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AGRICULTURE

The focus of this chapter is to describe Butte County’s valuable agricultural
resources. Agriculture contributes to the physical, economic, and cultural character
of Butte County. Therefore, the County regards agriculture and the preservation of
agriculture as a high priority. This chapter describes the state of agriculture in
Butte County and the policy techniques employed by the County to preserve
agriculture, as physical land and as a viable component of the economy.

A. Regulatory Setting
This section describes a number of State and local policies that Butte County has
adopted to enhance and preserve agriculture as a resource in Butte County.
1. The Williamson Act
The California Land Conservation Act, better known as the Williamson Act, is
Butte County’s primary agricultural preservation technique. Statewide Williamson
Act preserves agricultural and open space lands through property tax incentives and
voluntary restrictive use contracts administered by the County under State
regulations. Private landowners voluntarily restrict their land to agricultural and
compatible open space uses under minimum 10-year rolling term contracts, with
counties and cities also acting voluntarily. In return, private landowners receive
property tax assessments that are lower than usual because the rate is not based on
unrestricted market value, instead the tax rate is based on farming or open space
uses.1 Lands under Williamson Act contracts are shown in Figure 18-1.
Only land located within a locally designated “Agricultural Preserve” is eligible for a
Williamson Act contract, but not all land within an Agricultural Preserve must be
under contract.2 By State law, an Agricultural Preserve must be designated by the
local government, must consist of no fewer than 100 acres and may be made up of
land in one or more ownerships. Landowners with fewer than 100 acres may
combine with neighbors to form preserves, provided the properties are contiguous.
A board of supervisors or city council can establish smaller preserves under unique
circumstances if the preserve is consistent with the jurisdiction’s General Plan.3
Butte
County,
Williamson
Act
Brochure,
https://www.buttecounty.net/Portals/10/Docs/PIH/PIH7_Williamson%20Act%20Brochure.pdf , accessed February 15, 2021.
2 California Department of Conservation, Land Conservation (Williamson) Act.
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa/Pages/LCA_QandA.aspx, accessed February
15, 2021.
3 California State Government Code Section 51230.
1

18‐1

B U T T E

C O U N T Y

S E T T I N G

A N D

G E N E R A L

P L A N

T R E N D S

A G R I C U L T U R E

Butte County adopted the Williamson Act in 1967, two years after the Act was
passed by the State. Initiation into a Williamson Act contract is coordinated
voluntarily by individual farmers and without oversight from the County. In 1967,
the Butte County Board of Supervisors established 10 agricultural preserve areas
that cover the entirety of the county. To qualify for a Williamson Act contract, the
County sets a minimum parcel size requirement depending on the type of activity.
Orchards, including vineyards, fruit, nut, and similar crops, require a minimum
parcel size of 20 acres per contract. Field crops, open space uses, and irrigated
pasture or irrigated rice production require a minimum parcel size of 80 acres per
contract. Dry land grazing requires a minimum 160 acres per contract. The
Williamson Act Advisory Committee and County Board of Supervisors can allow a
2-percent deviation from the minimum contract acreage mentioned above.4

