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Butte County is a major producer of a wide variety of farm products.  
Agriculture is important not only to Butte County’s economy, but also to its 
way of life.  General Plan 2030 recognizes the central role agriculture plays in 
the physical, economic, and cultural character of Butte County.   
 
The Agriculture Element provides information about agricultural resources 
and uses in Butte County.  This Element contains goals, policies, and actions 
designed to protect, maintain, promote, and enhance agriculture.  Background 
information for this Element is based on information in the Butte County 
General Plan 2030 Setting and Trends Report.  
 

An almond orchard in northwestern Butte County.   
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This Element is organized into two sections as follows: 

♦ Background Information.  Provides a brief overview of the existing 
agricultural lands, uses, and trends in Butte County.  An expanded 
discussion about agriculture in Butte County is available in Chapter 18 
(Agriculture) of the Butte County General Plan 2030 Setting and Trends 
Report. 

♦ Goals, Policies, and Actions.  Provides guidance for decisions that affect 
the continuing practice of agriculture in Butte County. 

 
 

A. Background Information 

The western half of Butte County is located in the Sacramento Valley, a vast, 
flat floodplain that is one of the best agricultural areas in the world.  Within 
the county, agriculture is the largest land use, with the majority of farmland 
aggregated in the flat, western, rural areas of the county.  The farming 
environment in Butte County is rich with high quality soils that, together with 
the temperate Mediterranean climate, support a variety of crops, 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 three most land-intensive crops in the county are rice, almonds,. 
and English walnuts, which together account for over one-third of the 
County’s total agricultural acreage.1 
 
According to the California Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program 
(FMMP), there were over 649,000 acres of land suited for agriculture and 
grazing in Butte County in 2006.2  FMMP identifies four classes of farmland in 
Butte County: Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, Unique 

                                                
1 Butte County Agricultural Commissioner, May 18, 2009, 2008 Butte County Agricultural Crop 

Report. 
2 California Department of Conservation, Division of Land and Resource Protection, Federal 

Mapping and Monitoring Program, 2006, Table A-3, Butte County 2004-2006 Land Use Conversion. 
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Farmland and Grazing Land.  As shown in Figure AG-1, the majority of the 
county’s farmland is classified as Prime Farmland, located in the alluvial plain 
of the Sacramento Valley in the western portion of the county, and Grazing 
Land, located in the mountain and foothill regions.  
 
The California Land Conservation Act, better known as the Williamson Act, 
works to preserve agricultural and open space lands through restrictive use 
contracts administered by counties and cities 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, the property tax on a Williamson Act 
     

Agricultural land in Butte County. 
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parcel is assessed at a rate consistent with its actual use, rather than potential 
market value.3  Butte County has participated in the Williamson Act since 
1967.4  In 2007, the most recent year for which data is available, approximately 
216,000 acres were enrolled in Williamson Act contracts.5  Therefore, the 
Williamson Act currently preserves 33 percent of the county’s agricultural 
land.  Figure AG-2 shows the location of all Williamson Act lands in the 
county.   
 
As noted in the Economic Development Element, agriculture generates 
considerable economic activity, and trends indicate that agriculture will 
maintain a strong position within Butte County’s economy.  The estimated 
gross value of agricultural production in Butte County has grown over the past 
ten years to approximately $580 million in 2008.6  The future of Butte 
County’s agricultural economy is supported by local agriculturalists 
introducing innovative approaches to farming and looking for creative ways to 
reintroduce farming culture and recapture earnings.  
 
A recent trend in Butte County, and throughout the State, is agricultural 
tourism, in which guests visit working farms and ranches to observe or 
participate in farming practices and purchase locally-grown products.  Agri-
tourism, as it is commonly called, is a new service that agriculturalists can 
provide.  By reinventing farmland as a destination attraction, agriculturalists 
promote education among non-farmers about how food is grown or raised and 
processed and how agriculture contributes to the social and economic patterns 
in a particular community.   

                                                
3 California Department of Conservation, August 2002, California Land Conservation 

(Williamson) Act Status Report, page 1. 
4 Butte County Department of Development Services, March 13, 2006, Williamson Act 

Workshop. 
5 California Department of Conservation, Enrollment Summaries and Trends by County, 

http://www.conservation.ca.gov/dlrp/lca/stats_reports/Pages/index.aspx, accessed May 28, 2009. 
6 Butte County Agriculture Commissioner, May 18, 2009, 2008 Butte County Agricultural Crop 

Report. 
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AG-P3.2 The County supports existing efforts, such as those by the 
U.C. Cooperative Extension, to educate and encourage 
farmers to use agricultural methods that reduce or minimize 
use of pesticides, herbicides, and manufactured fertilizers. 

Goal AG-4 Promote niche and specialty agriculture. 

