
This Oak Tree Care and Maintenance 
Guide offers basic information and 
practical guidelines aimed at the 
preservation and continued health and 
survival of oak trees in the residential 
landscape. 
 
Increasing pressure for development 
is changing the oak woodland of Los 
Angeles County.  Heritage oaks which 
once survived in open rolling hills are 
now being preserved or replanted and 
incorporated into the community. 
 

How do we protect these trees during 
the planning and development 
process, and ensure their survival 
once they are in the home garden? 
 
The Oak Tree 
Oak Trees in the residential landscape 
often suffer decline and early death 
due to conditions that are easily 
preventable.  Damage can often take 
years to become evident, and by the 
time  the trees show obvious signs  of 
disease it is usually too  late to help. 
 

Improper  watering,  especially    
during the hot summer months, and 
disturbance to critical root areas      
are most often the causes.  This 
booklet will provide guidelines on  
where  these critical areas lie and 
ways to avoid  disturbing  them, as 
well as information on long-term care  
and maintenance     of  both  natural   
and  planted  oaks. Lists  of  additional 
resources for more information and  
demonstration  areas  to  visit  are 
also included. 

OAK TREES: 
Care and Maintenance 
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The Oak Tree Ordinance 
 
The Los Angeles County Oak Tree 
Ordinance has been established to 
recognize oak trees as significant historical, 
aesthetic, and ecological resources.  The 
goal of the ordinance is to create favorable 
conditions for the preservation and 
propagation of this unique and threatened 
plant heritage.  By making this part of the 
development process, healthy oak trees will 
be preserved and maintained.  
 
The Los Angeles County Oak Tree 
Ordinance applies to all unincorporated 
areas of the County.  Individual cities may 
have their own ordinances, and their 
requirements may be different. 
 
Permit Requirements: 
 
Under the Los Angeles County Ordinance, a 
person shall not cut, destroy, remove, 
relocate, inflict damage, or encroach into the 
protected zone (see text) of any ordinance 
sized tree of the oak tree genus without first 
obtaining a permit. 
 
Damage includes but is not limited to : 
 
• Burning 
• Application of toxic substances 
• Pruning or cutting 
• Trenching 
• Excavating 
• Paving 
• Operation of machinery or   
•  equipment  
• Changing the natural grade 
 
Chapter 22.56.2050:  Oak Tree Permit 
Regulations, Los Angeles County, Adopted: 
August 20, 1982. Amended: September 13, 
1988. 
 
For more information about the County Oak 
Tree Ordinance, visit the Forestry Division’s 
website at: 
 
http://lacofd.org/Forestry_folder/otordin.htm 
 
Or contact: 
 
Department of Regional Planning 
320 W. Temple Street, 13th floor 
Los Angeles, CA 90012-3284 
(213) 974-6411 
TDD: (213) 617-2292 
http://planning.co.la.ca.us 

Types of oaks commonly found  
in Los Angeles County: 
 
Many kinds of oak trees are native to Los Angeles County.  A few of the 
more common ones are shown below, but all oak trees are covered by 
the Oak Tree Ordinance. 
 
Older oaks which have thrived under the natural rainfall patterns of dry 
summers and wet winters often can’t handle the extra water of a garden 
setting. These trees must be treated with special care if they are to 
survive. 
 
Those oaks that have been planted into the landscape or sprouted  
naturally tend to be more tolerant of watered landscapes.  These 
vigorous young trees may grow 1½ to 4 feet a year in height under good 
conditions.  Once established these trees would benefit from the same 
special care outlined in this guide. 



Oak Trees:  Care and Maintenance   Page 3       

THE PROTECTED ZONE 
 
The protected zone defines the area most critical to the health and continued survival of an oak tree.  Oaks are 
easily damaged and very sensitive to disturbances that occur to the tree or in the surrounding environment. 
 
The root system is extensive but surprisingly shallow, sometimes radiating out as much as 50 feet beyond the 
spread of the tree leaves, or canopy.  The ground area at the outside edge of the canopy, referred to as the 
dripline, is especially important: the tree obtains most of its surface water and nutrients here, and conducts an 
important exchange of air and other gases. 
 
