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TABLE4.2-1 BUTTE COUNTY FARMLAND, 2006

Percent of
Total Land in
Unincorporated
Farmland Category Acres County
Prime Farmland 196,219 19%
Farmland of Statewide Importance 21,604 2%
Unique Farmland 24,235 2%
Grazing Land 407,678 40%
Total 649,736 63%

Source: State of California Department of Conservation, Division of Land and Resource Protec-
tion, June 2008, Butte County Important Farmland 2006.

According to the FMMP data, over 60 percent of Butte County is classified
under one of the following agricultural categories: Prime Farmland, Farmland
of Statewide Importance, Unique Farmland, or Grazing Land. The majority
of agricultural land in the county is Grazing Land, which occurs primarily in
the mountain and foothill regions. Prime Farmland is located on the alluvial
plain of the Sacramento River in the western portion of the county. Small
areas classified as Farmland of Statewide Importance and Unique Farmland

exist in the central, northwest, and southwest portions of the county.

2. Williamson Act Land

Much of the land classified as farmland by the FMMP is under a Williamson
Act contract or other land easement. Approximately 220,000 acres were en-
rolled in Williamson Act contracts in 2007,> which cover about one-third of
the farmland in Butte County as mapped by the FMMP and over 20 percent
of the entire county. Lands under Williamson Act contracts are shown in
Figure 4.2-2.

’ Butte County GIS, California Land Conservation Agreement, Williamson
Act Lands, updated February 7, 2007.
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To discontinue a Williamson Act contract, an owner may put land into “non-
renewal” status (a 10-year progressive roll-out). For Butte County, the num-
ber of acres involved in the non-renewal process increased notably between
2006 and 2007. In 2006, a total of 1,711 acres were put into non-renewal

status. This number increased to 10,560 acres the following year.*

C. Standards of Significance

General Plan 2030 and the ALUCP override would have a significant agricul-

ture impact if they would:

¢ Convert Prime Farmland, Unique Farmland, or Farmland of Statewide
Importance (or “farmlands of concern under CEQA”), as shown on the
maps prepared pursuant to the Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Pro-
gram of the California Resources Agency, to non-agricultural use.

¢ Conflict with a Williamson Act contract.

¢ Involve other changes in the existing environment which, due to their lo-
cation or nature, could result in conversion of farmlands of concern un-

der CEQA to non-agricultural use.

D. Impact Discussion

The following discussion provides an analysis of potential project and cumu-
lative agriculture impacts that could occur as a result of implementation of
General Plan 2030. Implementation of the ALUCP override would have no
agriculture impact in Butte County and is not discussed further in this sec-

tion.

* California Department of Conservation, 2008, The California Land Conser-
vation (Williamson) Act, Status Report 2008.
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1. Project Impacts

a. Convert farmlands of concern under CEQA to non-agricultural use.

The land use map in General Plan 2030 protects the majority of the farmlands
of concern under CEQA in Butte County through agricultural land use des-
ignations. Specifically, the General Plan land use designation of Agriculture
would protect farmland from conversion to non-agricultural use because it
does not allow non-agricultural uses, except when such uses are accessory to
and support an on-going agricultural use. Although the Agriculture designa-
tion allows a single-family home, the land area devoted to such a use is mini-
mal. In addition, a single-family home is an accessory use and beneficial to
the continued agricultural use of the land by allowing farmers, ranchers or
caretakers to live on the property under agricultural production. General
Plan 2030 also establishes a Unique Agriculture Overlay designation near

Oroville in which small-scale agriculture is protected and promoted.

However, General Plan 2030 would allow for some conversion of farmlands
of concern under CEQA to non-agricultural use because they include non-
agricultural designations on such lands. In addition, General Plan 2030 identi-
fies roadway improvements, some of which are located on farmlands of con-
cern. Approximately 4,700 acres of farmland of concern under CEQA are
subject to conversion through non-agricultural land use designations. As
shown in Figure 4.2-3, this farmland is scattered among parcels on the out-
skirts of Butte County’s incorporated municipalities and in the unincorpo-

rated communities. Conversion of farmland is summarized as follows:

¢ Approximately 1,860 acres of farmland surrounding Oroville would be
designated for residential uses ranging from Foothill Residential and Ru-
ral Residential to Medium High Density Residential (1,740 acres), as well
as Mixed Use (120 acres).

