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I.

RECOMMENDATION
 Review the attached Draft Recommended Approach for the PowerButte Solar Overlay
Zone, Draft Overlay Mapping and Model, and provide direction to staff.
 Recommend approval of the Draft Solar Overlay Zone Approach and Mapping to the
Board of Supervisors.

II.

RESOURCES (See attached):
A. Draft Recommended Approach for the Solar Overlay Zone
B. Draft Solar Overlay Zone Mapping
C. Questions for the Planning Commission
D. Task 4 Meeting Summaries
E. Cattlemen’s and Cattlewomen’s Association Comment

III.

BACKGROUND

Introduction
The Department of Development Services is undertaking a grant-funded project pertaining to
the future of utility-scale solar energy facilities in unincorporated Butte County. The purpose
of this project is to establish a community-based vision for solar energy generation in Butte
County, identify appropriate locations for utility-scale solar energy facilities in Butte County,
identify locations where utility-scale solar is not appropriate, and amend the County’s
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regulations to streamline the permitting process for solar facilities in suitable locations. This
project is referred to as the PowerButte: Solar Overlay Zone project. This hearing will continue
an ongoing community discussion about the future of large scale solar energy development in
the unincorporated area of Butte County. Development Services staff and PlaceWorks
consulting will provide presentations on the draft Recommended Approach regarding updates
to the Zoning Ordinance and the location of the Solar Overlay Zone.
An overlay zone “lays over” the existing zoning on a property and provides the property owner
with additional voluntary options for what he or she can do on the property. The existing “base”
zoning and all uses and regulations remain in place, unchanged. Solar energy in general, and
the Solar Overlay Zone project in particular, can offer numerous local benefits to Butte County,
including the following:
•

Generates new economic opportunities related to renewable energy.

•

Offers new voluntary options to landowners for an additional economic use of their land.

•

Promotes Butte County as a leader in the region, attracting new businesses that find
renewable energy an important aspect of their operations and energy needs.

•

Maintains property values by siting utility-scale solar energy facilities in areas with the
least impact to natural resources and surrounding land uses.

•

Opens new doors for the County to pursue diversified and cost effective energy sources
for its facilities and private landowners, such as community choice aggregation (CCA).

•

Proactively identifies and resolves problems now that will be costly to resolve in the
future, such as optimum locations for utility-scale solar energy, and achieving State
required renewable energy targets.

•

Provides more certainty and simplifies the permitting process for businesses and
landowners seeking to develop utility-scale solar energy facilities.

•

Supports continued job growth in the solar construction industry.

•

Sets Butte County on a path towards future energy independence and cost saving.

•

Increases County revenue to fund priority services and facilities desired by residents.

•

Implements actions in the Butte County General Plan and Climate Action Plan.

Project Overview
The past 16 months of work has resulted in the following progress on the project’s focus area
as reflected from the Work Plan:
•

Completion of Task 1, Task Initiation, and Sub-Task A, Data Gathering and Review

•

Completion of Task 2, Visioning and Policy Framework, and the following SubTasks:
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o Sub-Task A. Prepare Visioning Presentation; Stakeholder Group Orientation
May 5, 2015
o Sub-Task B. Stakeholder Group Work Session #1, June 4, 2015
o Sub-Task C. Community Workshop #1, June 10, 2015 in Oroville and June
11, 2015 in Chico
o Sub-Task D. Online Engagement
o Sub-Task E. Planning Commission Meeting #1, July 30, 2015
o Sub-Task F. Draft Vision and Guiding Principles
o Sub-Task G. Board of Supervisors Meeting #1, August 25, 2015
o Sub-Task H. Draft Final Vision and Policy Framework
•

Completion of Task 3, GIS Analysis, and the following Sub-Tasks:
o Sub-Task A. Draft Maps
o Sub-Task B. Final Maps

•

Partial Completion of Task 4, Overlay Concepts, and the following Sub-Tasks:
o Sub-Task A. Overlay Concepts Report
o Sub-Task B. Stakeholder Group Meeting #2, February 17, 2016
o Sub-Task C. Community Workshops #2, May 5, 2016 in Chico (Lakeside
Pavilion); May 9, 2016 in Oroville (Southside Community Center); and, May
10, 2016 in Butte Valley (Butte College)
o Sub-Task D. September 22, 2016, Planning Commission Meeting (Pending)
o Sub-Task E. Board of Supervisors Meeting (Pending)

