Discharge Elimination System Program (NPDES), as ordered by the United States
Environmental Protection Agency. The program is required to be fully
implemented by July 1, 2008, and the Water Quality Order No. 2013-001-CWQ
required full compliance by 2018. It is a comprehensive program comprised of
various activities designed to reduce storm water pollution to the maximum extent
practicable and eliminate prohibited non-storm water discharges in accordance with
federal and State laws and regulations. The core elements of the SWMP include:
 Public education and outreach.
 Public participation/involvement.
 Illicit discharge detection and elimination.
 Construction site stormwater runoff control/new development.
 Post construction storm water management.
 Pollution prevention/good housekeeping for County operations and facilities.
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The Program also includes descriptions of:
 Best management practices to address specific activities identified in the
regulations, such as illicit discharges.
 A process for prioritizing Program activity implementation.
 Staff and equipment available and required to implement a Program activity.
More information on these programs is provided in Chapter 6 of this Setting and
Trends Report.

F. State and Federal Agencies
A number of State and federal agencies exercise some level of regulatory control
over land use decisions in Butte County, some through permitting or review
authority and others through management of public lands.
1. Agencies with Permitting Authority
The following State and federal agencies hold permitting authority over some land
use decisions in Butte County.
a. State Lands Commission
The State Lands Commission has exclusive jurisdiction over all submerged lands
owned by the State as well as the beds of navigable rivers, sloughs, and lakes. The
Commission has the authority to grant three kinds of permits: mineral extraction
leases, dredging permits, and land use leases. Dredging permits are required for any
dredging of navigable waterways for the improvement of navigation, reclamation,
and flood control. Land use leases are required for any proposal to utilize
navigable waterways for any purpose other than dredging (e.g., piers, floats, and
docks).
b. Central Valley Flood Protection Board
The Central Valley Flood Protection Board (formerly the State Reclamation Board)
is responsible for ensuring approximately 1,600 miles of State and federal levees
and the facilities of the adopted State Plan of Flood Control are maintained to
prevent flooding. The Central Valley Flood Protection Board is authorized to
grant Encroachment Permits for any activity proposed along or near a regulated
stream, designated floodway, or any flood system located within the State Plan of
Flood Control.

1‐51

B U T T E

C O U N T Y

S E T T I N G
L A N D

A N D

G E N E R A L

P L A N

T R E N D S

U S E

c. California Department of Fish and Wildlife
The California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) has jurisdiction on the
“conservation, protection, and management of wildlife, native plants, and habitat
necessary to maintain biologically sustainable populations.”44 The CDFW has
authority over various environmental permits, including the California Endangered
Species Act Permits, Lake and Streambed Alterations Agreements, Suction Dredge
Permits, Habitat Restoration and Enhancement Act Approvals, and the
Timberland Conservation Program. The CDFW can act as a trustee or responsible
agency for the California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) when a project
affects fish, wildlife, or their habitat. The CDFW also operates the Feather River
Fish Hatchery, manages the Oroville Wildlife Area, and works with agencies and
organizations to protect threatened and endangered species.
d. State Regional Water Quality Control Board
The State Regional Water Quality Control Board (RWQCB) sets water quality
standards and issues permits or orders for cleaning up a contaminated site. Any
project that will discharge waste into “waters of the United States” must conform
to waste discharge requirements established by the RWQCB. These requirements
serve as the federal National Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES)
permit. The RWQCB also works to obtain coordinated action in water quality
control, including prevention and abatement of water pollution and nuisances.
e. California Department of Transportation
The California Department of Transportation (Caltrans) has authority over all State
highway and freeway rights-of-way, including easements, and undeveloped rightsof-way that have been acquired in anticipation of future construction. Any project
that proposes to construct a road connection or perform earthwork within a State
highway or freeway must obtain an encroachment permit from Caltrans.
Caltrans is a major actor in highway facilities planning in Butte County. The top
priority planned and proposed projects include:
 State Route 70 Corridor Improvement Project, which will improve safety by
providing continuous passing opportunities from Palermo Road to north of
Cox Lane and East Gridley Road to the Butte-Yuba County line. The project
includes widening State Route 70 from two lanes to five lanes.