4 Butte County, 2020, Uniform Rules and Procedures For Implementing the California Land
Conservation (Williamson) Act, pages 11-12.
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FIGURE 18-1
WILLIAMSON ACT LANDS
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In 2015, the most recent year for which Farmland Mapping and Monitoring
Program (FMMP) data is available, there were a total of 215,700 acres enrolled in
Williamson Act contracts in Butte County. Of the total acreage, approximately
123,600 acres were classified as Prime Farmland. Between 2014 and 2016, Butte
County had an average of approximately 192,400 acres dedicated as Prime
Farmland.5 Therefore, the Williamson Act preserved about 64 percent of the
county’s Prime Farmland in 2015. Butte County depends on the Williamson Act as
its main regulatory tool to preserve agricultural lands in the face of development
pressures. The program is popular throughout the state since it is voluntary and
imposes no requirements on landowners other than prohibiting urban development
during the duration of contracts.6 The remaining 92,100 acres of land enrolled in
Williamson Act contracts in 2015 were classified as Non-Prime Farmland and
undesignated land.
Since the 1980s, the Williamson Act program has protected about one third of
California’s privately held land and one half of the state’s agricultural land;7
however, the program also has some weaknesses as an agricultural preservation
tool, and Butte County faces these same problems. Most obvious, it is purely a
voluntary program and therefore relies on the willingness of landowners to
participate. More important, the financial benefits of participation may not be
sufficient for landowners to participate, particularly since property tax increases are
already limited under California’s Proposition 13. It is debatable whether the
Williamson Act is effective in limiting growth around cities since landowners on the
urban edge can use the law’s 10-year non-renewal provisions and/or cancellation
provisions to withdraw from the program and sell land for more lucrative
development.
For landowners on the urban fringe of growing cities, there is higher economic
incentive to entertain development opportunities than to enroll their property into
a Williamson Act contract. When establishing a Sphere of Influence (SOI)
boundary, Butte County Local Agency Formation Committee (LAFCO) considers
if there are any lands enrolled in Williamson Act contracts. In the last 10 to 11
years, Butte LAFCO adopted new SOI boundaries for all jurisdictions in the
5

California Department of Conservation, 2014-2016, California Farmland Conversion
Report, Page 36.
6 Alvin D. Sokolow and Mica Bennett, Conserving Agricultural Land Through
Compensation, December 2004, page 30 to 31.
7 California Department of Conservation, Williamson Act Program Overview,
https://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/wa/Pages/wa_overview.aspx, accessed February 15, 2021.
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county, except for the Town of Paradise. During this process, Butte LAFCO made
a determination on whether the new SOI boundary contained any land enrolled in
Williamson Act contracts.
In 2015, LAFCO adopted the SOI Plan for the City of Biggs and found the new
SOI boundary did not contain any Williamson Act lands. The SOI for the City of
Gridley was amended in 2010 and one parcel was enrolled in a Williamson Act
contract at the time; however, the landowner submitted a notice of non-renewal of
its contract, which was set to expire in 2014. According to the adopted SOI plan
for the City of Chico, there are no Williamson Act lands within the City’s SOI
boundary and the City plans to “continue using the Greenline as a boundary to
restrict development on the prime farmlands west of Chico.”8 The City of Oroville
SOI previously included five properties enrolled in Williamson Act contracts but
removed the five properties when the new SOI boundary was adopted in 2014.
The State Department of Conservation conducts random audits for general
compliance with the Williamson Act program in each of the participating counties.
Butte County was last audited in 2004. The Butte County Board of Supervisors
approved the latest Butte County Uniform Rules and Procedures for Implementing
the California Land Conservation (Williamson) Act by resolution on January 23,
2007.9 Since then, there have been several amendments adopted that revised the
Uniform Rules and Procedures document. One of the amendments allowed the
Board of Supervisors to reduce the contract term agreement from ten years to nine
years for contract holders during the period of 2012 through 2015.
An extension of the Williamson Act, called the Farmland Security Zone (FSZ)
Program, permits farmers and ranchers to garner an additional 35 percent property
tax reduction by keeping their land in agriculture for a minimal initial term of 20
years. This program passed through the State legislature in 1998 and has gained
popularity in many counties but has yet to be adopted in Butte County.