The following summarizes the major steps undertaken thus far concerning Task 4, Overlay
Concepts, starting with a summary of the Stakeholder Group Meeting on February 17, 2016,
three Community Meetings held in Chico, Oroville and Butte Valley, and a discussion on the
public outreach and project website. More detailed meeting summaries are provided under
Attachment D. The work completed thus far on Task 4 has resulted in the development of the
Draft Recommended Approach, discussed in more detail in Section IV.
Stakeholder Group Meeting - February 17, 2016
This meeting of the Solar Overlay Zone Stakeholder Group was devoted to discussions
concerning Task 3 and Task 4 of the project (GIS Mapping Analysis and Overlay Concepts).
The purpose of the meeting was to present this information to the group and obtain feedback
on these work products prior to holding community meetings. Approximately 12 stakeholders
attended this meeting, including members from solar developers and consultants, Butte
County Farm Bureau, local energy groups, local engineers, the Butte Valley Coalition (a local
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community group), the building industry, the Butte County Resource Conservation District, and
a local attorney. County staff and consultants provided a presentation on the GIS Mapping
Analysis and the Overlay Concept approach. Topics discussed included public and economic
benefits, agricultural land, utility lines, environmental review, and the proposed geodesign
model used in developing the Solar Overlay. Outcomes included better understanding of the
Solar Overlay Zone including filters used to find most desirable lands for utility scale solar,
feedback from the stakeholder group on the subjects identified, and familiarization with the
Overlay Zone Approach.
Community Workshops - May 5, 2016 in Chico (Lakeside Pavilion); May 9, 2016 in Oroville
(Southside Community Center); and, May 10, 2016 in Butte Valley (Butte College)
Community Workshops regarding the Solar Overlay Zone project were held in Chico, Oroville
and Butte Valley. The community workshop locations were chosen for their proximity to
potential solar overlay siting, and population centers. The overall goal of the workshops was
to hear initial reaction to the draft approach from the community for the Planning Commission’s
and Board of Supervisors’ consideration in deciding whether to proceed with this approach
and/or potential needed adjustments. Summary Meeting Notes from these Community
Workshops are provided as an attachment, which includes feedback provided from the
community workshops regarding the General Overlay Zone Approach; Overlay Map and
Boundaries; and Standards for Utility-Scale Solar Energy Facilities.
Public Outreach
Outreach for the community workshops included display ads in local papers, direct email to
stakeholder groups including solar developers, Butte Environmental Council, Farm Bureau,
Cattleman’s and Cattlewomen’s Association, and several community groups. Development
Services also updated the project’s website and Department Facebook page with information
on the workshops, and participated in a KPAY Radio interview. Information on the workshops
were also published in the Butte County Water Commission’s Newsletter. Outreach also
included display and legal ads in local papers, direct email to the Development Services’ email
distribution list (900+ emails), online notification using County websites, including the
PowerButte website, announcements at Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors
meetings, public postings of flyers, a PowerButte Solar Energy Survey using an online
engagement tool, news releases to local and regional major media outlets; and interviews with
a local radio station (KPAY). Staff also participated in a Sustainability Expo on August 11,
2016 at the Sierra Nevada Big Room in Chico and answered questions and provided
information on the Solar Overlay Zone.
PowerButte Website and Program
PowerButte is the face of Butte County’s commitment to encourage renewable energy and to
support its General Plan and Climate Action Plan. Under the power.buttecounty.net website,
you will find information about Butte County’s plans to develop a Solar Overlay Zone.
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PowerButte is also an online source of information on innovative programs that are helping to
make Butte County a Place for Clean Energy. The website also contains information on the
County’s adopted Climate Action Plan (CAP), Property Assessed Clean Energy Programs
(PACE), and building permit data for solar PV installations.
IV.

DRAFT RECOMMENDED APPROACH AND MAPPING

The attached draft Recommended Approach provides further detail on the Solar Overlay Zone
project and the specific approach that will be used in development of the overlay zone
(Attachments A and B). The Recommended Approach provides a description of areas that
are “suitable” and “most suitable” for utility-scale solar energy development; areas that are
“prohibited” from development, and areas that are constrained by a variety of factors that are
included in the model. The Recommended Approach also discusses standards for utility-scale
solar facilities and the recommended permit process for areas located within the overlay zone
and areas located outside the overlay zone. Overlay Mapping has been provided to show the
Overlay zone boundary, as well as to show the various constraints and prohibited areas that
have been used to arrive at the final boundary. The Recommended Approach should be
reviewed by the Planning Commission prior to formulating responses to the questions provided
in the attachment.
Development Services staff and PlaceWork’s consultant Ben Noble will be providing a
presentation regarding the Recommended Approach and Overlay Mapping at the hearing.
After the presentations, Mr. Noble will facilitate a discussion with the Planning Commission
and will work through a set of attached questions (Attachment C) to obtain further direction,
and an overall recommendation, from the Planning Commission. Final directions and
recommendations from the Planning Commission will be provided to the Board of Supervisors
at a future public hearing.
Butte County Cattlemen’s and Cattlewomen’s Association Comment Letter Concerning
Grazing Lands and Solar Energy Facility Development (December 8, 2015)
The Butte County Cattlemen’s and Cattlewomen’s Association (Association) stated opposition
to solar facilities that are located in lands zoned for agricultural use during the stakeholder
outreach (Attachment E). The Association proposed a resolution that was later approved as
official policy of their state organization. In their comment letter, the Association indicates
opposition to solar facilities on land that is zoned for agricultural use, stating that these facilities
are not conducive to agricultural production, and should only be located on land zoned for
commercial use. They further indicate that they see a continual erosion of the agricultural land
base in Butte County, which has long term implications for the economic vitality of rural
communities. The Association’s position presents a potential conflict with the project in that
grazing lands that are zoned Agriculture compose a large percentage of the solar overlay zone.
Due to the Association’s stated concerns, and the current draft Recommended Approach’s
allowance of utility scale solar facility development within grazing lands in Butte County, part
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of the questions set forth for the Planning Commission’s consideration includes whether the
overlay should permit solar facilities in grazing lands. A large portion of the Solar Overlay Zone
is comprised of grazing lands, which have been identified as suitable for solar energy facility
development. Additionally, further questions are included for Planning Commission input as
to whether an upper cap on the amount of acreage that can be developed with utility-scale
solar facilities would be appropriate, and whether it is appropriate to undertake a small pilot
project that would develop utility scale solar facilities designed to be located on lands that also
support grazing animals, including cattle.
Staff recognizes the Association’s stated concerns regarding the importance of agricultural
production and the contribution of agricultural to the local economy. Staff concurs that the
protection of agricultural resources in Butte County is of utmost importance. The
Recommended Approach recognizes the importance of Prime Farmland, Farmland of
Statewide Importance, and Unique Farmland, and prohibits areas (classified by the
Department of Conservation Farmland Mapping Program) from utility-scale solar energy
development. However, areas designated as grazing lands or other lands are not prohibited
from solar facility development under the Recommended Approach. This is very similar to the
approach currently undertaken by the Zoning Ordinance (see below). Grazing Lands and other
lands as designated by the Department of Conservation have lower soil quality and do not
support orchard or field crops. There are also more opportunities to site utility-scale solar
development on grazing lands without interfering with agricultural operations.
While a large majority of the draft overlay boundary encompasses grazing lands, it is not
expected that all of this land will develop with utility-scale solar facilities. Under the
Recommended Approach, only lands designated as “Most Suitable” for utility-scale solar
facility development would be allowed to develop without discretionary review. Other areas
would continue to be subject to a use permit process, which would involve a public hearing
and review by a hearing body, as well as an appeal process. Moreover, in order to meet
expected goals as set forth in the Climate Action Plan for greenhouse gas reduction, only 600
acres of utility-scale solar facility development would be needed within the entire overlay
boundary.
A utility-scale solar energy lease could also provide a valuable new revenue stream to local
landowners, farmers, and ranchers, supplementing farm income, which may help to increase
the economic viability of landholdings and allow for rangeland improvements. Because the
development of utility scale solar facilities is a voluntary decision based upon the landowner’s
desires, farmers and ranchers can make their own choices regarding whether the facilities are
appropriate, and where facilities can be located to present the least amount of impact to their
agricultural operations.
Staff does not agree with the Association’s assertion that solar energy facilities should only be
developed on commercially zoned lands. Staff reviewed the General Plan concerning whether
solar facility development is consistent with the Agriculture General Plan designation.
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Conservation and Open Space Policy P3.7 indicates that such a use is encouraged in all
General Plan land use designations:
COS-P3.7 Wind power generation facilities, solar power generation facilities, and
other alternative energy facilities shall be encouraged in all General Plan land use
designations, consistent with zoning provided that significant adverse
environmental impacts associated with such development can be successfully
mitigated. All new proposed energy projects shall be compatible with the Military
Operations Areas (MOAs) shown on Figure LU-5.
The current Zoning Ordinance also allows for the consideration of utility-scale solar energy
development in grazing lands with the approval of a minor use permit or conditional use permit.
The consideration of the development of utility-scale solar energy in grazing lands is therefore
already anticipated to take place under the County’s General Plan and Zoning Ordinance.
In summary, staff does not agree with the Association that the proposed Solar Overlay Zone
is not conducive to agricultural production, and should only be located on land zoned for
commercial use. The Recommended Approach for the Solar Overlay Zone will only consider
development in Agricultural zones that are designated as Grazing or Other Lands by the
Department of Conservation. Lands designated as Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide
Importance, and Unique Farmland are prohibited from development with utility scale solar
facilities. Only a small portion of the overlay boundary designated as “most suitable” would be
permitted without a discretionary land use entitlement. Other “suitable” areas would be subject
to a use permit, where a hearing body will review and decide upon the project at a public
hearing, with this approval appealable to the Board of Supervisors. Staff will continue to
engage the Association through invitations to the Stakeholder Group and community meetings.
Staff will continue to strive for an open dialogue with the Butte County Cattlemen’s and
Cattlewomen’s Association regarding this issue as the project moves forward.
Next Steps
After the conclusion of the Planning Commission Workshop, the Board of Supervisors will hold
a public hearing to approve the final recommended approach and mapping, concluding Task
4. Overlay Concepts of the project. Task 5 of the project involves creating the Draft Overlay
Zone and undertaking a meeting with the Stakeholder Group, a Community Workshop, and
additional hearings at the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors.
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ATTACHMENT A
Draft Recommended Approach
for the Solar Overlay Zone
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Solar Overlay Zone and Standards for Utility-Scale Solar Energy Facilities
PROJECT BACKGROUND AND DRAFT APPROACH
PLANNING COMMISSION DISCUSSION DRAFT