44 California Department of Fish and Wildlife, CDFW Role in CEQA.
https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/CEQA/Role, accessed February 9, 2021.
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 State Route 70 Continuous Passing Lanes Project will achieve a four-lane
facility near Marysville between Laurellen Road and the South Honcut Creek
Bridge.
f. United States Army Corps of Engineers
The United States Army Corps of Engineers (USACOE), pursuant to the Rivers
and Harbors Act, maintains jurisdiction over all navigable waterways (including
non-navigable streams, creeks, marshes, and diked lands) and requires a permit for
any work within these waterways. The USACOE provides official oversight for
wetland delineations and mapping.
2. Agencies with Review Authority
The following agencies, while they do not issue permits, maintain review authority
and may comment on aspects of a development proposal that are related to their
particular areas of expertise.
a. State Department of Boating and Waterways
The State Department of Boating and Waterways comments on river-oriented
features of a riverfront project, such as potential for navigation hazards, relation to
existing or planned boating facilities, and the public trust doctrine. This
Department also administers grants and loans for marina development and boat
ramps and reviews federal and local ordinances regulating boating activities.
b. California Department of Water Resources
The California Department of Water Resources (DWR) built and now operates the
State Water Project, which supplies half of the water delivered in California as far
south as Riverside County. Part of this statewide project includes the water
provided by the Oroville Dam via the Feather River. The Oroville-Thermalito
Complex is a State Water Project facility that includes three power plants, Lake
Oroville, Thermalito Forebay and Afterbay, and the Feather River Fish Hatchery.
The DWR also coordinates CEQA and National Environmental Policy Act
(NEPA) comments for many departments within the State Resources Agency.
Some of the DWR’s original duties have been turned over to the CDFW and the
State Department of Parks and Recreation. These agencies cooperate with DWR
as subcontractors for specialized services in the provision of fish, wildlife and
habitat management, and recreational operations and enhancement.
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c. State Department of Parks and Recreation
The State Department of Parks and Recreation reviews development projects in
relation to State recreation facilities, including Lake Oroville, the Thermalito
Forebays (North and South), and Bidwell Canyon. Within the Department of
Parks and Recreation, the State Office of Historic Preservation is the designated
State Historic Preservation Office (SHPO), charged with monitoring State- and
federally registered historic resources and carrying out other statutory
responsibilities.
d. State of California Native American Heritage Commission
The State of California Native American Heritage Commission reviews projects
and comments on potential impacts to Native American archaeological resources.
The Commission is directly involved if Native American artifacts or remains are
discovered during development activities.
e. California State Clearinghouse
The California State Clearinghouse, within the Governor's Office of Planning and
Research, is the point of contact for review of environmental documents where
one or more State agencies will be a responsible or trustee agency. The
Clearinghouse circulates environmental documents among State agencies,
coordinates review, and forwards comments to the lead agency.
f. State Mining and Geology Board
The State Mining and Geology Board reviews petitions (by an individual or
organization) to classify specific lands that contain significant mineral deposits and
that are threatened by land use incompatibilities. Mineral lands classified as having
regional or statewide significance, in accordance with California’s Surface Mining
and Reclamation Act, must be recognized in the County General Plan through
adoption of appropriate and compatible land use designations and through
establishment of policies and implementation programs for conservation and
development of these resources.
g. United States Environmental Protection Agency
The United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has review authority
over environmental documents that are prepared and circulated pursuant to the
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA). The EPA can comment on draft
environmental impact statements (EISs), and NEPA procedures require filing of
final EISs with the EPA. The EPA also has authority over development projects
pursuant to Section 404 of the Clean Water Act, an authority that overlaps with
that of the USACOE. Generally, the EPA reviews Department of Army permits
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for compliance with guidelines for implementing Section 404 requirements. The
EPA can, in rare cases, override an USACOE decision on a Department of Army
permit in order to prohibit discharges into waterways.
h. United States Fish and Wildlife Service
The United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) must be consulted on all
federal projects, such as the USACOE/Department of Army permits, pursuant to
the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act. The USFWS comments on potential
project effects on “endangered or threatened” plant and animal species under the
federal Endangered Species Act. In reviewing a project, the USFWS could issue a
“jeopardy” determination and would propose reasonable alternatives to the
permitting agency, in a manner similar to the CDFW process. The USFWS also
comments generally on potential effects on fish and wildlife resources.
i. National Marine Fisheries Service
The National Marine Fisheries Service is also consulted on all Department of Army
Permits as part of the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act. The National Marine
Fisheries Service reviews development projects in relation to overall effects on
anadromous fish, such as salmon, striped bass, and steelhead. The National Marine
Fisheries Service is also consulted by federal agencies before taking any action that
could affect endangered or threatened species per the Endangered Species Act.
3. Federal and State Lands
Several federal and State agencies manage land in Butte County, affecting land use
decisions in those areas.
a. United States Forest Service
The United States Forest Service is a major landowner in Butte County. Its
holdings total 134,840 acres of federally owned National Forest Land, including
portions of Plumas National Forest and Lassen National Forest, which are
displayed in Figure 1-12. The Forest Service’s Land and Resource Management Plans
for Plumas National Forest (1988) and for Lassen National Forest (1993, as
amended) guide all Forest Service activities on these lands.
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b. United States Bureau of Land Management
The United States Bureau of Land Management (BLM) owns 15,590 acres in Butte
County, consisting of scattered foothill lands, displayed in Figure 1-12. BLM
completed the Resource Management Plan (RMP) in 1993. The RMP is a 15-year
strategy on where and how BLM will administer public lands within the Redding
Resource area, which includes Butte County. In 2016, BLM initiated the
Northwest California Integrated Resource Management Plan to replace the current
RMP; however, the plan was terminated due to damage in the planning area from
the recent wildfires.45
c. State of California
The State of California also manages significant land resources in the county,
totaling 42,630 acres, as displayed in Figure 1-12. This includes the Lake Oroville
State Recreation Area, the Thermalito Forebay/Afterbay, the Oroville Wildlife
Area, the Gray Lodge Wildlife Area, Chico State University, Bidwell-Sacramento
River State Park, Table Mountain Reserve and over 750 miles of rivers and streams.

