
Chapter 18.106 - VIEWSHED PROTECTION PROGRAM 

18.106.010 - Purpose.  

The purpose and intent of these regulations is to protect the public health, safety, and community welfare and 
to otherwise protect the scenic quality of the county both for visitors to the county as well as for its residents 
by ensuring that future improvements are compatible with existing land forms, particularly county ridgelines 
and that views of the county's many unique geologic features and the existing landscape fabric of the 
county's hillside areas are protected and preserved. These regulations are consistent with the goals and 
policies of the Napa County general plan, particularly as specified in the land use, open space and 
conservation, circulation and the scenic highways elements. Furthermore, it is intended that these regulations 
accomplish the following:  

A. Provide hillside development standards to minimize the impact of man-made structures and 
grading on views of existing landforms, unique geologic features, existing landscape features and 
open space as seen from designated public roads within the county;  

B. Protect and preserve views of major and minor ridgelines from designated public roads; 
C. Create a development review process that maximizes administrative, staff level approval of 

projects which meet administrative standards, while also providing a vehicle for review by the 
zoning administrator or planning commission of those projects that do not meet the administrative 
standards;  

D. Minimize cut and fill, earthmoving, grading operations and other such man-made effects on the 
natural terrain to ensure that finished slopes are compatible with existing land character; and  

E. Promote architecture and designs that are compatible with hillside terrain and minimize visual 
impacts. 

18.106.030 - General provisions.  

A. Applicability—New and Expanded Structures. No building permit, erosion control plan for structural 
development, grading or other administrative permit shall be issued by any county staff, agency or 
department for any new structure or improvement to an existing structure if the structure is located on a 
slope of fifteen percent or more as defined in Section 18.106.020 or if the structure is located on any 
minor or major ridgeline as defined in Section 18.106.020 except as specifically provided for herein. The 
ordinance codified in this section shall apply to all new structures located on slopes of fifteen percent or 
more or located on a minor or major ridgeline. In the event of a conflict among the regulations in this 
chapter and those elsewhere in this code, the regulations in this chapter shall prevail. The provisions of 
this chapter shall also apply to projects undertaken by public agencies and special districts except for the 
maintenance of existing county public roads within existing rights-of-way.  

B. Applicability—Grading or Earthmoving Activities. No permit or administrative or discretionary approval 
shall be issued to authorize any grading or earthmoving activity, including grading or earthmoving 
necessary to create or improve an existing or new driveway, road or other access, or benches or shelves, 
if such earthmoving or grading would occur on slopes of fifteen percent or more until the applicant has 
complied with the applicable provisions of this chapter. Agricultural roads within planted areas subject to 
erosion control plans under Chapter 18.108 of the code shall not be subject to this requirement.  

C. Relationship to the Review of Tentative Parcel Maps, Final Maps, and Subdivision Maps. All future 
building sites identified on either a tentative parcel map, final map, or subdivision map shall be reviewed 
and conditions of approval established to ensure conformity with the purpose and intent of this chapter.  
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D. Relationship to Previously Approved Use Permits and Small Lot Subdivisions. All structures described in 
a use permit approved prior to the effective date of Ordinance Number 1189 shall not be subject to the 
requirements of this chapter. Parcels in small lot subdivisions (defined as groups of at least five parcels 
of less than two acres each for the purposes of this section) established prior to the effective date of 
Ordinance Number 1268 shall not be subject to the requirements of this chapter.  

E. Relationship to Previously Accepted or Approved Building Permits. All residential structures or accessory 
structures for which a building permit was approved prior to the effective date of Ordinance Number 
1189, or for which a building permit application had been accepted and deemed complete for 
departmental review by the county prior to December 1, 2001, shall not be subject to the requirements of 
this chapter. Such structures and the accompanying permits may be modified prior to the final occupancy 
inspection if the predominant portion of the proposed modifications to the structure is screened from view 
from a designated public road by natural vegetation, landscaping, architectural design, and colortone that 
is in accordance with the Design Manual and provisions of this chapter.  

F. Relationship to Use Permit Applications. Applications requiring the issuance of a use permit or use permit 
modification, as required by the code, will be reviewed for their adherence to the requirements of this 
chapter during the application process for the issuance of the use permit or use permit modification.  