PROJECT BACKGROUND
The Department of Development Services is undertaking a grant-funded project pertaining to the future
of utility-scale solar energy facilities in unincorporated Butte County. The purpose of this project is to
establish a community-based vision for solar energy generation in Butte County, identify appropriate
locations for utility-scale solar energy facilities in Butte County, identify locations where utility-scale
solar is not appropriate, and amend the County’s regulations to streamline the permitting process for
facilities in suitable locations. This project is referred to as the PowerButte: Solar Overlay Zone project.
An overlay zone “lays over” the existing zoning on a property and provides the property owner with
additional options for what he or she can do on the property. The existing “base” zoning and all uses and
regulations remain in place, unchanged.
Why are we doing this project?
Since the adoption of the County’s General Plan 2030 in 2010, the County has been exploring ways to
build on local leadership in alternative energy and provide property owners with additional economic
use of their property. General Plan Conservation and Open Space Element Goal COS-3 calls for the
County to promote a sustainable energy supply, Conservation and Open Space Element Policy COS-P3.7
encourages solar power generation facilities, and Action COS-A3.1 is to prepare a study to identify
preferred locations for renewable energy production. Measure EN11 of the Climate Action Plan, which
was adopted to mitigate greenhouse gas impacts from development proposed under the General Plan,
directs the County to adopt a solar photovoltaic (PV) energy overlay zone to designate and support
areas for the prioritization of PV solar energy resources. Additional information on the Climate Action
Plan and how it relates to the Solar Overlay Zone project is provided on the following page.
Why can’t the solar energy industry provide this same information?
The solar energy industry makes assessments when considering the development of individual utilityscale solar energy facilities in Butte County. Industry can and does make decisions based upon a site’s
suitability to support development. However, this assessment is done at a much smaller scale than the
assessments undertaken under the Solar Overlay project, often pertaining to just a single parcel.
Additionally, industry may not always take into account issues related to land use compatibility (e.g.,
compatibility with adjacent uses), consistency with other factors that are applicable under the County’s
General Plan and Zoning Ordinance, and community issues. Further, the Solar Overlay zone takes a
Countywide and comprehensive approach in order to assess and provide the most suitable areas
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throughout the County. This more comprehensive approach will benefit both the industry and the
public, as individual development projects will spend less time in processing, and projects will take place
in areas that will already comply with the County’s General Plan and Zoning Ordinance, as well as in
areas with fewer environmental constraints.
What have we done so far?
In 2015 the County met with a group of local stakeholders to receive input on the project and hosted a
series of community workshops to receive public input on a vision and guiding principles for the Solar
Overlay Zone project. Based on workshop input, the County prepared a Solar Overlay Zone Vision and
Guiding Principles accepted by the Board of Supervisors on August 11, 2015.
Since the Board’s acceptance of the Vision and Guiding Principles, the County has been analyzing
possible options for the boundaries of a new solar overlay zone. In February 2016, the County met again
with local stakeholders to receive input on a draft approach for the overlay zone and standards for
utility-scale solar facilities and in May 2016 the County hosted a second series of community workshops
to receive public input on this draft approach.
Butte County Climate Action Plan & Utility-Scale Solar Development
The Butte County Climate Action Plan (CAP) was adopted in 2014 as directed by the County’s General
Plan. The General Plan directed the preparation of a CAP in order to reduce greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions consistent with State guidelines, address climate change adaptation, and improve the
quality of life in the County. In accordance with State guidelines, the County must achieve a 15
percent reduction in overall GHG emissions below baseline 2006 levels by 2020.
Implementing the CAP and its associated GHG reduction measures would reduce community
emissions by 16.2 percent, thus exceeding State guidelines. The largest share of these reductions
comes from energy efficiency and renewable energy measures directed by the CAP. The proposed
solar overlay zone, as implemented under CAP Measure EN6, represent the single most effective
measure related to the County’s Climate Action Plan in reducing GHGs. Under this measure, the Solar
Overlay Zone would contribute over 50 percent of the needed GHG reduction by 2020.
Activities related to the agricultural sector, such as rice drying and agricultural processing, are among
the highest energy consumers in the County. PG&E reports estimate that in 2006, agriculture and
food processing facilities accounted for approximately 48 percent of nonresidential kilowatt hours
(kWh) and 78 percent of nonresidential British thermal units (BTU) in Butte County. High energy use
can be one of the top line items in a company’s operating expenses. Since agriculture and related
sectors are critical components of the local economy, this measure directs the County to work with
businesses to understand their energy needs and potential for savings, and then to collaboratively
identify strategies to maximize efficiency.
CAP Measure EN6, directing the adoption of a solar energy overlay zone, would help to facilitate the
development of up to 600 acres of solar PV on non-prime agricultural land to help serve the energy
needs of the County, with an estimated GHG reduction value of 69,340 metric tons of carbon dioxide
equivalent removed from the atmosphere.
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How might solar energy benefit Butte County?
As reflected in the Vision and Guiding Principles, an important goal of the Solar Overlay Zone project is
to ensure that, in addition to benefitting individual property owners, new solar energy facilities produce
local benefits to Butte County residents and businesses. Solar energy in general, and the Solar Overlay
Zone project in particular, can offer numerous local benefits to Butte County, including the following:












