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Urban land constitutes a proportionally small share of total land area in Butte 
County.  In 2004, the most recent year that the California Division of Land 
Resource Protection has data for Butte County, urban land uses occupied 68.5 
square miles or 4.1 percent of all county land.4  In 2000, incorporated areas of 
the county accounted for 3.6 percent of all county land.5 
 
 
B. Setting and Trends Structure and Contents 
 
This Setting and Trends document consists of this introduction, followed by 
19 chapters that describe the regulatory setting and existing conditions within 
the county for the following subject areas:  

1. Land Use 
2. Population 
3. Economics 
4. Development Trends 
5. Transportation and Circulation 
6. Wastewater and Solid Waste 
7. Public Services 
8. Recreation 
9. Cultural Resources 
10. Scenic Resources 
11. Mineral Resources 
12. Water Resources 
13. Biological Resources 
14. Energy 
15. Air Quality 
16. Hazards and Safety 
17. Noise 
18. Agricultural Preservation 
19. Community Outreach and Meetings 

                                                         
4 State of California, Department of Conservation, Division of Land 

Resource Protection, Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, Butte County 2002-
2004 Land Use Conversion Table. 

5 US Census Bureau, 2000 Decennial Census. 
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This Setting and Trends document is based on a number of sources, and 
reflects, to the extent possible, current information as of early 2007.  It 
incorporates and builds upon previous reports including the Butte County 
General Plan Draft Background Report written in March 1993, the Master 
Environmental Assessment of 1996, the Unpublished Butte County General Plan 
Technical Background Report written in 1998-1999, and the Background Report 
of 2005. 
 
 
C. The General Plan  
 
Butte County’s General Plan is the legal document that serves as the county’s 
“blueprint” or “constitution” for land use and development.  State law 
requires every city and county in California to adopt and maintain a General 
Plan that is comprehensive and long-term.  The plans must outline proposals 
for the physical development of the county or city and any land outside its 
boundaries which in the planning agency's judgment bears relation to its 
planning.6 
 
General Plans must be comprehensive both in their geographic coverage and 
in the range of subjects they cover.  General Plans must also be long-term in 
perspective.  General Plan time horizons vary but typically range anywhere 
from 15 to 25 years into the future.  The Butte County General Plan will 
have a horizon of 2030. 
 
Every General Plan in California must address at least seven topics or 
“elements.”  The importance of each of the required topics will, of course, 
vary from community to county.  Following are brief descriptions of what 
State law requires be addressed in each of the seven elements: 

1. The Land Use Element designates the general distribution and intensity 
of all uses of the land in the county.  This includes residential uses, 
commercial uses, industrial uses, public facilities and open space, among 
others. 

                                                         
6 California Government Code Section 65300 et seq. 
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2. The Circulation Element identifies the general location and extent of 
existing and proposed major transportation facilities, including major 
roadways, rail and transit, and airports. 

3. The Housing Element assesses current and projected housing needs and 
sets out policies and proposals for the improvement of housing and the 
provision of adequate sites for housing to meet the needs of all economic 
segments of the community. 

4. The Conservation Element addresses the conservation, development and 
use of natural resources including water, forests, soils, rivers and mineral 
deposits. 

5. Overlapping the Conservation and Safety Elements, the Open Space 
Element details plans and measures for preserving open space for the 
enhancement, promotion and protection of natural resources, such as 
wildlife habitat; the managed production of resources, such as 
agricultural and timber land; outdoor recreation, such as parks, trails 
and scenic vistas; and public health and safety, such as areas subject to 
geologic hazards, flooding and fires. 

6. The Noise Element identifies and appraises noise problems and includes 
policies to protect the community from excessive noise. 

7. The Safety Element establishes policies and programs to protect the 
community from risks associated with seismic, geologic, flood and 
wildfire hazards. 

 
General Plan requirements are also evolving during the preparation of the 
Butte County General Plan 2030.  Recent State legislation requires 
consideration of General Plan policies on issues such as global warming.  The 
Governor’s Office of Planning and Research is in the process of reviewing 
and updating the 2003 General Plan Guidelines. 
 
While the General Plan is required to include these elements, State law allows 
communities to determine the most appropriate structure and format for 
their General Plan.  For example, many communities choose to combine the 
Open Space and Conservation Elements into a single element, due to the 
many commonalities between the topics addressed in them.  The General 
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Plan may also address additional topics that the county feels are relevant to its 
development, such as agriculture, economic development, historic 
preservation and urban design.  Butte County’s current General Plan contains 
eleven elements that have been variously adopted between 1971 and 1995, 
including Land Use, Circulation, Housing, Conservation, Open Space, 
Seismic Safety, Safety, Noise, Scenic Highways, Recreation, and Agricultural.  
The precise contents and organization of General Plan 2030 are to be 
determined through the update process. 
 
For each locally-relevant mandated or optional issue addressed, the General 
Plan must do the following: 

♦ Describe the nature and significance of the issue in the county 
(Background Information). 

♦ Set out policy in text and maps for how the jurisdiction will respond to 
the issue (Policy). 

♦ Outline specific programs for implementing policies (Implementation 
Programs or Actions). 

 
No General Plan element is deemed to be more important than another, all 
carry equal weight.  While, as noted above, the format and structure of the 
General Plan is left to local discretion, all substantive parts of the plan must 
be consistent with one another (i.e. internally, or “horizontally consistent”).  
For instance, the policies in the land use element must be consistent with 
those of the housing element and vice versa. 
 
State law also requires subsequent documents drafted to implement the 
General’s Plan’s objectives to be consistent with the plan.  This “vertical 
consistency” extends to community and specific planning efforts and General 
Plan implementation through County ordinances. 
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