G. Federal and State Laws
A number of State and federal laws affect land use and development in Butte
County.
1. Federal Laws
The federal laws that influence land use in Butte County are summarized in this
section.
a. Federal Aviation Administration
The Federal Aviation Authority (FAA) guides the establishment of height, safety,
and noise standards for properties close to airports. As described in Section I.E.4,
the Airport Land Use Compatibility Plan for Butte County was adopted in 2017.
California Government Code, Section 65302.3, requires local governments to
update their general plans, specific plans, and land use regulations to be consistent
with the airport land use plan. Proposed new and amended general plans, specific
plans, land use ordinances, regulations, and facility master plans must be submitted
to the airport land use commission for review.

45 U.S. Bureau of Land Management, Northwest California Integrated Resource
Management Plan, https://eplanning.blm.gov/eplanning-ui/project/63960/510, accessed
February 20, 2021.
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b. National Historic Preservation Act of 1966
The National Historic Preservation Act (NHPA) was enacted to prevent
unnecessary harm to historic properties (16 United States Code [U.S.C.] Sections
470 et seq.). It includes regulations that apply specifically to federal land-holding
agencies, but also includes regulations (Section 106) that pertain to all projects
funded, permitted, or approved by any federal agency that has the potential to
affect cultural resources. Provisions of the NHPA establish a National Register of
Historic Places (the National Register is maintained by the National Park Service),
the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation, State Historic Preservation Offices,
and federal grants-in-aid programs.
c. National Environmental Policy Act of 1969
The National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) was established to ensure that the
potential impacts of a proposed federal action are subject to an environmental
review process, which includes how alternatives will impact the human and natural
environment (16 U.S.C. Sections 4331 to 4335). These assessments must be made
available to the public. Section 102, Title I, requires agencies to incorporate
environmental considerations into their planning and decision-making through a
systematic approach. Specifically, all agencies must prepare detailed statements
assessing the environmental impact of and alternatives to major actions that
significantly affect the environment. Both NEPA and CEQA encourage a joint
federal and State review when a project requires both federal and State approvals.
2. State Laws
The State laws that influence land use in Butte County are summarized in this
section.
a. General Plan Law
California Government Code, Section 65300, regulates the substantive and topical
requirements of general plans. State law requires each city and county to adopt a
general plan “for the physical development of the county or city, and any land
outside its boundaries which bears relation to its planning.” The California
Supreme Court has called the general plan the “constitution for future
development.” It expresses the community’s development goals and embodies
public policy for the distribution of future land uses, both public and private.
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Since the general plan affects the welfare of current and future generations, State
law requires that it take a long-term perspective (typically 15 to 25 years). The
general plan projects conditions and needs into the future and establishes long-term
policy for day-to-day decision-making.
State law requires general plans to address eight mandatory elements (or topics):
land use, circulation, housing, conservation, open space, noise, safety, and
environmental justice. Jurisdictions may also adopt additional elements that cover
topics outside the seven mandated elements (such as economic development or
historic preservation). In addition to including mandatory elements, a general plan
must be internally consistent. As described by State law, internal consistency holds
that no policy conflicts can exist, either textual or diagrammatic, between the
components of an otherwise complete and adequate general plan. Different
policies must be balanced and reconciled within the plan.
b. Senate Bill 1000
The California Environmental Protection Agency (CalEPA) defines Environmental
Justice as “the fair treatment of people of all races, cultures, and incomes with
respect to the development, adoption, implementation, and enforcement of
environmental laws, regulations, and policies.” The State of California recognizes
that environmental justice disparities are a threat to overall quality of life across all
communities and has developed various policies, including Senate Bill (SB) 1000, to
identify and address these environmental justice disparities. SB 1000 was passed in
2016 and serves three important purposes: reducing harmful pollutants and
associated health risks in identified disadvantaged communities, promoting
equitable access to health-inducing benefits, and promoting transparency and
public engagement.
Through SB 1000, the State mandates that jurisdictions concurrently updating two
or more elements of their general plan must identify “disadvantaged communities,”
engage stakeholders in these communities, and adopt either an Environmental
Justice (EJ) element or integrate EJ policies throughout the general plan to reduce
unique and compounded health risks and pollution burdens. The final EJ element
or EJ integrated policies must address at least the five following health and
environmental justice outcomes: reduction of existing and future pollution
exposure to all neighborhoods, including improvement of air quality; promotion of
public facilities and infrastructure; promotion of access to healthy and fresh food;
promotion of safe and sanitary homes; and promotion of opportunities for
increased physical activity.
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c. Identification of Disadvantaged Communities
The Governor’s Office of Planning and Research provides guidance for
implementing SB 1000 at the local level. Additionally, the Office of the Attorney
General provides monitoring and compliance review of SB 1000. These State
agencies recommend two methods for the identification of disadvantaged
communities (DACs): identifying low-income census tracts or block-groups, or
identifying DACs using CalEnviroScreen3.0, a more comprehensive index that
combines 20 different indicators of environmental justice.
The tool is currently in its third iteration (CES 3.0) and the California Office of
Environmental Health Hazard Assessment (OEHHA) has produced publicly
available maps, data tables, and reports that show the statewide distribution of CES
3.0 scores. All information is available through the CalEnviroScreen webpage on
the OEHHA website. Census tracts with CES 3.0 scores that are in the percentile
range of 75 to 100 are considered disadvantaged communities.
d. Specific Plan Law
California Government Code, Section 65451, regulates the substantive and topical
requirements of specific plans. A specific plan is a tool for the systematic
implementation of the general plan, similar to zoning regulations, and establishes a
link between implementing policies of the general plan and individual development