Generates new economic opportunities related to renewable energy.
Offers new voluntary options to landowners for an additional economic use of their land.
Promotes Butte County as a leader in the region, attracting new businesses that find renewable
energy an important aspect of their operations and energy needs.
Maintains property values by siting utility-scale solar energy facilities in areas with the least
impact to natural resources and surrounding land uses.
Opens new doors for the County to pursue diversified and cost effective energy sources for its
facilities and private landowners, such as community choice aggregation (CCA).
Proactively identifies and resolves problems now that will be costly to resolve in the future,
such as optimum locations for utility-scale solar energy, and achieving State required renewable
energy targets.
Provides more certainty and simplifies the permitting process for businesses and landowners
seeking to develop utility-scale solar energy facilities.
Supports continued job growth in the solar construction industry.
Sets Butte County on a path towards future energy independence and cost saving.
Increases County revenue to fund priority services and facilities desired by residents.

This project is focused only on solar energy. The Solar Overlay Zone does not affect regulations for wind
energy, geothermal energy, biomass, or other forms of alternative energy.
How is utility-scale solar regulated in Butte County today?
The Solar Overlay Zone project builds from the County’s existing regulations for utility-scale solar
facilities contained in the County’s Zoning Ordinance. Zoning Ordinance Section 24-157 identifies two
ground-mounted types of utility scale solar energy facilities that generate power for off-site use:



Tier 3 facilities that are no larger than 20 acres and generate no more than 50 percent of power
for off-site use; and
Tier 4 facilities where most or all power generated is delivered off-site with little or no on-site
use.

Tier 3 and Tier 4 facilities are allowed in all areas of the County except for urban residential zones and
Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, and Unique Farmland. Where permitted, Tier 3
facilities require Zoning Administrator approval of a Minor Use Permit and Tier 4 facilities require
Planning Commission approval of a Conditional Use Permit. Zoning Ordinance Section 24-157 also
establishes standards for solar energy facilities related to height, setbacks, visibility, and agricultural
impacts.
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DRAFT OVERLAY ZONE APPROACH
Based on community input received to date, the Vision and Guiding Principles, and the results of the
overlay zone mapping analysis, the current draft approach would create a new solar overlay zone to
provide a streamlined process by which interested property owners within the zone can build utilityscale solar energy facilities in suitable locations. At the same time, the new regulations would identify
areas where utility-scale solar energy facilities are prohibited to protect important resources, and would
establish new standards for utility-scale solar facilities that apply throughout the county.
The overlay zone would apply to Tier 3 and Tier 4 utility-scale solar energy facilities as currently defined
in the Zoning Ordinance.
What will the Solar Overlay Zone do?
Within the Solar Overlay Zone, the County would allow interested property owners to install utility-scale
solar energy facilities through a streamlined permitting process and other incentives. The permitting
process and incentives available would vary depending on whether a facility is proposed for a “most
suitable” or a “suitable” area within the overlay zone.
Within a “Most Suitable” area, the draft approach would allow facilities with an Administrative Permit,
which is a ministerial approval for uses allowed by-right if the use complies with all applicable standards.
Facilities in a most suitable area may not require additional CEQA analysis if the facilities were previously
subject to a project-level CEQA analysis in the EIR for the solar overlay zone project. Facilities in a most
suitable area would be subject to detailed site-specific development and operational standards
prepared as part of the overlay zone project (see discussion of standards for solar facilities below).
Facilities within a most Suitable Area may also be eligible for other incentives such as an expedited
application process and reduced or waived permitting fees.
Within a “Suitable” area, facilities would require a Minor Use Permit approved by the Zoning
Administrator. The EIR for the overlay zone would evaluate allowed facilities in a sSuitable Area at only
a programmatic level, so a full project-level CEQA document would be required as part of the permitting
process. Facilities in a Suitable Area would be subject to new development and operational standards
for solar energy facilities, but these standards would be more general than those that apply in most
suitable areas, since these areas will be subject to project-level CEQA and Minor Use Permit review.
Table 1 summarizes this general draft approach to the solar overlay zone and the rules that would apply
to utility-scale solar facilities in different locations in the County.
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Table 1: Solar Overlay Zone Draft Approach Summary
Location
Most Suitable
(overlay zone)

