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Water is one of Butte County’s most important natural resources.  
Precipitation, surface water, and groundwater contribute to Butte County’s 
residential, commercial, agricultural, environmental, habitat, and recreational 
uses.  Population growth, continued water demands from agricultural and 
industrial uses, and water needs for environmental uses are all crucial needs that 
compete for the county’s water supply.    
 
The Water Resources Element provides information about water supply, water 
quality, stormwater management, and water service in Butte County.  This 
Element contains goals, policies, and actions designed to protect, maintain, and 
restore water resources.   
 

A clean, safe and reliable water supply is critical to Butte County’s environment and economy.  Photo courtesy 
of Tovey Giezentanner, General Plan 2030 Citizens Advisory Committee member.  
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This Element is organized into two sections as follows: 

♦ Background Information.  Provides a brief overview of the existing water 
supply and water demands in Butte County and how they are currently 
managed.  An expanded discussion about Butte County’s water resources is 
available in Chapter 12 (Water Resources) of the Butte County General 
Plan 2030 Setting and Trends Report. 

♦ Goals, Policies, and Actions.  Provides additional guidance to the County 
related to decisions about water resources. 

 
 

A. Background Information 

Butte County is located in the Sacramento River Hydrological Region, which 
includes the Sacramento River, the longest river system in the State of 
California, and its tributaries, including the Pit, Feather, Yuba, Bear and 
American Rivers.  The Sacramento River Hydrological Region is the main 
water supply for much of California’s urban and agricultural areas.  Major 
water supplies in the region are provided through the development of surface 
storage reservoirs.  
  
1. Water Sources 
The primary water source in Butte County is surface water, which serves 69 
percent of the county’s water needs, followed by groundwater, serving 31 
percent of the water needs. 
 
a. Surface Water  
Table W-1 describes the location and current or potential use of surface water 
resources in Butte County, all of which lie within the Sacramento River 
watershed.  Figure W-1 provides an overview of the major surface water 
features in Butte County.  Primary waterways include the Feather River and its 
several tributaries, as well as Butte Creek and Big Chico Creek.  The majority 
of the county’s surface water supply is used for local agriculture. 
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TABLE W-1 SURFACE WATER RESOURCES  

Name Location 
Current Use/ 

Potential for Use 
Big Chico Creek North of Chico Recreation, important wildlife habitat 

Butte Creek 
Butte Meadows to south-
west county boundary 

Irrigation, stock watering, recreation, 
important wildlife habitat 

Dry Creek/ 
Cherokee Canal 

Near Paradise to south-
western portion of 
county 

Water supply 

Little Butte Creek 
Northeastern portion of 
county 

Water supply, wildlife habitat 

Little Chico Creek Northeast of Chico 
Water supply,  
important wildlife habitat 

Middle Fork Feather 
River 

East of Oroville 
Power, recreation,  
important wildlife habitat 

North Fork Feather 
River 

Northeast of Oroville 
Power, recreation, important wildlife 
habitat, fisheries 

Rock Creek Northwest of Chico Wildlife habitat 

Sacramento River 
Western boundary of 
county 

Irrigation, stock watering,  
important wildlife habitat, 
recreation 

Lake Oroville Oroville 
Recreation, power, irrigation, wildlife 
habitat. 

Thermalito Forebay Oroville 
Recreation, power, irrigation,  
important wildlife habitat 

Thermalito Afterbay Oroville 
Irrigation, important wildlife  
habitat, recreation 

Source: Butte County, 2005. 

The majority of the surface water supply used by Butte County residents and 
businesses originates in the Feather River watershed and accumulates in Lake 
Oroville as part of the State Water Project.  Local irrigation districts’ surface 
water rights are provided through the California water rights priority system, 
which recognizes the right to the use of water based on a first-in-time, first-in-
line basis.  Under this water rights system, the local irrigation districts 
negotiated contracts with the State of California when the Oroville Dam was 
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built in the 1960s.  These “settlement” contracts provide specific assurances for 
the local water purveyors that they will receive the amount of water to which 
they are entitled through the priority water rights system.  The settlement 
contracts are based upon the in-flow of water into the dam; therefore, under 
specific weather patterns and conditions, local purveyors may be subject to cuts 
in their supplies.  However, overall these irrigation districts enjoy an abundant 
supply associated with their historic water rights.   
 