proposals. A specific plan differs from zoning in that it applies to a defined
geographic area and has tailored development regulations. A specific plan may be
as general as setting forth broad policy concepts, or as detailed as providing
direction on every facet of development, from the type, location, and intensity of
uses to the design and capacity of infrastructure.
e. Housing Element Law
The State has established detailed legal requirements for the general plan housing
element beyond Section 65300. California Government Code Section Article 10.6
requires each city and county to prepare and maintain a current housing element as
part of the community’s general plan to attain a statewide goal of providing “decent
housing and a suitable living environment for every California family.” Under State
law, housing elements must be updated every eight years and reviewed by the
California Department of Housing and Community Development.
f. 2017 Housing Package
In 2017, the State passed a “Housing Package” of 15 bills to remove government
barriers to housing production across the state. Some of those bills address land
use planning decisions and streamline local development review:
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 Assembly Bill (AB) 1397. Requires counties to remove sites from their
inventory of land identified for residential development that have been
included in the past two housing element cycles and have yet to undergo
development. The lack of development on these sites signals to the State that
the site may have nongovernmental constraints to housing production, such as
high land costs or topographic constraints. Therefore, housing element site
inventories are limited to vacant sites that have realistic and demonstrated
potential to meet the county’s Regional Housing Needs Allocation (RHNA).
 SB 35. Establishes streamlining procedures for affordable housing and mixeduse projects under certain conditions. When a jurisdiction has met its RHNA
goal for above-moderate-income housing, developments must feature 50
percent below-market-rate units to qualify for streamlining. If a jurisdiction
has not satisfied its RHNA goal for above-moderate-income housing, at least
10 percent of the units must be below market rate to qualify for streamlining.
A qualifying project must also: be on land zoned for residential or mixed uses,
not be in an ecologically sensitive area, be multifamily, and pay union wages to
construction workers.
 AB 73. Encourages local governments to create housing sustainability districts
with specified minimum amounts of lower-income housing at the plan and
project levels. Housing projects that meet the affordability and other
requirements of the sustainability district and pay prevailing wage (in the case
of private projects), are entitled to ministerial approval. In addition, AB 73
requires preparation of an EIR for a sustainability district to pre-exempt
housing projects subject to environmental review.
 SB 166. Prohibits a jurisdiction from diverting from its State-approved site
inventory to permit projects that will lead to an inability to meet its RHNA.
This essentially prohibits any downzoning of all residential parcels in the
county.
 AB 1505. Authorizes local cities and counties to enact inclusionary rental
housing programs.
 SB 540. Allows identification of Workforce Housing Opportunity Zones in a
specific plan. This allows counties to augment public engagement, streamline
permitting, and perform preemptive environmental reviews, thereby allowing
ministerial approval of housing projects.
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g. California Environmental Quality Act
The State legislature established CEQA to set a framework for maintaining “a
quality environment for the people of the state now and in the future.” CEQA
consists of both the statutory regulations in Public Resources Code Sections 21000
et seq. and the CEQA Guidelines in California Code of Regulations, Title 14,
Division 6, Chapter 3, Sections 15000 et seq. Though the primary purpose of
environmental review under CEQA is public disclosure, Section 15064.5 of the
CEQA Guidelines requires lead agencies to determine whether proposed projects
that require discretionary government approval clearly identify ways to avoid or
reduce environmental damage through feasible mitigation or project alternatives.
h. California Register of Historical Resources
On September 27, 1992, AB 2881 was signed into law amending the Public
Resources Code as it affects historical resources. This legislation, which became
effective on January 1, 1993, also created the California Register of Historical
Resources (CRHR). Under CRHR, a historical resource may be determined
significant under one or more of the following four criteria: it is associated with
events that have made a significant contribution to the broad patterns of local or
regional history, or the cultural heritage of California or the United States; it is
associated with the lives of persons important to local, California, or national
history; it embodies the distinctive characteristics of a type, period, region, or
method of construction, or represents the work of a master or possesses high
artistic values; or it has yielded, or has the potential to yield, information important
to the prehistory or history of the local area, California, or the nation.
Integrity is the authenticity of a historic resource’s physical identity evidenced by
the survival of characteristics that existed during the resource’s period of
significance. All resources nominated for listing on the CRHR must have integrity.
Resources, therefore, must retain enough of their historic character or appearance
to be recognizable as historic resources and to convey the reasons for their
significance. Integrity is evaluated regarding the retention of location, design,
setting, materials, workmanship, feeling and association. It must also be judged
with reference to the particular criteria under which a resource is proposed for
eligibility. Alterations over time to a resource or historical changes in its use may
themselves have historic, cultural, or architectural significance.
It is possible that historical resources may not retain sufficient integrity to meet the
criteria for listing in the National Register, but they may still be eligible for listing in
the California Register. A resource that has lost its historical character or
appearance may still have sufficient integrity for the California Register if it
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maintains the potential to yield significant scientific or historic information or
specific data.
i. Senate Bill 18
SB 18 requires cities and counties to conduct consultations with Native American
tribes before local officials adopt or amend their general plans (Chapter 905,
amends California Civil Code Section 815.3, “Traditional Tribal Cultural Places”).
These consultations are for preserving or mitigating impacts to Native American
historic, cultural, and sacred sites, features, and objects in a city or county. A tribe
has 90 days from the date of contact to request a consultation unless the tribe
agrees to a shorter time frame. SB 18 also added a new topic that must be
addressed in the open space element—open space land for the protection of Native
American historic, cultural, or sacred sites, features, or objects.