Permit
Administrative Permit

Suitable
(overlay zone)

Minor Use Permit

Constrained

Conditional Use Permit

Prohibited

Not allowed

CEQA
If option for project-level
analysis in overlay zone
EIR is exercised, no
additional analysis
required
Programmatic analysis in
overlay zone EIR; projectlevel analysis required;
fewer potential impacts
due to suitable location
Programmatic analysis in
overlay zone EIR; projectlevel analysis required
Not allowed

Standards
Site-specific

General

General

Not allowed

Where will the Solar Overlay Zone be?
Attached to this document is a draft map that shows possible boundaries of the solar overlay zone,
including suitable and most suitable locations. The map also shows constrained areas outside of the
solar overlay zone and areas where facilities would be prohibited. This map was prepared using
computer-based mapping technology that analyzes the characteristics of land within unincorporated
Butte County.
Outside the Overlay Zone: Prohibited Areas
The dark gray area on the attached map are locations in Butte County outside of the overlay zone where
utility-scale solar facilities would be prohibited. The majority of land in unincorporated Butte County
(865,600 acres and 81 percent) falls into this category. Prohibited areas shown on the map include
areas where utility-scale solar energy facilities are already prohibited by the County’s Zoning Ordinance,
and where facilities are clearly not desirable, including the following:












Residential, Commercial, and Industrial Zones
Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, and Unique Farmland
Mapped Wetlands
Conservation Areas
Critical habitat (multiple species)
Preserve area (Butte County Meadowfoam)
Very High Fire Hazard Zones
100-Year Flood Hazard Areas
Scenic Highway Overlay Zone
State, Federal, Tribal, and Municipal Lands
Airport Land Use Compatibility Zone A
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Outside the Overlay Zone: Constrained Areas
Light gray areas in the attached map show locations outside of the solar overlay zone where there are
constraints to utility-scale facility development. Facilities in these areas would be permitted with a
Conditional Use Permit on a case-by-case basis similar to the County’s existing regulations.
32,100 acres (3 percent) of land is shown as constrained on the attached map. These areas are subject
to constraints that may make facilities undesirable or infeasible in certain locations. Constraints
considered in mapping these areas include:







Grazing lands
Williamson Act lands
Migratory deer range
High and Moderate Fire Hazard Severity Zones
Severe erosion hazard areas
Airport Land Use Compatibility Zones B through D

It is possible that, with careful siting and design, utility-scale solar could work in these areas without
negative environmental impacts, but any project would be required to respond to the specific
constraints on the site through the County’s existing review and approval processes.
Inside the Overlay Zone: Suitable Areas
Yellow areas shown in the attached map are possible “suitable areas” within the solar overlay zone.
These areas were identified as well suited for utility-scale solar facilities in incorporated Butte County.
175,600 acres (16 percent) of land is shown as a suitable area on the attached map. “Suitable areas”
exclude the prohibited areas and avoid many of the constraints listed above. Suitable areas also target
areas with characteristics attractive to utility-scale solar facilities, including the following:







Within the Urban Permit Area (UPA) boundaries from the Butte Regional Conservation Plan.
Within existing development or disturbance to the natural environment (i.e., in the Solid Waste
Management Facility Overlay Zone, on a toxic contamination site).
Within 2,000 feet of a transmission line and/or within 5 miles of a substation.
20 acres or more in size (accounting for adjacent parcel under same ownership).
More than three-quarters of a mile (4,000 feet) from a residential area.
More than three-quarters of a mile (4,000 feet) from a General Plan-identified scenic highway.

Inside the Overlay Zone: Most Suitable Areas
Green areas on the attached map show possible “most suitable” areas within the solar overlay zone that
may be ideally suited for the development of utility-scale solar facilities. A very small percent of land in
Butte County (8,600 acres, 1 percent) is shown as a most suitable area. These areas have the same
characteristics as suitable areas, but avoid more constraints, making them uniquely positioned to
accommodate a new facility in ways that benefit the county while avoiding negative impacts. Facilities
in these locations would be subject to site-specific standards in the Zoning Ordinance and may benefit
from a project-level CEQA analysis in the Solar Overlay Zone project EIR and a possible ministerial permit
requirement. The County will designate sites as “most suitable” only if the property owner expresses
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interest in this designation and wishes to work with the County to develop standards and prepare the
environmental analysis of a facility on the site.
Standards for Utility-Scale Solar Facilities
In addition to the overlay zone, the County would establish new standards for utility-scale solar facilities
that will apply to facilities within and outside of the solar overlay zone. Community and stakeholder
input so far is that the most important issues that standards must address are agriculture, visual
impacts, land use compatibility, biological resources, and public safety, among other topics.
For most suitable areas within the solar overlay zone, standards would be based on site-specific
conditions developed in coordination with property owners and solar energy providers. These
standards would define the parameters of permitted facilities on specific sites and could be used to
conduct a project-level CEQA analysis for the solar overlay zone EIR. If a proposed facility in a most
suitable location complies with these detailed site-specific standards, it would be allowed by-right with
the approval of an Administrative Permit under this draft approach.
The County would also prepare less detailed standards for solar energy facilities that would apply in
suitable areas within the overlay zone and other areas outside of the overlay zone where facilities are
allowed with a Conditional Use Permit. Standards addressing agriculture, aesthetics, land use
compatibility, biological resources, public safety, and others would build from existing standards in
Zoning Ordinance Section 24-157. Facilities will also be subject to Zoning Ordinance standards that
apply to all land uses, other applicable County regulations, mitigation measures prepared for CEQA
documents, and standard conditions of approval.
Example standards to address key issues include the following:
Agriculture