Prior to the development of the Oroville Dam, Butte County negotiated with 
the State of California to receive an allocation of water for growth and future 
needs within the county as a State Water Project Contractor.  Butte County 
sells a portion of their allocation from Lake Oroville to local municipal and 

Lake Oroville.  Photo courtesy of Tony Rushing, General Plan 2030 Citizens Advisory Committee member. 
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guidance and regulatory oversight.  BCEH cooperates with the well drilling 
industry and employs Best Industry Practices (BIPs) to place and construct 
water production and water monitoring wells in Butte County.  BCEH is 
also responsible for protecting water resources by regulating the storage of 
hazardous materials, the proper disposal of wastewater, and the proper 
disposal of all solid wastes within Butte County.  BCEH has regulatory 
oversight for many of the smaller water providers in the county. 

♦ Well Drillers Advisory Group.  The Well Drillers Advisory Group is an 
informal group of licensed well drillers and pump contractors that meets 
quarterly to develop policy recommendations for implementation of 
Chapter 23B of the Butte County Code, Well Construction Standards. 

♦ Butte Basin Water Users Association (BBWUA).  The BBWUA was 
formed in 1992, partially in response to the 1987 to 1992 drought.  The 
organization addressed planning and management of both groundwater and 
surface water resources.  

♦ Butte County Groundwater Conservation Ordinance (Chapter 33).  In 
November 1996, Butte County voters approved the Groundwater 
Conservation Ordinance, which is intended to conserve groundwater by 
regulating water transfers outside of the county that have a groundwater 
component.  It requires a permit for both exportation of groundwater 
outside the county and groundwater pumping as a substitute for surface 
water exported outside the county.  It prohibits permits for water transfers 
outside of the county if the proposed activity would adversely affect the 
groundwater resources in the county, including causing or increasing 
overdraft of the groundwater, causing or increasing saltwater intrusion, 
exceeding the safe yield of the aquifer or related subbasins within the 
county, causing subsidence, or resulting in uncompensated injury to 
overlying groundwater users or other users. 

♦ Butte County Groundwater Management Ordinance (Chapter 33A).  
This ordinance includes the development and monitoring of basin 
management objectives (BMOs) associated with groundwater levels, 
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groundwater quality, and land subsidence.  The BMO concept is a unique 
approach in Butte County’s groundwater management planning.  The 
BMOs consist of locally-developed guidelines for groundwater management 
that describe actions to be taken by well owners in response to well-
monitoring data.   

♦ Butte County Integrated Water Resources Plan (IWRP).  The IWRP 
provides recommendations for water management policies, as well as 
programs and projects to implement those policies.  The policies focus on 
local water resource issues and cooperative water management with other 
entities.  The IWRP sets the stage for many of the County’s water planning 
efforts. 

♦ Groundwater Modeling.  As noted above, the BCDWRC manages a 
detailed hydrologic model of the groundwater basin that was developed by 
the BBWUA.  The BCDWRC recently transferred the data to a revised 
model that is more widely used throughout the State.  The revised 
groundwater model may be used to evaluate the effects of groundwater 
withdrawal or land use changes within subbasins in the county and provide 
a comprehensive water resources planning tool.   

♦ Four-County Memorandum of Understanding (MOU).  Butte County 
participates in an MOU with the Counties of Colusa, Glenn, Tehama and 
Sutter to promote regional coordination, collaboration, and 
communication about many shared water resources. 

 
In addition to the resource management efforts listed above, the County 
coordinates closely with federal and State agencies, urban water agencies, 
irrigation districts, water districts, advocacy groups, and other non-profit 
organizations. 
 