¢ Approximately 1,240 acres of farmland surrounding Chico would be des-
ignated for residential uses ranging from Foothill Residential and Rural
Residential to Medium High Density Residential (890 acres), as well as
Retail and Office (30 acres), Industrial (20 acres), Resource Conservation

(50 acres) and Public (250 acres). In addition, approximately 3 acres of
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farmland are designated for Agricultural Services. Although the Agricul-
tural Services designation would support agriculture and would be bene-
ficial to the continued agricultural use of the land, it could take agricul-

tural land out of production.

¢ Approximately 980 acres of farmland surrounding Biggs and Gridley
would be designated for residential uses ranging from Rural Residential
to Medium High Density Residential (660 acres), as well as Retail and Of-
fice (10 acres), Industrial (30 acres), and Public (5 acres). In addition, ap-
proximately 280 acres of farmland are designated for Agricultural Ser-
vices. As noted in the discussion about the Chico area above, the Agri-
cultural Services designation could result in the loss of productive agricul-
tural land.

¢ Approximately 340 acres of farmland surrounding the unincorporated
communities of Durham and Dayton would be designated for Very Low

Density Residential.

The remaining areas subject to conversion total approximately 280 acres and
are dispersed throughout other unincorporated communities in Butte

County.

Although General Plan 2030 would allow conversion of farmlands of concern
under CEQA, the purpose of the General Plan’s Agriculture Element is to
protect farmland from urbanization and to enhance the county’s agricultural
industry. Agriculture Element Goal AG-2 and its supporting policies and
actions seek to protect Butte County’s agricultural lands from conversion to
non-agricultural uses. Policy AG-P2.1 directs the County to work with the
Local Agency Formation Commission (LAFCO) to create and maintain a
consistent approach to the conservation of agricultural land through the des-
ignation of reasonable and logical Sphere of Influence (SOI) boundaries. Pol-
icy AG-P2.3 limits redesignation and rezoning of agricultural land to an ur-
ban designation. Policy AG-P2.6 directs the County to use proactive land use
techniques, such as clustered development and density bonuses, to retain and

protect agricultural land. In addition, Action AG-A2.1 directs the County to
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develop an agricultural mitigation ordinance that would help to mitigate po-
tential losses of agricultural land. Additionally, agricultural lands west of
Chico will be protected by the Chico Area Greenline through Goal LU-13
and its associated policies. Specifically, Policies LU-P13.4 and LU-P13.5 re-
strict non-agricultural land uses on the Agricultural Side of the Chico Area
Greenline. In addition, Policy LU-P13.9 requires evidence of substantial
benefits to the public in order to convert land on the Agricultural Side of the
Greenline to urban land, as well as findings that no other lands exist that are

reasonably available and suitable for the proposed development.

However, the designation of farmlands of concern under CEQA for non-
agricultural uses in the General Plan 2030 land use map could lead to the con-
version of such farmland to non-agricultural uses, regardless of these goals,
policies, and actions. The location of agricultural parcels near existing urban
and suburban areas generally limits their on-going viability for active agricul-
tural activities. Nuisance complaints from neighbors, prohibitions on spray-
ing pesticides and herbicides near sensitive receptors, vandalism and traffic all
reduce the viability of working agricultural land in proximity to urban and
suburban development. In addition, small agricultural parcels may no longer
be viable for current agricultural practices. Placing or keeping an agricultural
designation on these scattered parcels would not ensure on-going agricultural

use.

In addition, placing or keeping an agricultural designation on parcels that are
not viable for agricultural use is inconsistent with General Plan 2030 policies
that promote economic opportunities. Placing or keeping an agricultural
designation on parcels that are not viable for agricultural use, but are close to
urban centers, would also direct development away from the urban centers,
which is inconsistent with numerous General Plan 2030 policies encouraging
a compact urban form. Therefore, placing or keeping an agricultural designa-
tion on these scattered parcels would make General Plan 2030 internally in-

consistent.
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Therefore, the proposed project would have a significant and unavoidable im-
pact related to the conversion of farmlands of concern under CEQA to non-

agricultural uses.

b. Conflict with a Williamson Act contract.

General Plan 2030 avoids conflicts with the majority of Williamson Act con-
tracts. Of the 220,000 acres under Williamson Act contract within Butte
County, General Plan 2030 designates all but 90 contracted acres with the
Agriculture, Unique Agriculture Overlay, Timber Mountain, or Resource
Conservation designations.” These Williamson Act parcel conflicts are dis-

tributed throughout Butte County.