G. Relationship to Conservation Regulations. The structures or activities referred to in Section 18.108.050, 
except subsections (A) and (B), shall be exempt from the requirements of this chapter and will be cleared 
for further processing.  

H. Determination of Adverse Effects on Ridgelines. The director shall determine whether the proposed 
location of a structure could adversely affect a minor or major ridgeline for the purpose of administering 
this chapter based upon elevation of the proposed structure, the height of its roof line and the location of 
the structure in relationship to surrounding topography.  

I. Application Form and Fee. Applications for new, expanded or remodeled structures subject to this 
chapter shall be submitted to the department on a form provided by the department accompanied by a 
fee determined by a resolution adopted by the board of supervisors.  

(Ord. 1278 § 1 (part), 2006: Ord. 1268 § 8, 2005: Ord. 1232 § 2, 2003: Ord. 1189 § 3 (part), 2001)  

18.106.040 - Projects subject to administrative review.  

A. General Provisions. Permit applications which meet the criteria in subsection (A) or (E) of Section 
18.106.030, and/or grading or earthmoving activities meeting the criteria in subsection (B) of Section 
18.106.030, shall be submitted to the department for review by the director. If the application, either as 
submitted, or upon the inclusion of specified measures, meets the criteria specified in subsection (B) or 
(C) of this section, the director shall certify that the project complies with the applicable provisions of this 
chapter and the project will then be cleared for continuing processing pursuant to Title 15 of the code. 
The director may require the submittal of additional information including, but not limited to, a photo or 
computer simulation of the project and associated improvements, prior to determining that the project 
meets the criteria contained in this chapter.  

B. Visibility Determination. If the director determines that the project cannot be viewed from any designated 
public road, because of its relationship to surrounding topography or existing vegetation, then the project 
will be cleared for further processing pursuant to the code. If the determination was made based on 
existing vegetation coverage, then the property owner, prior to the issuance of a building permit, shall be 
required to execute and record in the county recorder's office a use restriction, in a form approved by 
county counsel, requiring the existing covering vegetation to be maintained, or replaced with equivalent 
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vegetation, by the owner or the owner's successors, so as to prevent the project from being viewed from 
any designated public road.  

C. Administrative Criteria. A project shall be certified and cleared for further processing, if the director 
determines that a project meets all of the following conditions:  

1. The highest point of the proposed structure is located more than twenty-five vertical feet below a 
major or minor ridgeline; 

2. The project as designed and sited meets all of the following standards and substantially conforms 
to the Design Manual: 

a. The maximum floor area, including all floors, of the main residence or agricultural 
structure is four thousand square feet or less and the maximum floor area, including all 
floors, for accessory structures are a combined total of two thousand five hundred square 
feet or less,  

b. The height of the structure is twenty-four feet or less as measured from finished grade 
along fifty percent or more of the longest wall as viewed from any designated public road,  

c. The improvement(s), including any required earthmoving or grading associated with the 
structure shall minimize removal of existing vegetation with emphasis on preserving 
mature trees. If the improvements require the removal of any tree with a diameter of six 
inches or greater, a detailed landscaping plan shall be prepared showing the location and 
replacement of trees and vegetation in a manner which screens the improvements from 
substantial views from designated public roads and provides for defensible space in 
conformance with state law,  

d. A significant portion of natural on-site vegetation has been retained to naturally screen the 
project from views of designated public roads,  

e. Landscaping will be installed and designed to screen the project from substantial views 
from designated public roads, 

f. The project lighting, including site lighting, has been designed to minimize off-site visibility 
and glare, 

g. The exterior color treatment of the structure will blend with the color of surrounding 
vegetation and landforms, 

h. Exterior windows and trim are nonreflective, and 
i. Roof angles and composition are designed to conform to existing landforms and 

landscape; 
3. If the structure is an addition to an existing residence or an agricultural structure, the total floor 

area, including all floors shall not exceed four thousand square feet. If the addition pertains to an 
accessory structure, the total floor area, including all floors, shall not exceed a combined total of 
two thousand five hundred square feet;  