4. Water Service Providers  
Much of Butte County’s residential, commercial, and agricultural water needs 
are met through a network of local water providers, including municipal water 
departments, mutual water companies, investor-owned utilities, irrigation 



W A T E R  R E S O U R C E S  E L E M E N T  

BUTTE COUNTY GENERAL PLAN 2030 135 
 
 

districts, and special districts.  
Municipal water departments, such 
as the Cities of Gridley and Biggs, 
provide water service to municipal 
residents, generally distributed in 
pipes along roads in the service 
area.   
 
Mutual water companies are private 
corporations that perform water 
supply and distribution functions 
similar to public water districts; an 
example is the Cal Water Service 
Company, which serves the Chico 
and Oroville areas.  Investor-owned 
utilities are also involved in water 
supply activities, sometimes as an 
adjunct of hydroelectric power 
development.  Irrigation districts 
ensure the delivery of sufficient water supplies for agricultural uses, though 
they may serve some residential and commercial uses.  Irrigation district water 
is often conveyed in open ditch canals.  Other special districts provide water 
service to residents of the unincorporated district area, who in turn are assessed 
by the district for their services.   
 
Figure W-3 maps the service area boundaries of the various water systems and 
irrigation districts in Butte County.  Not all mapped water agencies provide 
service throughout their service areas.  In these and other areas without water 
service, on-site wells may provide water to individual parcels.   

Water service infrastructure in Butte County. 
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5. Storage Facilities 
In addition to some natural wetlands, there are numerous developed 
impoundments that store some of the county’s abundant surface water for 
water supply and provide flood protection.  Oroville Dam and Reservoir on 
the Feather River is the second-largest water storage facility in California and is 
the initial and largest reservoir of the State Water Project.  In addition to Lake 
Oroville, other water storage facilities in Butte County include the Thermalito 
Afterbay, Thermalito Forebay, Paradise Reservoir, and Magalia Reservoir, as 
well as a number of other smaller water storage reservoirs. 
 
6. Stormwater Management 
As required by Phase II of the National Pollutant Discharge Elimination 
System (NPDES) of the United States Environmental Protection Agency (US 
EPA), Butte County operates under a Small Municipal Separate Storm Sewer 
Systems (Small MS4) stormwater permit.  The County’s Stormwater 
Management Program was developed as part of the permitting process and 
established stormwater-related priorities and activities for the period between 
2003 and 2008.  The County was required to meet the goals of the Stormwater 
Management Program by July 2008.  The County intends to regularly update 
the Stormwater Management Program.  
 
The following goals were accomplished by the Butte County Stormwater 
Management Program: 

♦ The building permit application process requires that land owners provide a 
signed statement to the Department of Development Services indicating 
that their projects disturbed less than 1 acre of undeveloped land, or, in the 
case of projects disturbing more than 1 acre, that they would comply with 
the State Construction Storm Water Program. 

♦ Placards were installed to communicate the message that dumping into a 
County storm drain could pollute the groundwater or a nearby creek. 
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Actions 

W-A2.1 Implement and periodically update the Integrated Water 
Resources Plan to ensure the sustainability of water resources 
within the county.  (Policy Alternatives 17.b) 

Goal W-3 Effectively manage groundwater resources to ensure a long-
term water supply for Butte County. 

Policies 

W-P3.1 The County shall continue to ensure the sustainability of 
groundwater resources, including groundwater levels, 
groundwater quality, and avoidance of land subsidence, 
through a basin management objective program that relies on 
management at the local level, utilizes sound scientific data, 
and assures compliance.  (Policy Alternatives 17.m) 

W-P3.2 Groundwater transfers and substitution programs shall be 
regulated to protect the sustainability of the County’s 
economy, communities, and ecosystem.  (Policy Alternatives 
17.l) 

W-P3.3 Applicants proposing water withdrawals pursuant to Chapter 
33 of the Butte County Code shall provide an investigation of 
subsidence potential as part of the project’s environmental 
review.  (Safety Element: Geologic Hazard, Program 5.1) 