The protected zone is defined in the Oak Tree Ordinance as follows: 
 

“The Protected Zone shall mean that area within the dripline of an oak tree and 
extending there from to a point at least 5 feet outside the dripline or 15 feet from 
the trunk, whichever distance is greater.” 
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Changes in Grade 
Any change in the level of soil around 
an oak tree can have a negative 
impact.  The most critical area lies 
within 6’ to 10’ of the trunk: no soil 
should be added or scraped away. 
Water should drain away from this 
area and not be allowed to pond so 
that soil remains wet at the base. 
 
Retaining walls designed to hold back 
soil above or below an existing tree 
should avoided if at all possible, 
especially within the protected zone.  
These types of structures cause 
critical areas at the dripline to be 
buried, or require that major roots be 
severed.  Water trapped at the base 
of the tree could lead to root rot or 
other impacts, and to the decline and 
premature death of a highly valued 
landscape tree. 
 
Construction activities outside the 
protected zone can have damaging 
i m p a c t s  o n  e x i s t i n g  t r e e s .  
Underground water sources can be 
cut off due to falling water tables, or 
drainage may be disrupted. 

Trenching 
Digging of trenches in the root zone 
should be avoided.  Roots may be cut 
or severely damaged, and the tree 
can be killed. 
 
If trenches must be placed within the 
protected zone, utilities can be placed 
in a conduit, which has been bored 
through the soil, reducing damage to 
the roots.  Insist that as many utilities 
as allowed be placed in a single 
trench, instead of the common 
practice of digging a separate trench 
for each individual line. 
 
Trenching can also be accomplished 
using hand tools or small hand held 
power equipment to avoid cutting 
roots.  Any roots exposed during this 
work should be covered with wet 
burlap and kept moist until the soil can 
be replaced. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Soil Compaction and Paving 
The roots depend upon an important 
exchange of both water and air 
through the soil within the protected 
zone.  Any kind of activity that 
compacts the soil in this area blocks 
this exchange and can have serious 
long-term negative effects on the tree. 
 
If paving material must be used, some 
recommended surfaces include brick 
paving with sand joints, or ground 
coverings such as wood chips (note 
the advantages of natural materials 
for providing nutrients under 
mulching). 

CONSTRUCTION ACTIVITY WITHIN 
THE PROTECTED ZONE 
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Watering 
The key is prevention – do not over 
water.  Improper watering is often 
overlooked as the cause of tree death 
because it can take years for the 
damage to show.  Once the tree 
shows obvious signs of decline, it is 
often too late to correct the problem. 
 
The seasonal weather pattern for this 
region is one of dry summers and 
winter rain.  Oak trees are naturally 
drought tolerant and adapted to this 
cycle.  If the tree is vigorous and 
thriving it should not require any 
additional water. 
 
If the natural source of surface or 
underground water has been altered, 
some supplemental water may be 
necessary, but proceed with caution.  
The goal of any watering schedule for 
oak trees should be to supplement 
natural rainfall and it should occur 
only when the tree would normally 
receive moisture.  This might be in 
the winter, if rains are unusually late, 
or in spring if rainfall has been below 
normal levels. 
 
Over watering, especially during the 
summer months, causes a number of 
problems which can lead to decline 
and eventual death of the tree.  It 
creates ideal conditions for attacks of 
Oak Root Fungus by allowing the 
fungus to breed all year.  In addition, 
both evergreen and deciduous oaks 
grow vigorously in the spring and 
naturally go dormant in the summer.  
Extra water only encourages new tip 
growth which is subject to mildew.  
Oaks need this period of rest. 
 
Newly planted oaks may need 
supplemental watering during their 
first few summers.  After they 
become established water should be 
applied according to the previous 
guidelines. 
 
 

Pruning 
For oak trees the periodic removal of 
dead wood during periods of tree 
dormancy should be the only pruning 
needed.  Any cutting of green wood 
opens scars that could allow the entry 
of organisms or disease. 
 
Before pruning obtain the advice of a 
certified arborist or other professional 
and consult the local city or county 
where the tree is located to find out 
what regulations apply.  Pruning of 
both live and dead wood can 
sometimes require a permit. 

Mulching 
Leaf litter from the tree is the best 
mulch and should be allowed to 
remain on the ground within the 
protected zone.  Crushed walnut 
shells or wood chips can be used, but 
the oak leaves that drop naturally 
provide the tree with a source of 
nutrients. Avoid the use of packaged 
or commercial oak leaf mulch which 
could contain Oak Root Fungus.  
Redwood chips should not be used 
due to certain chemicals present in 
the wood. 