4. The project as sited and designed shall be in substantial compliance with the Design Manual to 
reduce its visual impact on the views of major and minor ridgelines as viewed from any 
designated public road and unique topographic or geologic features as viewed from any county 
road. The following landforms will be considered to be unique topographic or geologic features for 
the purposes of this subsection: Mt. St. Helena, Stag's Leap, Calistoga Palisades, Round Hill, Mt. 
George and Mt. St. John;  

5. Involves the grading of less than one and one-half acres of land; 
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6. Future structures, including roads, driveways, wastewater disposal systems, and necessary 
earthmoving to construct project improvements shall be located to avoid environmentally 
sensitive areas as defined by Section 18.08.270 of the code;  

7. A detailed landscape plan prepared by a qualified landscape professional shall be prepared 
which incorporates the criteria set forth in the Design Manual for review and approval by the 
director.  

D. Prior to the issuance of a building permit for any project authorized under this section, the property owner 
shall be required to execute and record in the county recorder's office a use restriction, in a form 
approved by county counsel, requiring building exteriors, and existing and proposed covering vegetation, 
as well as any equivalent level of replacement vegetation, to be maintained by the owner or the owner's 
successors so as to maintain conformance with either subsection (B) or (C) of this section.  

E. Projects that do not satisfy the criteria and standards contained in Section 18.106.040 shall be subject to 
review and approval under Section 18.106.050  

(Ord. 1278 § 1 (part), 2006: Ord. 1232 § 3, 2003: Ord. 1189 § 3 (part), 2001)  

18.106.050 - Processing of projects subject to review and approval by the zoning 
administrator or the commission.  

A. If the director determines that a project does not meet the criteria in Section 18.106.040 the project shall 
not be cleared for further processing until the findings contained in subsection (B) of this section are 
made and a permit is issued by the zoning administrator, or upon referral, by the commission.  

B. The zoning administrator or commission shall make all of the following findings prior to approving a 
project: 

1. The project as designed or modified is consistent with Chapter 18.108 of the code;  
2. If the highest point of the proposed project is located more than twenty-five vertical feet below a 

major or minor ridgeline, that measures have been included in the project to reduce its visual 
impact on the major or minor ridgeline through use of existing natural vegetation, landscaping, 
topographical siting, architectural design, and colortone; or if the highest point of the proposed 
structure is within twenty-five vertical feet of a major or minor ridgeline, that the existing 
vegetation, proposed landscaping, topographical siting, architectural design, and colortone 
screen the predominant portion of the proposed structure;  

3. The proposed structure, access roads and other site improvements are sited and designed to 
minimize adverse effects on views from designated public roads;  

4. The proposed structure, access road and other site improvements, including earthmoving or 
grading, and benches or shelves minimize the removal of vegetation;  

5. The siting and design of site improvements and access roads minimize grading and alteration of 
natural landforms and topography; 

6. A landscape and/or vegetation retention plan in conformance with the Design Manual has been 
submitted and approved for the site that would provide maximum screening from designated 
public roads through preservation of existing vegetation and the planting of new vegetation and 
provide for defensible space in conformance with state law;  

7. The proposed structure and associated improvements substantially conform with the Design 
Manual in order to reduce their visual impact on the views of major and minor ridgelines as 
viewed from any designated public road and unique topographic or geologic features as viewed 
from any county road. The following landforms will be considered to be unique topographic or 
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geologic features for the purposes of this subsection: Mt. St. Helena, Stag's Leap, Calistoga 
Palisades, Round Hill, Mt. George and Mt. St. John;  

C. Prior to the issuance of a building permit for any project authorized under this section, the property owner 
shall be required to execute and record in the county recorder's office a use restriction, in a form 
approved by county counsel, requiring building exteriors, and existing and proposed covering vegetation, 
as well as any equivalent level of replacement vegetation, to be maintained by the owner or the owner's 
successor so as to maintain conformance with subsection (B) of this section;  

D. If one or more of the findings in subsection (B) of this section cannot be made, the application shall be 
forwarded to the commission for a possible exception pursuant to Section 18.106.070  

(Ord. 1278 § 1 (part), 2006: Ord. 1232 § 4, 2003: Ord. 1189 § 3 (part), 2001)  

18.106.060 - Required public and private notification.  