II.

EXISTING LAND USE

This section describes the existing land uses within the county. It first describes
the physical form and setting that have influenced patterns of land use and
development. The section then goes on to describe the distribution of major land
use types in the county, as well as patterns of land ownership.

A. Physical Environment
This section describes the structure and appearance of Butte County’s physical
environment. The physical environment is a key component affecting existing
patterns of land use and planning for future county growth, since in many instances
these conditions set constraints to development and land use. Further, the county’s
physical environment contributes directly to the unique character of its different
landscape areas, and the desirability of the county as a place to live and work.
Physical form and visual character are the result of the interaction of natural and
man-made elements.
Natural elements, including topography, hydrology,
vegetation and climate, create the basic physical context. Human-made elements,
including buildings, roads, infrastructure and settlement patterns are secondary
elements that establish a particular physical or visual environment. Planning can
influence the interaction between the natural and the man-made elements, and help
to establish a balance which enhances the quality of life for county residents and
visitors.
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In the rural setting of Butte County, prominent geographic features, such as
mountains, hills and rivers, give shape and profile to the natural environment.
Climate, vegetation, and geography interact to differentiate sub-regional landscape
units within the larger environmental context. The following discussion identifies
five major categories of natural features which contribute to the overall visual and
scenic quality of Butte County, including the valley, mountains/timberlands,
foothills, water bodies and unique landforms. The major topographic areas are
illustrated in the shaded relief mapping shown in Figure i-2, in the introduction to
this Setting and Trends Report.
1. Valley
The western portion of the county is in the northeastern Sacramento River Valley.
This valley area, which constitutes 45 percent of the total county area, consists of
the Sacramento River Valley floor and associated alluvial fans. The topography is
quite gentle and flat, with elevations ranging from 60 to 200 feet above sea level.
The level topography contributes to a very open and uniform visual character, with
natural waterways and canals, and associated levees, providing perhaps the most
dominant landscape features. Natural vegetation in the area consists of valley
grasslands, valley oak woodlands, freshwater marshes and vernal pools. The
landscape is distinguished by its near-level terrain and relative absence of major
vertical features. The openness of the landscape means that distant features such
as the Sutter Buttes to the south and the Coast Ranges to the west become
important visual elements, although they are not located in Butte County. Views to
the county’s eastern foothills are also prominent. Within the valley area, the most
prominent human-made features are the scattered rural residential units and
agricultural-industrial facilities such as processing plants, as well as the urban and
suburban landscapes associated with the valley floor communities of Chico,
Gridley, Biggs and Oroville.
2. Foothills
The foothills form a transitional area between the valley floor on the west and the
mountains on the east. This area, which occupies approximately 25 percent of the
county’s land area, consists of extensive rolling foothills with elevations ranging
from about 200 to 2,100 feet above sea level. Foothill oak woodland, intermixed
and alternating with chaparral, forms a transitional region between the valley
grasslands and the mountain forests. In visual terms, the foothills form a distinct
and highly attractive landscape which is more varied in topography and vegetation
than the valley.
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The visual character of the foothills is also less open than the valley, although
viewpoints within the foothill area provide sweeping panoramas of the valley area
and beyond. The rolling topography creates identifiable subunits within the area,
which are frequently punctuated by distinctive clusters of oaks or landforms such
as Table Mountain.
3. Mountains/Timberlands
Approximately 30 percent of the county is a mountainous area formed by the
southern portion of the Cascade Mountain Range and the western slopes of the
Sierra Nevada. Elevations range from 2,100 feet to over 6,000 feet above sea level.
Elevations are generally lower in the Sierras than in the Cascades within Butte
County, but slopes are generally steeper in the Sierras. The mountain areas, and the
foothill areas to the west, have deep-cut canyons, such as those seen along Butte
Creek and parts of the eastern Feather River, which were formed by streams and
rivers flowing westward from the glacial areas of geologic times. The combination
of canyons and high mountains creates some of the county’s most visually stunning
and environmentally sensitive lands. In addition to being topographically distinct,
the mountain areas are also clearly distinguished by the vegetative patterns which
are much more dense and lush than elsewhere in the county. The mountain areas
are heavily forested with coniferous forest, mixed evergreen forest, montane
meadow, and montane riparian environments.
The Feather River Canyon is quite famous, not only for scenic quality but also for
its man-made features such as the Western Pacific Railroad line, known as the
“Feather River Route,” as well as water/power plants and historical gold mining.
The mountain areas are predominantly natural and highly scenic in character with
dispersed human activities and modification throughout the area. The road
network, including State highways, county roads, logging roads and private
residential roads, influences the area’s visual character, because most roads have
required the alteration of topography or vegetation to accommodate them within
the rugged terrain.
4. Waterbodies
Butte County has an abundance of water resources that contribute to the county’s
visual character. Butte County is part of the Sacramento River Basin watershed,
and is bounded by the Sacramento River on its west side. Numerous streams and
rivers drain runoff from the Sierra Nevada and Cascades southwesterly across the
county into the Sacramento River. Of these waterways, the most significant are
Butte Creek, Big Chico Creek, and the North, Middle and South Forks of the
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Feather River. These waterways are significant visual features within the county
even though visual access to them is relatively limited because of the terrain
through which they pass.
More dominant as visual features are the county’s surface water bodies. Few
natural lakes exist in the county, although numerous reservoirs have been built to
provide domestic and irrigation water, hydroelectric power, recreation, flood
control and watershed management. The most visually significant of the county’s
water bodies, because of their location and size, are Lake Oroville and the
Thermalito Forebay and Afterbay. Other reservoirs that are important features
include: Concow Reservoir, Paradise Lake, Magalia Reservoir, Philbrook Reservoir,
Lake Madrone, Ponderosa Reservoir, Lake Wyandotte, Round Valley Reservoir,
Lost Creek Reservoir and Sly Creek Reservoir.
5. Unique Landforms and Habitat Areas
The county has a number of areas or features, that while a part of a larger
landscape unit, are distinctive enough to contribute unique qualities. These areas
and features generally consist of landforms and habitat areas. Unique landforms
are those whose geologic features clearly distinguish them from their surroundings.
As landmarks and reference points, they provide orientation and an immediate
sense of place. Unique landforms of this type in Butte County include the steep
river canyons of the mountain and foothill areas, such as Feather River Canyon,
Chico Canyon and Butte Creek Canyon. Table Mountain and the smaller steep
sided buttes in the Lime Saddle area give a special signature character to the foothill
area in the heart of the county, and various peaks throughout the eastern portion of
the county provide identifiable landmarks (e.g., Big Bar Mountain, Bald Rock
Dome and Sugarloaf). As noted above, the Sutter Buttes, while located outside of
Butte County, are important regional landscape forms because they can be seen
from across the entire length of the county. Additionally, Mount Shasta, Mount
Lassen and the Coast Range can be seen from many portions of the county.
Especially unique or sensitive habitat areas in the county that are also visually
important include the three large wildlife management areas: the 9,100-acre Gray
Lodge Wildlife Area west of Gridley, the Table Mountain Reserve north of
Oroville and the 11,800-acre Oroville Wildlife Area located primarily along the
Feather River and Thermalito Afterbay grassland area in the Oroville area. These
areas, which provide habitat for migratory waterfowl and resident populations of
smaller mammals and birds, also provide large natural-looking areas that are free
from the cultivation and development that mark valley lands that surround them.
In addition to these two large discrete areas, there are also many important
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wetlands and riparian areas along the Sacramento River that make positive visual
contributions to the county.