¢ Approximately 50 acres of Williamson Act contracted land located
within the North Chico Specific Plan would be designated Very Low
Density Residential.

¢ Approximately 35 acres of Williamson Act contracted land located along
Highway 99 south of Chico would be designated Industrial.

¢ Approximately 5 acres of Williamson Act contracted land located near
Bangor would be designated Foothill Residential and Rural Residential.

Of the 90 contracted acres that are not designated for agricultural uses, ap-
proximately 45 acres are already in non-renewal status. As a result of these
non-agricultural designations, owners of farmland under Williamson Act con-
tracts may be encouraged to file for non-renewal or early cancellation of their
contracts in anticipation of developing their properties.

General Plan 2030 includes policies and actions to minimize conflicts with
Williamson Act contracts. Agriculture Element Policy AG-P1.3 calls for the

County to continue to work with landowners in establishing new and main-

> Sections 51238.1(a) and (c)(3) of the California Government Code specify
that the purpose of the Williamson Act is to preserve agricultural and open space land
and support the use or conservation of natural resources. Therefore, Resource Con-
servation and Timber Mountain designations are consistent with the uses allowed

under Williamson Act contracts.
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taining existing Williamson Act contracts, and Action AG-A1l.1 maintains

County policies that address consistency with the Williamson Act.

Although General Plan 2030 would avoid most conflicts with Williamson Act
contracts through the land use map, and although General Plan 2030 policies
and actions would minimize conflicts with Williamson Act contracts, the
proposed land use map includes residential or industrial designations for some
areas that are under a Williamson Act contract. The parcels with Williamson
Act conlflicts are small parcels, and some are located close to existing urban-
ized areas or established unincorporated communities. Small agricultural par-
cels may no longer be viable for current agricultural practices. In addition,
the location of agricultural parcels near existing urban and suburban areas
generally limits their on-going viability for active agricultural activities. Nui-
sance complaints from neighbors, prohibitions on spraying pesticides and
herbicides near sensitive receptors, vandalism and traffic all reduce the viabil-
ity of working agricultural land in proximity to urban and suburban devel-
opment. Therefore, placing or keeping an agricultural designation on these
scattered parcels would not ensure on-going agricultural use as intended under

the Williamson Act contract.

In addition, placing or keeping an agricultural designation on parcels that are
not viable for agricultural use is inconsistent with General Plan 2030 policies
that promote economic opportunities. Placing or keeping an agricultural
designation on parcels that are not viable for agricultural use, but are close to
urban centers, would also direct development away from the urban centers,
which is inconsistent with numerous General Plan 2030 policies encouraging
a compact urban form. Therefore, placing or keeping an agricultural designa-

tion on these parcels would make General Plan 2030 internally inconsistent.

Consequently, General Plan 2030 would result in a significant and unavoid-

able impact related to conflicts with existing Williamson Act contracts.
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c. Involve other changes in the existing environment which, due to their
location or nature, could result in conversion of farmlands of concern
under CEQA to non-agricultural use.

General Plan 2030 would allow development that could result in potentially

incompatible urban uses next to farms or ranches, creating circumstances that

impair the productivity and profitability of agricultural operation, and could
eventually lead farmers to take their land out of production. For example,
complaints from new residents about noise, dust and chemical use from agri-
cultural operations, and concerns of farmers and ranchers about increased
vandalism, traffic, access difficulties and the introduction of domestic animals,
can lower productivity. Adjacent urban development may also drive up land
values, increasing the property tax burden for farmland not protected by Wil-
liamson Act contracts. In addition, as discussed in Chapter 6, CEQA-

Required Assessment Conclusions, General Plan 2030 would induce growth

in areas that are not currently designated for urban uses, including within

agricultural areas.

As mentioned above, existing County programs support the continuation of
working farmland and agricultural land. One of the most important of these
is the County’s Right-to-Farm Ordinance. The Ordinance is intended to
educate the public about the realities of living in a rural community sur-
rounded by agricultural production activities and to indicate that these reali-

ties do not constitute nuisances that the County would support eradicating.