A. Within seven days of the issuance of a tentative decision that the project is subject to administrative 
approval under Section 18.106.040, the director shall give notice of his tentative decision, including the 
date on which the tentative decision will become final, which date shall be ten calendar days following the 
date notice of the tentative decision is mailed.  

1. The notice shall be provided to the city or town closest to where the project is proposed to be built 
and to all public or private property owners located within three hundred feet of the outer 
perimeter of the property on which the project would be constructed as shown on the latest 
equalized assessment roll.  

2. The tentative decision shall be final once the period identified in the notice has expired unless an 
appeal has been filed by the applicant or any interested person pursuant to Chapter 2.88 of this 
code, in which case the tentative decision shall become final only if and when the appeal is 
withdrawn, dismissed or denied. If the appeal is granted, in whole or in part, the decision of the 
board on appeal shall become final in the manner and within the time set forth in Chapter 2.88  

B. At least ten days prior to a decision by the zoning administrator or the commission under Section 
18.106.050 or 18.106.070, notice of a public hearing shall be provided to the city or town closest to where 
the project is proposed to be built and to all property owners located within three hundred feet of the 
outer perimeter of the property on which the project would be constructed as shown on the latest 
equalized assessment roll.  

(Ord. 1278 § 1 (part), 2006: Ord. 1232 § 5, 2003: Ord. 1201 § 7, 2002; Ord. 1189 § 3 (part), 2001)  

18.106.070 - Exceptions.  

Upon application by the property owner of a site, an exception to the requirement contained in subsection (B) 
of Section 18.106.050 may be granted by the commission. Such exception may be granted if, after 
conducting a public hearing and reviewing available building sites on the subject property, the commission 
makes all of the following findings:  

A. Compliance with the provisions of subsection (B) of Section 18.106.050 would result in greater 
visual impact than would the proposed construction on the proposed building site;  

B. Compliance with the provisions of subsection (B) of Section 18.106.050 would result in greater 
impact on existing landforms and landscape than would the proposed construction on the 
proposed building site;  

C. Measures have been included in the project to reduce its visual impacts as seen from any 
designated public roads. Such measures include but are not limited to:  
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1. Installation of landscaping designed to screen the project from view of designated public 
roads; 

2. Low level lighting on buildings and site which minimize off-site visibility and glare; 
3. Nonreflective exterior windows and window frames; 
4. Use of earth tone colors on building exteriors; 
5. Roof angles and composition designed to conform with the existing land forms and 

landscape; and 
6. Building height has been designed to minimize the silhouetting against the sky when 

viewed from any designated public road or open space owned or managed by a public 
agency or land trust.  

D. Prior to the issuance of a building permit for any project authorized under this section, the 
property owner shall be required to execute and record in the county recorder's office a use 
restriction, in a form approved by county counsel, requiring building exteriors, and existing and 
proposed covering vegetation, as well as any equivalent level of replacement vegetation, to be 
maintained by the owner or the owner's successors so as to maintain conformance with 
subsection (C) of this section.  

E. The project as designed or modified is consistent with the requirements of Chapter 18.108 of the 
code.  

(Ord. 1278 § 1 (part), 2006: Ord. 1232 § 6, 2003: Ord. 1189 § 3 (part), 2001)  
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VIEWSHED PROTECTION DESIGN MANUAL 
VIEWSHED PROTECTION PROGRAM 

A. Purpose. 
The purpose of this manual is to detail the requirements of the Viewshed Protection Ordinance. The manual utilizes 
text and graphical examples accompanied with brief explanations intended to standardize hillside development and 
convey the intent of the Ordinance. Where possible, the manual provides examples explains of practices intended 
to minimize the impact of man-made structures and grading on views of existing landforms and landscape, unique 
geologic features as seen from designated public roads within Napa County. 
 
B. General Requirements and Conventions. 
 
1. All final grades, including all cut and fill slopes, visible from any designated public road shall be: 

a. Consistent with the existing landscape to the greatest extent possible, avoiding uninterrupted slope 
surfaces that stand out against existing topographic contours; 

b. Contoured to resemble existing terrain by varying slope increments and breaking the visual surface of 
banks and inclines both vertically and horizontally as naturally as possible; 

c. Constructed to allow for the creation of berms or mounding at the top of slopes and in other locations 
for the screening of structures and assurance proper site drainage. 