W-P3.4 Wetland areas shall be preserved to support groundwater 
recharge.  (Policy Alternatives 18.a.vi) 
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Actions 

W-A3.1 Seek funding for and conduct comprehensive, countywide 
mapping of water resources and groundwater recharge areas.  
(Policy Alternatives 17.n and 17.o) 

W-A3.2 Establish recharge zones in which development will be limited 
to protect groundwater recharge.  (Policy Alternatives 17.j and 
17.q) 

W-A3.3 Seek funds to conduct a study to evaluate options to convey 
the County’s Table A water allocation to areas not currently 
served by this source, such as the Chico area.  (Policy 
Alternatives 17.g) 

W-A3.4 Seek funds and develop programs that improve the scientific 
understanding of regional aquifer systems and potential factors 
related to the sustainability of the county’s water resources.  
(Policy Alternatives 17.k) 

W-A3.5 Continue to seek funding for and conduct scientific analysis of 
the costs and water supply impacts of increased groundwater 
pumping.  (Policy Alternatives 17.p) 

Goal W-4 Promote water conservation as an important part of a long-
term and sustainable water supply. 

Policies 

W-P4.1 Agricultural and urban water use efficiency shall be promoted.  
(Policy Alternatives 17.e)  

W-P4.2 Water conservation efforts of local Resource Conservation 
Districts, the Natural Resource Conservation Service, and 
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irrigation districts should be coordinated.  (Agriculture 
Element Program 4.2) 

W-P4.3 The County shall work with municipal and industrial water 
purveyors to implement water conservation policies and 
measures. 

W-P4.4 New public and private development should use drought-
tolerant landscaping.  (Policy Alternatives 18.a.x) 

W-P4.5 Opportunities to recover and utilize wastewater for beneficial 
purposes shall be promoted and encouraged.  (Policy 
Alternatives 18.a.xi) 

W-P4.6 The use of reclaimed wastewater for non-potable uses shall be 
encouraged, as well as dual plumbing that allows graywater 
from showers, sinks, and washers to be reused for landscape 
irrigation in new developments.  (Policy Alternatives 18.a.xii) 

W-P4.7 New development shall adopt best management practices for 
water use efficiency and demonstrate specific water 
conservation measures.  (Policy Alternatives 17.f, Land Use 
Element Policy 2.4.e) 

W-P4.8 New and existing County facilities shall reduce water 
consumption through water conservation measures and 
retrofits.   

Actions 

W-A4.1 Develop a countywide graywater ordinance that includes best 
management practices for the reuse of graywater for non-
potable uses.   
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Goal W-5 Protect water quality through effective stormwater 
management. 

Policies 

W-P5.1 Outreach activities to inform residents and workers that illegal 
discharge into storm drains negatively impacts groundwater 
and surface water quality shall be continued.   

W-P5.2 New development shall identify and adequately mitigate its 
water quality impacts from stormwater runoff. 

W-P5.3 Pervious pavements shall be allowed and encouraged where 
their use will not hinder mobility.  

W-P5.4 Temporary facilities shall be installed as necessary during 
construction activities in order to adequately treat stormwater 
runoff from construction sites.  

W-P5.5 Stormwater collection systems shall be installed concurrently 
with construction of new roadways to maximize efficiency 
and minimize disturbance due to construction activity.  

Goal W-6 Improve streambank stability and protect riparian resources.  

Policies 

W-P6.1 Any alteration of natural channels for flood control shall 
retain and protect riparian vegetation and allow for sufficient 
capacity and natural channel migration. Where removing 
existing riparian vegetation is unavoidable, the alteration shall 
allow for reestablishment of vegetation without compromising 
the flood flow capacity.   
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W-P6.2 Where streambanks are already unstable, as demonstrated by 
erosion or landslides along banks, tree collapse, or severe in-
channel sedimentation, proponents of new development shall 
prepare a hydraulic and/or geomorphic assessment of on-site 
and downstream drainageways that are affected by project area 
runoff. 
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