Furthermore, General Plan 2030 includes goals, policies, actions and regula-
tions that reduce conflicts between agricultural operations and urban uses that
could potentially result in farmland conversion. Agriculture Element Policy
AG-P5.3 maintains the existing County requirement for a 300-foot buffer
between agricultural and non-agricultural uses, and dictates that the buffer be
provided on the non-agricultural side. Action AG-A5.1 directs the County to
periodically update the buffer requirements in the Zoning Ordinance and
Buffer Implementation Guidelines in order to reduce conflicts. In addition,

the County’s Agricultural/Residential Buffer Implementation Guidelines
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provide procedures for establishing a 300-foot buffer between agricultural and

residential uses.

Other policies and actions under Agriculture Element Goal AG-5 seek to
reduce conflicts between urban and agricultural uses, including Policy AG-
P5.4, which prohibits land divisions that separate a farmer’s home from the
agricultural land, and Action AG-A5.2, which directs the County to periodi-
cally update the Right-to-Farm Ordinance to reflect changing practices.

Together, these goals, policies, actions and regulations would avoid changes to
the agricultural environment that would result in the conversion of farmlands
of concern under CEQA to non-agricultural uses, resulting in a less-than-

significant impact.

2. Cumulative Impacts

The California Department of Finance Demographic Research Unit forecasts
that the Central Valley's population will more than double by the year 2040
to almost 10 million people.® According to the American Farmland Trust, if
current land use trends continue, by 2040 nearly 900,000 acres of Central Val-
ley farmland would be converted to urban uses and ranchette development
and another 2 million or more acres of agriculture could be compromised by
potential conflicts with nearby urban uses.’

Development under General Plan 2030 would contribute to these cumulative
agricultural impacts. Although General Plan 2030 goals, policies, actions and
regulations described in Section D.1 would reduce and partially offset Butte
County’s contribution to these impacts, the overall cumulative agricultural
impact would remain significant. Because the amount of growth foreseen in

the region and the decisions of surrounding counties regarding conversion of

¢ American Farmland Trust website, accessed July 15, 2009.

http://www.farmland.org/programs/states/futureisnow/projections.asp.
7 American Farmland Trust website, accessed July 15, 2009.

http://www.farmland.org/programs/states/futureisnow/projections.asp.
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agricultural land are outside the control of Butte County, the impact is sig-

nificant and unavoidable.

E. Maximum Theoretical Buildout

The maximum theoretical buildout allowed under General Plan 2030 would
include significantly more development than the projected 2030 buildout ana-
lyzed in Section D. Under these conditions, both the amount and the extent
of development would be increased, which would in turn increase the poten-
tial for agriculture impacts. However, as discussed in Chapter 3, it is unlikely
that maximum theoretical buildout would ever occur under General Plan
2030, and an analysis of maximum theoretical buildout is not required by
CEQA.

F. Impacts and Mitigation Measures

Impact AG-1: Although the goals, policies, actions and regulations of Gen-
eral Plan 2030 would reduce and partially offset the conversion of farmland,
the proposed project designates approximately 4,700 acres of farmlands of

concern under CEQA for non-agricultural uses.

These parcels are small, so they may no longer be viable for current agricul-
tural practices. They are also located close to existing urbanized areas, which
General Plan 2030 targets as appropriate locations for future growth. Placing
or keeping an agricultural designation on these scattered parcels would make
General Plan 2030 internally inconsistent. Therefore, this impact is signifi-

cant and unavoidable.

Impact AG-2: Although the goals, policies, actions and regulations of Gen-
eral Plan 2030 would reduce and partially offset conflicts with Williamson
Act contracts, the proposed project designates approximately 90 acres of lands

with existing Williamson Act contracts for residential or industrial uses.
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The parcels with Williamson Act conflicts are small, and many are located
close to existing urbanized areas or established unincorporated communities,
which General Plan 2030 targets as appropriate locations for future growth.
Small parcels may no longer be viable for current agricultural practices. Plac-
ing or keeping an agricultural designation on these parcels would make Gen-
eral Plan 2030 internally inconsistent. Therefore, this impact is significant

and unavoidable.

Impact AG-3: Although the goals, policies, actions and regulations of Gen-
eral Plan 2030 would reduce and partially offset regional agricultural impacts,
the proposed project would contribute to cumulatively significant agricultural

impacts in the region.
The amount of growth foreseen in the region and the decisions of surround-

ing counties regarding conversion of agricultural land are outside the control

of Butte County. Therefore, this impact is significant and unavoidable.

4.2-18