 
2. Design, height and massing of hillside development shall: 

a. Maintain a balance of scale and proportion using design components that are harmonious with natural 
landforms and landscaping; 

b. Be small scale and low in height, conforming with hillside topography by stepping or staggering the 
mass of the proposed building up or down slope, avoiding flat pad construction and vertical massing; 

c. Utilize structural elements, building materials and color tones which blend artificial surfaces with 
surrounding native elements; 

d. Utilize construction materials, glass, roofing and other surfaces that are of a non-reflective nature; 
e. Ensure articulated walls that utilize reveals, cornice detailing, alcoves or other features which are 

appropriate to the scale of the building and building projections, trellises, landscaping or other devices, 
which in total, serve to break up long, continuous building walls which are visible from designated 
public roads; and 

f. Ensure that the proposed structure is not silhouetted against the sky when viewed from any designated 
public road. 

 
3. Roadways, driveways and utility alignments shall be: 

a. Located to minimize grading and earthmoving activity, by following existing contours and positioned 
upon gradual slopes whenever possible; 

b. Constructed to blend with the existing landscape, through alignment with the natural curving contour of 
the land instead of keeping to straight lines or geometric patterns; 

c. Concealed from view through preservation and maintenance of existing vegetation or through planned 
landscaping that is constant with the natural character of the area. 

 
4. Landscape planting and vegetation preservation shall: 

a. Incorporate trees where appropriate, planted in random groupings or clusters that mimic or maintain 
natural assemblages rather than in systematic rows; 

b. Maintain vegetation lines which convey the existing slope of the hillside; 
c. Preserve native vegetation, including grasses and open space when ever possible; 
d. Use native materials to the greatest extent possible and/or non-natives that are compatible with 

indigenous vegetation and confined to the adjacent vicinity of the proposed structure; 
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e. Include a sufficient irrigation, maintenance and monitoring program designed to provide species 
requirements as well as protect against sedimentation, soil loss and land sliding; 

 
5. Exterior and landscape lighting applications shall be: 

a. Designed to minimize nighttime disruption and visual glare by shielding lamp sources downward and 
away from view of designated public roads; 

b. Controlled by timers and/or motion sensors, to limit the duration of use and reduce prolonged glare; 
c. Sized with the minimum wattage possible to meet desired application. 

 
 
C. Graphical examples. 
 
1. Major and minor ridgelines: 

 
 

a. “Major Ridgelines” shall mean a ridgeline, which is prominently visible from a substantial land area 
within the County, characterized by the lack of a topographical backdrop where the sky is visible 
beyond the ridge; 

b. “Minor Ridgelines” shall mean a ridgeline that is not prominently visible to a large area of the County 
and those typically lower in height, when compared to the surrounding terrain and which may be visible 
only to a limited area, or have a backdrop of a nearby higher topographical feature. 

 
2. Restricted development area for administrative review: 
 

 
a. A project shall be certified and cleared for further processing under 18.106.040(B) if the project cannot 

be seen form a designated public road or under 18.106.040(C) if all the administrative criteria listed in 
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that section are met, including that the highest point of the proposed structure is located more than 25’ 
below a major or minor ridgeline. 

 
3. Determining height of a building: 

 
 

a. Height of a building is the vertical distance above the highest point of the coping of a flat roof or deck 
line of a mansard roof or to the average height of the highest gable of a pitched of hipped roof. The 
reference datum shall be either of the following, whichever yields the greater height of building: 

i. The elevation of the highest adjoining sidewalk or ground surface within a 5’ horizontal distance of 
the exterior wall when such sidewalk or ground surface is not more than 10’ above lowest grade; 

ii.  An elevation 10’ higher than the lowest grade when the sidewalk or ground surface described in 
item a. above is more than 10’ above lowest grade; 

b.    The height of a stepped or terraced building is the maximum height of any segment of the building. 
 