Facilities are prohibited on Prime Farmland, Farmland of Statewide Importance, and Unique
Farmland.
A Right to Farm Declaration and Agricultural Use Easement shall be recorded to minimize
conflicts with agricultural operations and an Agricultural Maintenance Plan shall be submitted to
and approved by the County.
If the facility is located on a site under a Land Conservation Act (Williamson Act) contract, the
facility must be listed as an agricultural or compatible use in the Agricultural Preserve Rules and
allowed by the type of contract.
A maximum of 1,000 acres of grazing land may be occupied by a utility-scale solar energy facility.
Facilities in grazing land shall provide for the movement of animals within the solar energy
facility, either by allowing animals to graze within facilities or providing corridors that allow
animals access through facilities.

Biological Resources


Facilities are prohibited in areas with sensitive habitat for special-status plant and animal
species based on site-specific surveys. The County may grant exceptions to this requirement if
the applicant can demonstrate that potential impacts to sensitive habitat can be fully mitigated.
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Facilities shall be set back a minimum of 500 feet from areas with sensitive habitat for specialstatus plant and animal species.
Facilities proposed adjacent to areas with sensitive habitat for special-status plant and animal
species will require a biological study to demonstrate that the facility avoids sensitive species to
the maximum extent feasible and that any impacts can be mitigated.
The overlay zone will not change requirements for consultation and review by the California
Department of Fish and Wildlife or the US Fish and Wildlife Service.
Facilities shall include special design measures to address migratory deer herds when applicable,
such as open corridors to reduce negative impacts on migration.

Aesthetics







Facilities may not be visible from a General Plan-designated scenic corridor or located in the
Scenic Highway Overlay Zone.
Electric collection lines that would protrude above the arrays of trackers shall be installed
underground when located within 3,000 feet of a designated scenic corridor.
Facilities shall be located and designed to minimize visibility from adjacent residential uses.
Landscaping and fencing shall be used to screen facilities from adjacent residential uses to the
greatest extent possible.
Outdoor lighting shall be fully shielded, downward casting and not wash out onto structures,
other properties or the night sky.
Siting of solar energy facilities that avoids ridgelines near scenic areas designated by the General
Plan.

Land Use Compatibility




Facilities are prohibited in urban residential, commercial, and industrial zones.
Facilities must be set back a minimum of 1,000 feet from a residential land use or other
designated sensitive use.
Facilities shall be located on parcels of 20 acres or more.

Public Safety





Facilities are prohibited in Very High Fire Hazard Zones and within 100-Year Flood Hazard Areas.
Facilities are prohibited in Airport Land Use Compatibility Zone A. Facilities within Airport Land
Use Compatibility Zones B, C, D, or E shall provide an analysis demonstrating that the facility will
not create hazards to air navigation.
The property owner of a facility within a public airport's traffic zone shall record an avigation
easement and may be required to mark or light the facility for air traffic safety.

Public Benefits


The applicant shall enter into a binding agreement with the County committing to a community
benefits package to ensure that the facility provides substantial local benefits to County
residents, property owners, and businesses.
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ATTACHMENT B
Draft Solar Overlay Zone
Mapping
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ATTACHMENT C
Questions for the Planning
Commission
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Questions:
General Approach
1.A. What is your general reaction to the solar overlay concept? Is it the right approach to advance
the County’s renewable energy goals in the General Plan and Climate Action Plan?
1.B. Do you support allowing utility-scale solar facility with an Administrative Permit or Minor Use Permit in
the most suitable locations, as opposed to requiring a Conditional Use Permit in all locations as
currently required?
Overlay Zone Boundaries
2.A. What is your general reaction to the draft solar overlay boundaries? Do these boundaries seem
basically sound or are there fundamental changes needed to the mapping approach?
2.B. Are there any specific changes you would make to areas where utility-scale solar facilities are:





Most suitable (in overlay)
Suitable (in overlay)
Constrained
Prohibited

2.C. Do you support allowing landowners in grazing lands to apply for permits to develop solar energy
facilities?
2.D. Do you support applying a cap on the development of solar energy facilities in grazing lands of 1,000
acres as suggested in the Overlay approach?
2.E. Do you support establishing a pilot program that would have private developers install a small (approx.
30-acre) solar energy facility on grazing lands that would build panels high enough and strong enough
to allow cattle to graze beneath and alongside individual panels?
2.E. Should the overlay continue to exclude rural residential zones that are zoned for larger parcel sizes
such as FR-20 (Foothill Residential, 20-acre minimum parcel size)?
2.F. Should the overlay continue to exclude lands that are designated by CAL-Fire as a Very High Fire
Hazard Zone?
Standards for Facilities
3.A. Do the categories of standards as set forth in the Overlay Approach (e.g., agriculture, biological
resources) address the important issues and potential impacts? Are there additional issues that need to be
addressed?
3.B. What is your reaction to the approach of preparing detailed site-specific standards for locations
where facilities are most suitable and allowed with an Administrative Permit?
3.C. Are there any specific standards you would add, remove, or change?
4.A. Do you support the County requiring an applicant/developer to enter into a binding agreement with
the County committing to a community benefits package to ensure that the solar energy facility
provides substantial local benefits to County residents, property owners, and businesses?
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ATTACHMENT D
Task 4 Meeting Summaries
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MEETING SUMMARY
PowerButte: Solar Overlay Zone Project ‐ Sustainable Communities Planning Grant
Stakeholder Group Meeting – 10:00 am to Noon
Butte County Department of Development Services – Training Room
February 17, 2016
This meeting of the Solar Overlay Zone Stakeholder Group was devoted to discussions concerning Task 3
and Task 4 of the project (GIS Mapping Analysis and Overlay Concepts). The purpose of the meeting was
to present this information to the group and obtain feedback on these work products prior to holding
community meetings. A meeting attendance sheet is attached to this summary.
Development Services Director Tim Snellings started off the meeting with a welcome/introductions,
description of goals and the overall direction of the Solar Overlay Zone process:




Goal is to use filters to find most desirable lands for utility level solar.
Seeking feedback from the Stakeholder group
County does not have an outcome identified; recognizes competing factors.

Zoning Expert Ben Noble provided a presentation concerning the Overlay Approach and GIS Specialist
Robert Kain provided a presentation on the Geodesign Mapping Model. Mr. Noble provided an
overview of the overlay approach, which would identify locations where utility‐scale solar would be:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Highly Preferred
Preferred
Allowed but not Preferred
Prohibited

In addition, the approach would set forth standards for the development of utility scale solar.
Discussion ensued at various points in the presentations as well as during the discussion period after the
presentations. A meeting summary is provided below that organizes the discussion and comments into
major subject headings.
Public and Economic Benefit
The issue of how much power was necessary for Butte County was discussed and whether Butte County
would be willing to serve an area with renewable energy outside of the County. It was pointed out by
staff that it is a policy question as to whether Butte County is willing to provide renewable energy
beyond what would be required for Butte County. It was discussed that in most cases there is no
guarantee that energy generated in the County would stay in the County.
Staff pointed out that a very rough calculation indicated that from 1,000 to 2,000 acres of Utility Scale
solar would be required to meet the energy needs of Butte County.
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It was pointed out that renewable energy served the County from an economic standpoint and that
PG&E could potentially provide more connections and infrastructure by going beyond just providing for
local needs.
Community Choice Aggregation (CCA) was discussed as being priced out of the market due to decisions
by the Public Utilities Commission (PG&E would set a price for CCA). But it was also pointed out that
CCA could be a benefit to the County in the future.
A discussion on local benefits took place and it was pointed out by staff that a per‐kilowatt fee for
utility‐scale solar could be considered to provide a local benefit. “Microgrid” technology was also
discussed, which has been developed in the State as small grids serving local neighborhoods.
Development of utility‐scale solar was pointed out as being a job creator but also as potentially
providing only a one‐time benefit in the form of construction related jobs.
One person indicated that there was not enough evidence at this point to show that utility scale solar
would provide enough of a benefit and therefore would not be justified.
It was mentioned that studies show that 1 Megawatt of solar power provides 1 million dollars of positive
economic impact to an area. Comment was also made that there was the potential to fix costs of power
generation over 20 years.
An inquiry was made as to whether the County would be advocating for individual property owners by
designating their property with the Solar Overlay Zone. Staff responded that it was an appropriate
exercise of zoning powers and that it was not unfairly promoting individual landowners interests. Staff
additionally indicated that County Counsel would review the overlay zone for legal adequacy.
Agricultural Land
The comment letter from the Cattlemen & Cattlewomen concerning Agricultural land and utility scale
solar energy was introduced.
Discussion took place concerning whether it was appropriate to develop agricultural lands with utility
scale solar. Comment was made that if agricultural land was to be used for energy generation it should
be rezoned to a non‐agricultural designation. Rooftop solar was mentioned as more appropriate to
provide for renewable energy needs.
A question was asked as to what percent of the county is held in private leases for grazing. Staff
responded that it would be difficult to determine that information since they are private agreements.
A question was made about whether there are examples of grazing activity amongst utility scale solar
energy and whether the two activities could coexist. Staff indicated that solar could be made
compatible with grazing but that more examples are needed.
It was pointed out that a solar energy lease would provide a rancher with supplemental farm income to
help maintain the viability of farming operations.
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Utility Lines
It was pointed out that Butte County is in a good position with the number and size of utility lines,
indicating that there was ample capacity to accommodate all solar energy that can be produced. It was
also pointed out that the Western Power Association would share data on utility line capacity and
location.
The interconnection process is regulated by FERC, the utility cannot say no to connections, but the cost
of the interconnection is left up to the utility.
The efficiency of connecting to PG&E utility lines was pointed out as an important point and that the
process needed to be streamlined. Three important factors were identified in the process to establish a
utility‐scale solar facility:
1. Entitlement
2. Interconnection
3. Ability to sell and buy power – market forces
It was pointed out that if a project is going to interconnect on anything less than 60 KV line the power
cannot be sent anywhere outside the community per Federal law. The potential to “wheel” renewable
power over PG&E utility lines was pointed out.
Environmental Review
An inquiry was made as to whether geologic constraints are included in the model. Staff responded that
high erosion hazard areas have been modeled in at a macro level. Further site specific analysis would
take place for specific projects and that all sites would be subject to full analysis under the California
Environmental Quality Act (CEQA).
An inquiry was made as to whether full development (worst case) scenario would be assumed in areas
permitted under the Solar Overlay. Staff responded that since individual development activity would not
be known at the time of approval of the solar overlay a worst case scenario would be used to assess
environmental impact.
A discussion ensued concerning types of CEQA review, including focused vs. programmatic. It was
explained by staff that only the areas that were identified as being in highly preferred areas would
receive site‐specific environmental review. Programmatic review would take place in other areas such
as Preferred and Allowed but not Preferred, where further CEQA review would be required before
project development. It was pointed out that programmatic CEQA review has positive aspects and legal
protections.
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Goedesign Model
Discussion took place about the Solar Overlay Zone GIS model. A question was made as to whether the
County would be allowing access to stakeholders and staff answered yes. Discussion took place about
features to include and it was determined that assessor parcel numbers would be helpful to add to
simplify property searches.
Next Steps
Next steps were discussed as preparing for upcoming community workshops to engage the public over a
period from April – May, and then public hearings at the Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors.
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PowerButte: Solar Energy Overlay Zone Stakeholder Group Meeting – February 17, 2016
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power.buttecounty.net
PowerButte: Solar Overlay Zone
Community Workshop Series #2
May 5, 9, and 10, 2016
WORKSHOP SUMMARY
The PowerButte Solar Overlay Zone project held its second set of community workshops on May 5, 9, and
10, 2016:
 May 5: Lakeside Pavilion in Chico, 14 people attended.
 May 9: Southside Community Center in Oroville, ten people attended.
 May 10: Butte College in Butte Valley, eight people attended.
All three workshops followed the same format, which began with an open house during which
participants could review the draft approach handout and draft overlay areas map and discuss with
County staff. Next, County staff and consultants provided background information about the project and
presented the draft approach to the solar overlay zone and its boundaries. Following the presentation,
the group shared their feedback on the draft approach and boundaries. Given the small group at the
Butte Valley workshop, the presentation and discussion was less formal, with the group sitting around a
large table to discuss the material. The overall goal of the workshops was to hear initial reaction to the
draft approach from the community for Planning Commission and Board of Supervisors consideration in
deciding whether to proceed with this approach and/or potential needed adjustments.
Each workshop began with a welcome and introduction from Tim Snellings, Butte County Development
Services Director. The County’s consultant then provided background information about the Solar Overlay
Zone project, including its goals and objectives, the policy and regulatory background, and its process and
status. The County’s consultant then presented the draft approach, including the four draft boundary
areas within the county, each of which would entail different permit requirements, as well as preliminary
standards for utility-scale solar facilities that would become part of the County’s Development Code.
Participants asked questions about the definition of “utility-scale,” the role of and County coordination
with PG&E on this project, the makeup of the Stakeholder Group (including a request to include
representation from the California Native Plant Society), how the project relates to the Butte Regional
Conservation Plan, and how the project would account for conservation easements on individual parcels.
Following the question-and-answer periods, County staff and consultants facilitated a large-group
discussion to gather feedback on the draft approach. The following is a summary of the community
feedback:
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 General Overlay Zone Approach
o