B. Existing Land Use
Broadly speaking, existing land use in Butte County as a whole can be divided into
two major types: open space uses, including agriculture, natural resource, and
public and recreation lands, which constitute the vast majority of the county’s
unincorporated areas; and urban uses, primarily associated with the five major
incorporated communities, and the unincorporated towns and villages that are
scattered throughout the county. Historically, overall land use patterns in Butte
County have been closely related to the natural characteristics of the county’s main
geographic areas, with concentrations of population located in proximity to the
most richly productive agricultural resources of the valley floor, and more scattered
populations in the foothill and mountain regions.
Table 1-2 presents approximate existing land use acreage by generalized land use
types for the entire county, as of 2016. While this table reports the latest available
data set, the information pre-dates the Camp Fire (2018) and North Complex Fire
(2020), which destroyed significant areas of developed uses. The total land area of
Butte County is approximately 1,680 square miles (1,073,200 acres).46 As shown in
the table, farmland and grazing lands account for almost 60 percent of all land in
the county. “Other land” is the next largest area; this category includes low-density
rural developments, vacant and nonagricultural land greater than 40 acres
surrounded on all sides by urban development, vegetative areas not suitable for
livestock grazing, strip mines, confined animal agriculture facilities, borrow pits,
and water bodies smaller than 40 acres.47 Urbanized and developed land (i.e.,
residential, commercial, and industrial development) accounted for approximately 4
percent of the total area at the time of this quantification.

46

Butte County Geographic Information Systems, February 2021
California Department of Conservation, 2014-2016, California Farmland
Conversion Report, Page 8.
47
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TABLE 1‐2

ACREAGE BY GENERALIZED LAND USE TYPES BUTTE COUNTY 2016

Urban or Developed

46,644

% of
County
4.3%

Grazing Land

400,146

37.3%

Farmland

237,414

22.1%

Water

23,048

2.1%

Other Land

365,946

34.1%

1,073,198

100.0%

Category

Total

Acreage

Source: 2016 Farmland Mapping & Monitoring Program.