8

Butte LAFCO, October 2018, City of Chico Sphere of Influence Plan, page 29.
Butte County Department of Development Services, Butte County Uniform
Rules and Procedures For Implementing the California Land Conservation (Williamson)
Act,
https://www.buttecounty.net/Portals/10/Docs/LCA/LCARulesUpdate_1-1420.pdf?ver=2020-01-29-145414-303. Accessed February 15, 2021.
9
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2. Agricultural Protection Zoning
The Butte County Zoning Ordinance (BCZO) defines the zoning regulations for
the unincorporated areas of Butte County. The BCZO identifies two specific
zoning types that designate agriculture as a principal land use: agricultural (A) and
agricultural services (AS) zones. The current ordinance was adopted in November
of 2012. Chapter 1 of the Setting and Trends Report provides an in-depth
discussion of the BCZO. The full text of the Zoning Ordinance is also available
on-line on the County’s website. For the purposes of this section, these two zoning
types will be referred to as Agricultural Protection Zones (APZ).
APZ increases the likelihood that parcels designated for agriculture will remain in
agricultural production. One way that APZ accomplishes this is by establishing a
minimum acreage for parcels designated for agriculture, allowing for its viable
agricultural-commercial use. Implementing a minimum acreage prevents parcels
from subdivision, whereby smaller farm parcels suffer from reduced economies of
scale and increased contact with incompatible land uses. According to the
American Farmland Trust, “a minimum lot size of 20 acres, combined with other
restrictions, may be sufficient to reduce development pressures in areas where land
is very expensive and farming operations are relatively intensive.”10 In addition to
regulating lot sizes, APZ also defines permissible uses, housing densities, design
guidelines and restrictions on ancillary commercial agriculture activities, all with the
intent of preserving APZ parcels in agricultural uses.
As mentioned before, the BCZO differentiates between agricultural and
agricultural-residential zones. Agricultural zones are A-20, A-40, A-80, and A-160;
they provide for agricultural uses with minimum lot areas of 20, 40, 80 and 160
acres, respectively. In addition, the agricultural zones permit only one single-family
dwelling per parcel. Agricultural zones are restricted to agricultural uses and
housing facilities for agricultural employees. Residential uses are not permitted in
the Agricultural Service zone except for caretaker quarters as an accessory use.
The residential zones that allow agricultural activities include Foothill Residential,
Foothill Country Residential, Rural Residential, Rural Country Residential, Very
Low Density Residential, and Very Low Density Country Residential. These zones
permit animal grazing, crop cultivation, private stables, on-site agricultural product
sales, and other similar agricultural uses. Single-family dwellings on larger lots are
permitted uses in these zones. Small residential care homes and secondary dwelling
10 Institute for Local Self Government, Farmland Protection Action Guide, 24 Strategies
for California, 2002.
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units are also permitted as-of-right, in accordance with State housing law. The
second unit allowance is intended to provide additional housing opportunities by
encouraging property owners to develop smaller granny flats or other small
accessory dwelling units in conjunction with an existing single-family home.
APZ is generally established where environmental factors, such as soil conditions
and water availability, are most amenable to farming. The soils in Butte County
range from Class I to VIII, with Class I defined as “very good cultivable land.”
Butte County’s agricultural protection zones are located on the best soils in the
western portion of the county. Soil classes on the west side of Butte County range
from I to IV. High water availability in this region is supplied by the Sacramento
River, which runs along the western boundary of the county. Because
environmental conditions vary within Butte County, APZ allows for the most
cultivable land to be reserved for agricultural purposes.
3. Urban Growth Boundaries
Urban growth boundaries (UGBs) separate urbanized areas from non-urbanized
areas by identifying the locations in which urbanization can occur. They are
implemented to control outward expansion of development, encourage increased
densities within the urban core and establish protected greenbelts of agriculture or
open space around the perimeter of an urban area.
UGBs create a clearly defined agricultural-rural interface, establish certainty for city
and county governments and landholders, and minimize the need for other
resource intensive land protection mechanisms. When their modification requires
voter approval, they are particularly potent as a means to halt urbanization. They
can also limit land supply, thereby increasing housing prices.11
UGBs can function at the city level, the county level, or as a coordinated effort
between both jurisdictions. The Chico Area Greenline is an example of a UGB
that is coordinated by both the City of Chico and Butte County. The Greenline
policy is outlined in the County’s existing Land Use Element. The Greenline is at
Chico’s western city limit, dividing prime agricultural farmlands to the west of
Chico from non-prime farmland in the east. It serves to restrict development on
the prime farmlands west of Chico and preserves this area for agricultural
production. As Chico grows, development is intended to be pushed east of the
Greenline and onto non-prime farmlands.
11 The Center for Rural and Regional Innovation – Queensland, The Protection of
Production on Agricultural Lands, May 2005, page 48.
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The Butte County General Plan 2030 Agricultural Element includes goals and
policies aimed at preventing the County’s agricultural land from being converted to
non-agricultural uses. The Greenline is subject to review by the Butte County
Board of Supervisors every five years.
4. Agricultural Buffers
Agricultural buffers are physical separations between residential and agricultural
uses of land.12 Typically, they are strips or corridors of vegetated land intended to
ameliorate impacts from agricultural operations upon urbanized areas, and viceversa.13 They may contain grassy or treed areas, providing a more natural
environment than much of the intensively farmed land surrounding them.14 They
can also be used for recreation by urban residents.
Buffers can be used to minimize or avoid urban/agricultural land use conflicts, and
to physically mark an UGB (like the Greenline). They can help reduce actual or
perceived impacts on neighboring residents (e.g., noise, odor, spray) and on
agricultural operations (e.g., theft, trespass).15 They also provide environmental
benefits such as improved water quality, reduced phosphorus and nitrogen runoff,
habitat creation, and increased biodiversity, as well as social benefits such as
improved aesthetic quality of the landscape and increased recreational
opportunities.16