Most participants generally supported the concept of streamlining utility-scale solar facilities
and incentivizing the leasing of land to solar energy developers in the most suitable locations.
Community members like the idea of having utility-scale solar facilities in Butte County, as long
as impacts are addressed and that they are targeted to appropriate locations.

o

Representatives from the solar industry supported the draft approach because it would
increase certainty. They believe that streamlining the permit process is important. Once PG&E
releases an RFP for a solar project, they want to see that the developer is already far along in
the entitlement process.

o

Participants commented that the project is affected by and needs to consider the market, the
County’s relationship with PG&E, and whether the County pursues community choice
aggregation (also known as CCA).

o

Participants supported the concept of energy independence and community choice
aggregation, and they like that this project could support it.

o

There was also support expressed for micro-grid technologies that allow for power to be
designated for a specific location rather than put into the larger grid.

o

Because the cost to tie into the grid is expensive, participants felt that targeting some key
locations is a good approach.

o

There was a suggestion to consider establishing a countywide cap on the total acreage of
utility-scale solar facility projects that the County could permit, which could be increased by the
Board of Supervisors in the future if appropriate.

 Overlay Zone Map and Boundaries
o

One commenter expressed concern about whether the acreage included in the draft suitable
and most suitable categories is enough to make the process worthwhile.

o

There was a suggestion to consider removing prime farmland, farmland of statewide
importance, and unique farmland from the prohibited category. There are rice-growing lands
that fall into those categories that are unproductive and that could be appropriate for utilityscale solar facilities.

o

There were several comments made about removing high fire hazard zones from the
prohibited category; potential impacts could be mitigated, and solar facilitiesshouldn’t be
prohibited outright.
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o

One commenter believed that targeting areas within 5 miles of a substation is too large of an
area, expressing concerns about needing to construct 5 miles of new transmission lines.
Another comment noted that larger projects may be able to construct their own substations.

o

There were also comments made about specific locations in the county:

o



The area north of Chico shown as suitable may be within the viewshed of Bidwell Park,
which would be a problem.



The Vina Plains area along Highway 99 is shown as most suitable, but may have biological
and scenic constraints.



Southern portions of the county experience localized flooding that isn’t reflected in the
FEMA flood zones that were used. In particular, areas east of Highway 70 along Bangor
and Honcut Roads, including Central House, Lower Honcut, and Middle Honcut to the
county line, experience localized flooding. This is an area that is shown as most suitable
on the draft map, which may not be appropriate.



The topography between the Skyway, Neal Road, and Clark Road may be a constraint.

There were several suggestions about how to improve map clarity, including showing energy
infrastructure and clearly identifying scenic highway overlay zones.

 Standards for Utility-Scale Solar Energy Facilities
o

There was general support for the concept of using standards to ensure important issues are
addressed.

o

Several comments expressed the need for comprehensive standards to address visual impacts.

o

Several participants called out the draft standard for agricultural parcels that would limit the
total site area for non-agricultural uses to 15 percent of the parcel or 5 acres as inappropriate
for grazing land, and recommended omitting it.

o

There was support for a per kilowatt fee and a point of sale fee for solar panels as part of a
community benefits package.

o

Any fees collected through the community benefits package could also be used to help support
monitoring and enforcement of development standards and mitigation (e.g., monitoring and
enforcing visual screening and landscaping requirements, which has not performed for other
recent projects). Monitoring should happen more often for the first few years after
construction, and then taper off from there.
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ATTACHMENT E
Cattlemen’s and Cattlewomen’s
Association Comment
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