1. Open Space Land Uses
Various sorts of open space land uses constitute the majority of the unincorporated
county and form the basis for the productive industries (agriculture, mining and
forestry) that lie at the heart of the local economy. Each of the three principal
terrain areas within the county, valley, foothills, and mountains, has provided a
context for the nature of the open space and natural resources found there. The
following subsections describe those open space land uses using these three major
topographic divisions as an organizing framework.
The productive industries associated with each area are frequently non-transferable
economic activities; that is, they are highly dependent upon the preservation of
local geographic and land use conditions. For example, the cultivation of almonds
and other orchard crops, a major industry in Butte County, is dependent on the
deep rich soils of the valley in order to thrive, and the timber industry is dependent
on the forests in the higher altitudes of the east county.
a. Valley
Butte County has been, and continues to be, a predominantly rural, agricultural
county. Two kinds of agricultural activity occur in the county: (1) cultivation of
row and field crops (field, seed, vegetables), orchard and tree products (fruit and
nut), nursery stock, and apiary (bee and honey); and (2) grazing/animal husbandry,
a category that includes livestock ranching and all aspects of animal husbandry.
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The valley area, which consists of rich alluvial bottom lands of the Sacramento
River Valley, is predominantly agricultural in character. Most of the intensive
agriculture in the county occurs here, due to the availability of level topography,
prime cultivable soils, and excellent drainage. In 2016, approximately 192,000 acres
of county land were used for intensive agriculture,48 mainly to grow rice, almonds,
prunes, and walnuts. An additional 400,000 acres were devoted to grazing lands.49
Numerous agricultural processing facilities are found throughout the valley area.
b. Foothills
Open space land use activities in the foothills are concentrated in three principal
industries: “extensive” agriculture, mining, and recreation. Extensive agriculture
(irrigated pasture, grazing, and animal husbandry) is a major land use in the county.
A significant portion of the county is used at least part of the year for grazing cattle,
sheep, goats, and other livestock on natural vegetation. Generally, however,
extensive agricultural activities occur between the elevations of 200 and 2,100 feet
above sea level where the rolling topography and poor soils are unsuitable for
raising crops.
Mining of mineral resources represents another important land use in Butte
County, and most of this activity takes place in the foothills, with the greatest
concentrations of mines and mining operations located north of Oroville near
Highways 70 and 149. South of Oroville, the Palermo and Honcut-Bangor areas
also contain large numbers of mining operations. Sand, gravel, and stone
constitute the most important mineral resources in the county.
Recreational uses in the foothills are connected primarily with major water
resources such as Lake Oroville, Thermalito Forebay and Afterbay, and the Feather
River. These areas are major recreational attractions for both county residents and
visitors each year.

48 State of California, Department of Conservation, Division of Land
Protection, Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, Butte County 2014-2020
Conversion Table A-3.
49 State of California, Department of Conservation, Division of Land
Protection, Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, Butte County 2014-2020
Conversion Table A-3.

Resource
Land Use
Resource
Land Use
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c. Mountains
Land use in the mountains area reflects the area’s abundance of natural resources.
Chief among these are forests, minerals, water, and wildlife. The area’s scenic
beauty has also created the base for an important tourism and recreation industry.
Pine and fir forests (“timberlands”) dominate the mountains area of the county and
support the wood products industry. The total wages for agriculture, forestry,
fishing, and hunting account for 3.7 percent50 of the wage and salary employment
in the county and contribute significantly to the local economy. The mountains
and forests also contain significant wildlife habitat and watershed protection areas.
Sites for outdoor recreation include portions of two national forests (Plumas and
Lassen), as well as the Feather Falls Scenic Area and parkland along the Middle
Fork of the Feather River
2. Urban Land Uses
Historically, urban lands (i.e., residential, commercial, and industrial uses, generally
served by public sewer and water systems) have constituted a proportionally small
share of total land area in Butte County, although it is a share that is increasing
annually. The Division of Land Resource Protection in the California Department
of Conservation, through its Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program
(FMMP), reported that “urban and built-up land” land uses occupied 72.9 square
miles or 4.3 percent of all county land in 2016.
Most of the county’s urban land uses, including four of five of the incorporated
municipalities, are in the valley region. Many other small farming and ranching
towns developed within the valley floor, reflecting the rich agricultural soils and
mild climate, proximity to transportation links for goods transportation, and
available water supply.
Urban uses in the foothills are concentrated in and adjacent to the incorporated
communities of Paradise and Oroville, which has grown to the east to encompass
both valley and foothill areas. The slopes east of Oroville have attracted both rural
and urban development. In the Paradise area, development prior to the 2018
Camp Fire was dispersed over the ridges within the Town of Paradise and in the
unincorporated communities to the north. Although no major urban settlements
are in the mountains, smaller communities are distributed throughout the area,
50 State of California, Economic Development Department, Wages by Occupation
and Industry, Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages 1st Quarter 2020.
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including many former mining camps that are now centers of rural residential
development or linked to the tourism industry.
a. Incorporated Cities and Towns
Table 1-3 shows the estimated acreage of incorporated lands, their SOIs, and
unincorporated lands in the county in 2000 and 2021. The areas shown in the table
were calculated from Butte County’s or local jurisdictions’ GIS data. As shown in
the table, there was a significant increase in the total unincorporated county land
within an SOI boundary during this period. As described in Section I.D.2, over the
past two decades, the SOI boundaries for all five municipalities in the County have
been amended by LAFCO. The largest SOI boundary change occurred in the City
of Chico, which has increased from 6,433 acres in 2000 to 28,083 acres in 2021.
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TABLE 1‐3