4. Grading cut and fill slopes, roadways and driveways: 
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a. Finished cut and fill slopes shall be constructed to blend with the existing landscape, curving with the 

natural contour of the land, avoiding straight lines and/or geometric patterns; 
 

 
 

b. Unwarranted cutting and filling should be avoided when constructing roads, driveways and other 
related structures, using measures such as laterally balancing cut and fills, alignment with natural 
contours and restricting development to gentle climbing gradients; 
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c. Retaining walls along roadways or associated with structural developments should be stepped and 
terraced incrementally, avoiding tall flat surfaces that restrict views and slopes steeper than 1:3; 

 
5. Building design, massing and configuration: 
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a. Small scale and low in height construction is recommended, conforming with hillside topography by 
stepping or staggering the mass of the proposed structure up or down slope, avoiding flat pad 
construction; 

b. Maintain a balance of scale and proportion using design components which are harmonious with                   
natural landforms and landscaping; 

 

 
 

c. Building shall ensure articulated walls and utilize reveals, cornice detailing, alcoves or other features 
which breakup the scale of the building. Uses of projections, trellises, landscaping or other devices 
which in total serve to break up long, continuous building walls is encouraged; 
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d. Roof slopes that follow the gradient of the site are recommended over those that diverge from the hill 
slope; 

e. Construction materials, glazing, roofing and other surfaces that are of a non-reflective nature are 
encouraged; 
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f. Installation of decking that is integrated into the building is recommended over that which is attached or 
tacked on to exterior walls; 

g. To the greatest extent possible, structural elements, building materials and color tones shall blend 
artificial surfaces with surrounding native elements; 

 

 
 

h. Proposed structures shall not be sited atop peaks nor silhouetted against the sky when viewed from 
any designated public road. 
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6. Landscape planning and vegetation preservation: 
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a. Whenever possible, structures, including roads shall be concealed from view through preservation and 
maintenance of existing vegetation or through planned landscaping that is consistent with the natural 
character of the area. 

 
 
 
 
7. Exterior lighting of structures and landscaping: 
 

 
 

a. Outdoor lighting shall be designed to minimize nighttime disruption. Lamp sources should be shielded 
from view and light source directed downward. Timers and motion detectors should be used wherever 
possible. 

 
 
NOTE: The Viewshed Protection Manual has not been updated to reflect the revisions to the Viewshed 
Protection Program Ordinance. The Ordinance shall prevail if there’s a conflict between the Manual and 
the Ordinance 
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DESIGNATED PUBLIC ROADS 
(Figure 76 – Scenic Highways Element Napa County General Plan) 

 
COUNTY ROADS 

 
Silverado Trail 
Dry Creek Road – Oakville Grade 
Petrified Forest Road 
Deer Park Road and Howell Mountain Road (from St. Helena to Pope Valley Road) 
Butts Canyon, Pope Valley and Chiles Valley Roads 
Pope Canyon Road 
Wooden Valley Road 
Berryessa Knoxville Road 
Oak Knoll Avenue 
Yountville Cross Road 
Zinfandel Lane 
Lodi Lane 
Bale Lane 
Jameson Canyon Rd from Hwy 29 to the Solano County Line; 
American Canyon Rd from Flosden/Fairgrounds Rd. to Interstate 80; 
Highway 29 in its entirety; 
Mt. Veeder Road; 
Partrick Road; 
Lokoya Road; 
Wall Road; 
Larkmead Lane;) 
Dunaweal Lane; 
Tubbs Lane; 
Redwood Road; 
Spring Mountain Road; and  
Old Sonoma Road 

 
STATE HIGHWAYS 

 
State Hwy 128 (from Rutherford to Monticello Dam) 
State Hwy 29 (from American Canyon to Lake County Line) 
State Hwy 121 (from Sonoma County to Napa; from Napa to State Hwy 128) 

 
VIEWSHED UPDATES 

 
ORDINANCE #1232 adopted 12-9-03 amended the Viewshed regulations to include the following; 

 
1. The extension of applicability to include “benches and shelves” which are defined as “flat areas which 

could be used as a building site which are otherwise surrounded by slopes of fifteen percent or greater’; 
 

2. The definition of “substantially” as “fifty one percent or more of viewable areas as it relates to views or 
screening of structures and benches and shelves from the designated road(s)”; and 

 
3. A requirement, depending on the project, to execute and record a “use restriction” prior to the issuance 

of building permit. 
 

 
Be advised that the above is only a summary of the amendments. For specific information on the 
viewshed program and regulations in its entirety, consult Chapter 18.106 of the Napa County Code. 
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