12 Great Valley Center, Can City and Farm Coexist? The Agricultural Buffer Experience
in California, Modesto, CA, March 2002, page 1.
13 William C. Sullivan, Olin M. Anderson, and Sarah Taylor Lovell, “Agricultural
buffers at the rural-urban fringe: an examination of approval by farmers, residents, and
academics in the Midwestern United States,” Landscape and Urban Planning, Volume 69, 2004,
page 299.
14 William C. Sullivan, Olin M. Anderson, and Sarah Taylor Lovell, “Agricultural
buffers at the rural-urban fringe: an examination of approval by farmers, residents, and
academics in the Midwestern United States,” Landscape and Urban Planning, Volume 69, 2004,
page 301.
15 City of Brentwood Agricultural Buffers website,
http://www.ci.brentwood.ca.us/boards/aarg/enterprise/agricultural_buffers.cfm, accessed
on May 18, 2006.
16 William C. Sullivan, Olin M. Anderson, and Sarah Taylor Lovell, “Agricultural
buffers at the rural-urban fringe: an examination of approval by farmers, residents, and
academics in the Midwestern United States,” Landscape and Urban Planning, Volume 69, 2004,
page 301.
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In February 2007, the County adopted Ordinance No. 3953, also known as the
Agriculture Buffer Setback Ordinance. Under this program, the zoning ordinance
was amended to require 300-foot agricultural buffers for all new residential
development in Butte County. This mandatory buffer is required for all residential
projects on lands zoned Agriculture, other zones within 300 feet of the boundary
of Agriculture zones, areas inside and within 300 feet of sphere of influence
boundaries where the boundary abuts parcels zoned Agriculture, and areas within
300 feet of a Williamson Act contract.17 The program clearly establishes that it is
the responsibility of the developer to create the buffer on the urbanized side of
community boundaries or spheres of influence in the unincorporated areas of the
county.
Agricultural buffer guidelines were adopted by the Board of Supervisors on
December 16, 2008. The guidelines outline the purpose and applicability of
agricultural buffers and the process for determination of unusual circumstances
when applying or modifying the 300-foot buffer. The guidelines are currently
being updated, following the direction of the Board of Supervisors.
In order for buffers to be effective in limiting off-site impacts, a large tract of land
must be available to provide an agricultural buffer.18 Buffer lands also require a
management entity to maintain them, and to effectively deal with issues of trespass,
vandalism, litter, theft, or dogs. If not properly maintained and operated, buffer
open space can appear as “unused” land, since it is generally not developed for
either urban uses or agriculture. Although the developer will be responsible for
creating the buffer, it must be recognized that it is still agricultural land that is being
taken out of production.