DISTRIBUTION OF MUNICIPAL AND COUNTY LAND – BUTTE COUNTY 2021
2000
Acreage

2021
Acreage

Acres

% of
County
Total

Acres

% of
County
Total

525

0.05%

2,734

0.25%

Incorporated

334

0.03%

400

Unincorporated in SOI

191

0.02%

24,444

Incorporated
Unincorporated in SOI

Growth:
2000-2021
Acreage Change
Acres

% of
Change

0.04%

66

20%

2,333

0.22%

2,142

1,122%

2.28%

49,347

4.60%

18,012

1.68%

21,264

1.98%

3,252

18%

6,433

0.60%

28,083

2.62%

21,650

337%

1,738

0.16%

4,054

0.38%

Incorporated

922

0.09%

1,438

0.13%

516

56%

Unincorporated in SOI

816

0.08%

2,616

0.24%

1,800

221%

26,499

2.47%

42,610

3.97%

Incorporated

7,804

0.73%

8,866

0.83%

1,062

14%

Unincorporated in SOI

18,695

1.74%

33,744

3.14%

15,049

80%

29,133

2.72%

40,753

3.80%

Incorporated

11,631

1.08%

11,542

1.08%

-89

-1%

Unincorporated in SOI

17,502

1.63%

29,211

2.72%

11,709

67%

Unincorporated County Outside of
SOIs Only

990,597

92.33%

933,702

87.00%

Unincorporated County Total

1,034,232

96.39%

1,029,689

95.95%

-4,543

-0.4%

43,636

4.07%

95,988

8.94%

52,352

120%

1,072,935

100.00%

1,073,200

100.00%

Total SOIs and Incorporated

82,339

7.67%

139,498

13.00%

Total Incorporated

38,703

3.61%

43,511

4.05%

4,808

12%

Total SOIs Only

43,636

4.07%

95,988

8.94%

52,352

120%

Biggs Total – SOI and Incorporated

Chico – SOI and Incorporated

Gridley – SOI and Incorporated

Oroville – SOI and Incorporated

Paradise – SOI and Incorporated

Unincorporated County Inside SOIs
Total Butte County

Sources: Butte County GIS Services, 2021
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b. Unincorporated Rural Communities
In addition to the five incorporated communities, there are a large number of
smaller population centers and rural unincorporated towns and villages located
throughout the county. Many of these are distinct centers, formed around historic
mining, logging, or farming communities; others have developed on the edges of
larger incorporated cities and towns, through creation of new subdivisions.
c. Scattered Rural Development
Low density rural residential, agricultural-industrial, and scattered commercial
development is dispersed throughout the unincorporated areas. Residential
development mostly consists of single-family residences, many of which are
associated with active farming activities on the same or adjacent parcels. Some
smaller parcels, often referred to as rural ranchettes, have been converted into rural
home sites where active farming has been discontinued.
Small industrial/commercial complexes, many of which provide ancillary services
to agricultural uses (e.g., feed or machinery sales, well-drilling services, and spray
operations), or provide food processing, are also found in dispersed locations. Gas
stations, small food markets, local-serving retail stores and professional offices also
make up some of the non-residential scattered rural land uses.

C. Land Ownership Patterns
As described in Section I.F of this chapter, federal and State agencies own
significant amounts of land in Butte County. However, the majority of the county
is privately owned. Figure 1-13 displays the landholdings of the large property
owners in Butte County, which are primarily used for timber and agricultural
purposes.
Sierra Pacific Industries, a timber company, is the largest private property owner in
Butte County, with most of its land holdings concentrated around Lassen National
Forest in the northern portion of the county. Sierra Pacific was founded by R.H.
Emmerson, who also holds significant landholdings near the easternmost tip of the
county through the limited liability company R.H. Emmerson & Son LLC. Soper
Company, another timber company, owns scattered parcels of land in the
mountainous eastern portion of Butte County.
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In the foothills, the majority of the parcels held by large landowners are used for
grazing purposes, and are typically held in a more clustered pattern than in the
mountains. However, Loafer Creek LLC, one of the largest of the foothill area
landowners, does owns parcels scattered throughout the region, primarily for
grazing purposes.
In the valley, the majority of the parcels held by large landowners are used for field
and row crops, nuts, fruit, and rice. The Parrott Investment Company, Inc. and
Farmland Reserve, Inc. are the largest of these valley property owners.
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BUTTE COUNTY GENERAL PLAN UPDATE
SETTING AND TRENDS
LAND USE
Large Property Owners
Bechtel Jon H Trust
Bigland Development Corp
Gary L Brown, et al
CSU Chico Research Foundation
Duane Martin Ranches LP
Farmland Reserve Inc
M C Horning Jr
Loafer Creek LLC
Lowe Family Trust
Meline Stephen IV, et al
Nance Canyon Partners LP
Pacific Realty Associates LP
Parrot Investment Company Inc
RH Emmerson & Son LLC
Rancho Esquon Inc
Sierra Pacific
Soper Company
Sycamore Ranch et al

32

99

Paradise

Chico

70
191

99

149

Oroville

162

162

Biggs

99

70

Gridley

0

Source: Butte County, 2021; PlaceWorks, 2021.
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FIGURE 1-13
LARGE PROPERTY OWNERS
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