Policies 

AG-P4.1 The County recognizes the role of small farms growing 
specialty products in Butte County.   (Policy Alternatives 14.c) 

AG-P4.2 The County shall provide education and outreach to support 
farmers in diversifying their products.  (Policy Alternatives 
14.e) 

Olive orchard in the Oroville hills.  Photo courtesy of Paula Kelso, General Plan 2030 Citizens Advisory 
Committee member.   
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AG-P4.3 The County shall facilitate the establishment of specialty 
farming areas that grow high value crops, such as organic and 
heirloom products and fruits, nuts, and vegetables.  (Policy 
Alternatives 14.a) 

AG-P4.4 The County shall encourage the establishment of small-scale 
agriculture uses such as specialty crops, organic farming, 
specialized animal facilities, and agricultural research 
operations on small parcels of land in existing agricultural 
areas.   (Policy Alternatives 14.b) 

AG-P4.5 The Unique Agriculture Overlay land use and zoning 
designation shall be applied to areas where farmstays, 
education and local retail sales are appropriate in order to 
support agritourism.   (Policy Alternatives 14.d) 

AG-P4.6 Limited visitor-serving commercial uses, such as wineries and 
specialty produce markets, shall be allowed in agricultural 
areas with approval of a Use Permit, to ensure continued 
agricultural use and compatibility with surrounding uses.  
(Agriculture Element Program 6.2)   

AG-P4.7 Uses that are designed to support on-site agricultural pursuits, 
such as direct product sales, processing, farm-based tourism, 
quasi-agricultural operations, and agricultural research, shall be 
allowed on land designated for Agriculture, subject to the 
design review and development standards contained in the 
Zoning Ordinance.  Such uses shall meet the following 
criteria:   

a. The use will not require the extension of sewer or water.  

b. The use does not substantially detract from agricultural 
production on-site or in the area.  
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c. The use does not create a concentration of commercial uses 
in the immediate area.  

d. The use is compatible with and does not adversely impact 
surrounding land uses.   

e. The use provides for adequate traffic circulation.  
(Agriculture Element Policy 6.1, Agriculture Element 
Program 6.4)   

Goal AG-5 Reduce conflicts between urban and agricultural uses. 

Policies 

AG-P5.1 Agricultural uses shall be the primary uses within the 
Agriculture land use designation.  Residential uses, such as a 

Residential uses adjacent to agriculture in Butte County.  
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farmer's home, shall be considered accessory uses.  
(Agriculture Element Policy 3.5) 

AG-P5.2 Urban development shall not limit the financial sustainability 
of agricultural operations.  (Agriculture Element Policy 2.1) 

AG-P5.3 The Zoning Ordinance shall require that a buffer be 
established on property proposed for residential development 
in order to protect existing agricultural uses from 
incompatible use conflicts.  The desired standard shall be 300 
feet, but may be adjusted to address unusual circumstances.  
(Policy Alternatives 10.a and 10.b, Agriculture Element Policy 
2.3 and Programs 2.2 and 2.3) 

AG-P5.4 Land divisions that separate a farmer’s home from the 
agricultural land shall be prohibited.  (Agriculture Element 
Policy 3.3) 

AG-P5.5 Land divisions to separate a farmer’s home from an 
agricultural processing area shall be allowed only when in 
compliance with the agricultural buffer setback requirements 
in the Zoning Ordinance and the Agricultural/Residential 
Buffer Implementation Guidelines.  An agricultural 
conservation easement shall be required for the remaining 
agricultural land.  (Agriculture Element Policy 3.4)  

AG-P5.6 To protect agricultural areas from flooding, all development 
shall provide a drainage plan prepared by a registered civil 
engineer that, at a minimum, addresses:  

a. Pre-development drainage conditions for the development 
site, including peak runoff rates and runoff volumes.  

b. Post-development drainage conditions, including changes 
in peak runoff rates and runoff volumes.  
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c. Off-site drainage or flooding impacts and proposed or 
recommended mitigation measures. 

d. Mechanisms for maintenance of drainage facilities.  
(Agriculture Element Program 4.3)    

Actions 

AG-A5.1 Periodically update the agricultural buffer setback 
requirements in the Zoning Ordinance and the 
Agricultural/Residential Buffer Implementation Guidelines to 
reduce conflicts between agricultural and residential and non-
residential urban uses.  (Policy Alternatives 10.a and 10.b, 
Agriculture Element Program 2.2 and 2.3) 

AG-A5.2 Periodically update the Right to Farm Ordinance to reflect 
changing practices.   (Agriculture Element Policy 3.1) 

Goal AG-6 Provide adequate infrastructure and services to support 
agriculture. 

Policies 

AG-P6.1 The County supports the efforts of private landowners and 
public agencies to protect farmers from catastrophic and 
uncontrolled flooding of permanent crops, such as orchards, 
nurseries, and other major agricultural investments. 
(Agriculture Element Policy 4.2)   

AG-P6.2 The County shall work with water agencies and irrigation 
districts to improve the distribution of water for agricultural 
uses.  (Policy Alternatives 11.c) 
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AG-P6.3 The County supports the provision of transportation 
infrastructure to transport agricultural goods to markets and 
ports.   (Policy Alternatives 11.b) 

Goal AG-7 Support farmworker and farm family housing in agricultural 
areas. 

Policies 

AG-P7.1 Temporary housing for seasonal workers, including 
temporary sanitary and cooking facilities, shall be allowed 
during harvest season subject to applicable building and health 
codes.  (Agriculture Element Program 7.4) 

Actions 

AG-A7.1 Amend the agricultural buffer setback requirements in the 
Zoning Ordinance and the Agricultural/Residential Buffer 
Implementation Guidelines to allow exemptions for farm 
labor housing on agricultural lands.  
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