B. Existing Conditions
This section describes agricultural land with respect to its physical conditions and
the unique geography and environmental factors that contribute to high agricultural
productivity in Butte County.

17

Butte County, 2012, Butte County Zoning Ordinance, page 121.
CRCOG, Agricultural Land Preservation: Fact Sheet, https://crcog.org/wpcontent/uploads/2016/07/Ch02_FactSheet_AgLand.pdf, accessed February 15, 2021, page
2.
18
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1. Agricultural Environment
Butte County is in the Sacramento Valley, a vast, flat floodplain that is particularly
amenable to farming. Within the county, agriculture is the largest land use, with
parcels of farmland spanning from east of the Sacramento River to the foothills of
the Southern Cascade and Sierra Nevada mountain ranges. The majority of Butte
County farmland is aggregated in the northwest, in the central county and in the
southwest, away from the incorporated cities. The largest, continuous parcels of
agricultural land are located where the environmental conditions are most favorable
for farming.
The farming environment in Butte County is rich with high quality soils. Its
location in the floodplains of the Sacramento River provides fertile, alluvial
sediment that is abundant with nutrients. The State authority on farmland
classification is the FMMP, which is overseen by the California Division of Land
and Resource Protection. The FMMP rates the quality of agricultural land
according to soil ratings and land use. The most recently published FMMP survey
of Butte County is from 2016. The FMMP defines land uses in Butte County by the
following categories: Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, Unique
Farmland, Farmland of Local Importance, Grazing Land, Urban and Built-up
Land, Other Land, and Water Area. According to the California Farmland Conversion
Report 2014-2016, there are over 637,600 acres of land suited for agricultural use in
Butte County.19
Most agricultural land in the county is designated as Grazing Land and Prime
Farmland; those farmland types account for approximately 592,700 acres of land.
Prime Farmland has the best chemical and physical features to support long term
agricultural production while Grazing Land is suited for grazing of livestock.
Approximately 45,000 acres of agricultural land is designated as Unique Farmland
and Farmland of Statewide Importance.20 Unique Farmland includes land with
lesser quality soil and may include non-irrigated vineyards or orchards. Farmland of
Statewide Importance is similar to Prime Farmland, except the land is located on
steeper slopes or in areas with less ability to retain soil moisture. Figure 18-2 shows
agricultural lands in Butte County, as mapped by FMMP in 2016.

19

California Department of Conservation, 2014-2016, California Farmland
Conversion Report, Page 36.
20 California Department of Conservation, 2014-2016, California Farmland
Conversion Report, Page 36.
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2. Agricultural Lands
A variety of crops can be grown in Butte County because of the temperate
Mediterranean climate, including fruits and nuts, field, seed, and vegetable crops.
Other agricultural goods, such as livestock, apiary, nursery plants, and timber are
also produced in Butte County. The Office of the Agricultural Commissioner
releases an annual summary report, the “Crop Report”. The Crop Report provides
statistics on land use and productivity for agriculture in Butte County, and can be
accessed via the internet at:
https://www.buttecounty.net/agriculturalcommissioner/Documents/Crop-Reports.

