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all lands in Butte County satisfy the agricultural preserve requirement."
From 2004 to 2005, the county’s total acreage reported to be enrolled in the
Williamson Act remained steady. Of the 517,000 acres in Butte County
classified by the California Department of Conservation as Irrigated
Farmland, Non-irrigated Farmland and Grazing Land,”” approximately
215,000 acres are enrolled in Williamson Act contracts.”® Therefore, the
Williamson Act currently preserves 41 percent of the county’s cultivable land
in agriculture, or compatible open space uses. Butte County largely 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.™

The Williamson Act program has protected over half of California’s prime
farmland;"® 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

! Butte County Board of Supervisors, Exhibit “A” of Resolution 07-021,
Butte County Administrative Procedures and Uniform Rules for Implementing the
California Land Conservation (Williamson) Act, January 23, 2007.

2 Farmland Mapping and Monitoring Program, Butte County Draft 2004
Land Use Summary, http://www.consrv.ca.gov/DLRP/fmmp/
county_info_results.asp, accessed February 26, 2007.

B California Department of Conservation, Important Farmland Mapping
Categories and Soil Taxonomy Terms,http://www.consrv.ca.gov/
DLRP/fmmp/overview/prime farmland fmmp.htm, accessed April 10, 2007.

* Alvin D. Sokolow and Mica Bennett, Conserving Agricultural Land
Through Compensation, December 2004, page 30 to 31.

5 American Farmland Trust, “Agricultural Districts: A Tool for Protecting

Local Agriculture,” Landworks Connection (newsletter), Summer 2002, page 2.
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Proposition 13. It is debatable whether the Williamson Act is effective in
limiting growth around cities, since landowners on the urban edge often 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. This problem is particularly
significant near Chico, where development pressure is high for parcels on the
west side of the Greenline. The County could further enhance agricultural
preservation and its use of the Williamson Act by encouraging farmers to
enter into more contracts for lands adjacent to city limits. The County could
also benefit economically because the State reimbursements for Williamson
Act property tax losses within 3 miles of a city limit are $8 per acre, versus

only $5 per acre for land that is more than 3 miles away.

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
number of acres in non-renewal increased between 2004 and 2005. In 2004, a
total of 367 acres were put into non-renewal status. This number increased to

928 acres the following year.'

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 County has taken
action on the items mentioned in the audit. One of key changes was to
update the Board of Supervisors Resolution 00-49, which establishes the

purpose, lead county department, administrative procedures and uniform

' California Department of Conservation, 2006, The California Land
Conservation (Williamson) Act, Status Report 2006.
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rules including compatible uses for agricultural preserves. The Butte County

Board of Supervisors approved the new resolution on January 23, 2007."

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.

2. Agricultural Protection Zoning

The Butte County Comprehensive 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-residential (AR) zones.
The current ordinance was adopted in January of 1995 and will be updated as
part of the General Plan 2030 process. 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 likelthood 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

V7 Butte County Department of Development Services, Williamson Act
Homepage, 2007-01-23 New Williamson Act Rules Adopted for Butte County.
http://www.buttecounty.net/dds/wa/2007-01-23 wa_rules.pdf. Accessed March 1,
2007.
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minimum lot size of 20 acres, combined with other restrictions, may be
sufficient to reduce development pressures in areas where land is very

”18 T addition to

expensive and farming operations are relatively intensive.
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-5, A-10, A-15, A-20,
A-40 and A-160; they provide for agricultural uses with minimum lot areas of
5, 10, 20, 40 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.

The agricultural-residential zones are AR, AR-Y2, AR-1, AR-2%, AR-5,
AR-10, AR-MH and A-SR; they permit residential uses at varying lot sizes
and densities along with agricultural activities. As with the agricultural zones,
the suffix of the zoning district indicates the minimum permissible lot
acreage. Single-family dwellings and agricultural activities are permitted uses
in these zones. Duplexes and multi-family dwellings are conditionally
permitted uses, except in the AR-MH (Agricultural-Residential-Mobile
Home) and A-SR (Agricultural-Suburban Residential) zones. Secondary
dwelling 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 development 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

8 American Farmland Trust, Agricultural Protection Zoning Fact Sheet,
September 1998.
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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.”

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 1979 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.

 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 Agricultural Element identifies continued support for the
Chico Greenline policy. As an individual policy, it achieves its goal of
directing development to the east side of Chico. However, future agricultural
preservation is limited by the fact that the policy is not permanent; 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.*® Typically, they are strips or corridors of vegetated
land intended to ameliorate impacts from agricultural operations upon

1

urbanized areas, and vice-versa.”’ They may contain grassy or treed areas,

providing a more natural environment than much of the intensively farmed

2

land surrounding them.” 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).” They also provide

% Great Valley Center, Can City and Farm Coexist? The Agricultural Buffer
Experience in California, Modesto, CA, March 2002, page 1.

21 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.

2 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.

3 City of Brentwood Agricultural Buffers website,
http://www.ci.brentwood.ca.us/boards/aarg/enterprise/agricultural_buffers.cfm,
accessed on May 18, 2006.
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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.”

An agricultural buffer program was recently implemented into the BCZO. In
February 2007, the County adopted Ordinance No. 3953, also known as the
Agriculture Buffer Setback Ordinance, which was first described in Program
2.2 of the 1995 Agricultural Element. 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 and permits that are within to land uses designated
by the General Plan as “Orchard and Field Crop” or “Grazing and Open
Lands.” 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. Over

460,000 acres of land would be affected by implementing this new program.

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.”® 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.

#* 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.

3 CRCOG Best Practices Manual, Chapter 2, page 2.
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Since the Agricultural Buffer Setback ordinance was recently adopted, it is

not possible to say what changes may be warranted.

Related to the ordinance and another component of Program 2.2 of the
Agricultural Element is a requirement to establish buffer guidelines. Such
guidelines can include details about uses, planting schemes and maintenance

of the buffer areas.
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