The three most land intensive crops in the county are rice, almonds, and English
Walnuts. In 2019, about 22.8 percent of total agricultural acreage was in rice crop
production, 13.2 percent produced English Walnuts and 9.2 percent was dedicated
to almonds21. Of the overall crop types, field crops occupy the most land in the
county, at approximately 310,500 acres. Fruit and nut crops occupy the second
highest amount of land, at approximately 108,000 acres.
From 2015 to 2019, the total number of acres in agricultural production in Butte
County changed from year to year, but with an overall increase. In 2015,
approximately 420,000 acres were dedicated to farming; in 2016, this acreage
increased to about 430,000 acres. In 2017 and 2018, the acreage decreased to
approximately 417,000 and 367,000, respectively. The total number of acres in
agricultural production increased to approximately 425,000 acres in 2019.22 During
this time, the total harvested acreage remained steady for most crop types. Fruit
and nuts, as a general crop type, has increased in total harvested acreage, adding 2
percent of all agricultural acres. The number of acres dedicated to English Walnuts
has increased from approximately 48,000 acres in 2015 to over 56,000 acres in
2019. Timber harvests increased during this time, from 60 million board feet in
2015 to over 68 million board feet in 2019.23 Field crop types decreased from
approximately 309,400 acres in 2017 to 253,600 acres in 2018, but they rose back
up to about 310,500 acres in 2019. Including all crops, livestock, nursery stock,
apiary products and timber, the total gross value of agricultural production in Butte
County was estimated at $688,369,916 in 2019.

21

Butte County Agricultural Commissioner, 2019, 2019 Crop Report.
Butte County Agricultural Commissioner, 2019, 2019 Crop Report.
23 Butte County Agricultural Commissioner, 2015 Crop Report and 2019 Crop
22

Report.
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Source: Butte County, 2021; PlaceWorks, 2021; Statewide Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2016

NORTH
2.5

5

Miles

FIGURE 18-2
AGRICULTURAL LANDS
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3. Agricultural Economy
The agricultural economy in Butte County is strong. The 2019 gross value of
agricultural production of $688 million reported above represented a $57 million
increase over the 2018 value. In 2015, the gross value reached over $772 million.
Butte County grew three crops that earned over 100 million dollars in 2019. The
top three money-making crops were walnuts, rice, and almonds. The annual value
for walnuts and almonds in Butte County has decreased since 2015, but the value
of rice increased during that time. The gross value for rice in 2015 was over $138
million and, in 2019, the value for rice increased to over $166 million. Although the
value of almonds has decreased since 2015, it is still the most valuable crop in Butte
County, as of 2019.
At the same time, agriculturalists are introducing innovative and new approaches
for certain areas of the county, such as trellised olives for mechanized harvesting
and niche crops, such as botanicals and organics.
Agriculturists, as part of a traditional industry, are looking for modern, innovative
ways to reintroduce farming culture and recapture earnings. A trend in Butte
County, and throughout the state, creates an industry around agricultural tourism.
Agri-tourism, as it is commonly referred to, is a service that agriculturalists can
provide. By reinventing farmland as a destination attraction, agriculturalists
promote education of agricultural land and farming practices. The County’s
Zoning Ordinance has a Unique Agricultural Overlay zoning designation that
allows agri-tourism related uses and special events. Permitted uses in the overlay
zone include farm tours, bed and breakfasts, agricultural-related museums, on-site
fruit and vegetable picking, weddings, and farm trail events. The Zoning
Ordinance also has provisions for winery, olive oil, fruit and nut, micro-brewery
and micro-distillery production facilities to encourage tourism in the county and
support agricultural activities related to these uses.
4. Farmland Conversion Trends
According to the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, between 2014 and
2016, Butte County gained approximately 1,100 acres of important farmland but
lost approximately 1,200 acres of grazing land to urban or other land uses.
According to Butte County’s 2016 Crop Report, the county has lost 13,635 acres of
farmland over a 12-year period (2004-2016) to urban and built-up land and other
land uses. The loss of farmland includes 4,996 acres of Prime Farmland, 1,678
acres of Unique Farmland, and 6,236 acres of Grazing Land. Factors that lead to
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conversion of agricultural land include being near residential areas, urban uses,
smaller agricultural parcels, expanded or new roads, or being close to other nonagricultural uses.24

24 Sustainable Agricultural Lands Conservation Strategy Agricultural Lands
Conservation,
2017,
https://www.buttecounty.net/Portals/10/Docs/SALC/SALC%20Ag%20Land%20Conser
vation%20new.pdf, accessed February 13, 2021.

18‐14