MAINTENANCE 
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Disease and Pests 
Trees that are stressed, especially 
because of improper watering 
practices, are prone to certain 
diseases and attacks by pests. 
 
The most damaging of these 
diseases is the Oak Root Fungus 
Armillaria mellea.  Occurring 
naturally in the soil, the fungus 
thrives under wet conditions and dies 
back in the summer when soils dry 
out.  This is why summer watering of 
oaks can be a deadly practice.  As 
noted in the watering guidelines, wet 
soil in the summer allows the fungus 
to grow all year.  As the population 
grows, their natural food sources are 
depleted  and they begin feeding on 
oak tree roots.  The fungus does not 
require an open wound in the tree to 
gain entry. 
 
Indications of the fungus include: 
 
• die back of branches or tips. 
• honey colored fungus at or 

near the root crown. 
• white fan-like fungus between 

wood and bark. 
• the presence of black, 

shoestring-like growths in the 
soil. 

 
Once the tree begins to show 
obvious signs of infection treatment 
is generally ineffective.  The best 
treatment is to avoid the conditions 
that lead to Oak Root Fungus 
infections. 
 
Pit Scale, Oak Moth, and other 
pests:  any significant changes in 
leaf color, branch die back, presence 
of black  sooty materials on leaves or 
other changes should be noted.  
Seek the advice of a professional 
forester, arborist, farm advisor or 
other expert before the application of  
any pesticides on an oak tree. 

Planting Underneath Oaks 
The natural leaf litter is by far the best ground cover within the protected 
zone.  If plants must be placed, the following guidelines should be followed: 

 
There should be no planting within a minimum 6 to 10 feet of the trunk. 

 
Avoid plants that require any supplemental water once established. 

              
Choose plants suited for “dry shade.”  Those listed in the box below offer 
some good choices.  To see some examples of how these plants have 
been used under oaks refer to the Additional Resources section on the 
following page. 

 
PLANTS TO CONSIDER: 
 
Plant Name                                 Description 
 
Arctostaphylos densiflora             3' high, 6' wide. Toughest of available forms. 
'Howard McMinn' Manzanita         Whitish-pink flowers. 
 
Arctostaphylos edmundsii           1-2' high, 4-5' wide. Tolerant of full shade. 
Little Sur Manzanita 
 
Arctostaphylos hookeri               1-2' high, spreading to 12' wide by rooting 
Monterey Carpet Manzanita       branches. White to pink flowers. 
 
Ceanothus griseus horizontalis  Less than 2 1/2’ tall, low & creeping.  
Carmel Creeper                          Clusters of small blue flowers. 
 
Heuchera  spp.                           2-4' mound. Flowers on an upright stem 2-3” 
Coral Bells                                  high and spotted with red or pink. 
 
Mahonia aquifolium compacta    2-4' high, spreading by underground roots. 
Oregon Grape                             Bright yellow flower clusters. 
 
Ribes viburnifolium                     2-3' high, spreading to 12' wide. Flowers 
Evergreen or Catalina Currant    pink to red in small clusters. 
 
 
NOTES: 
 
Before deciding on plants, check a source such as the Sunset Western 
Garden Book to determine which plants will grow in your area. 
 
When choosing shade tolerant plants, consider that the ground under the 
south side of the tree will get more sunlight while the northern side will tend   
to remain more deeply shaded. 
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ADDITIONAL RESOURCES and Places to Visit 

Public Agencies  
 
County of Los Angeles Fire Department 
Prevention Bureau, Forestry Division 
5823 Rickenbacker Road, Rm #123 
Commerce, CA 90040-3027 
(323) 890-4330 
http://lacofd.org/forestry.htm 
 
University of California 
Integrated Hardwood Range Management Program 
163 Mulford Hall, Berkeley, CA 94720-3114 
http://danr.ucop.edu/ihrmp 
 
Private Organizations 
 
The Theodore Payne Foundation 
10459 Tuxford Street 
Sun Valley, CA 91352-2126  
(818) 768-1802 
www.theodorepayne.org 
 
California Native Plant Society  
1722 J Street, Suite 17 
Sacramento, CA 95814-3033 
(916) 447-2677 
www.cnps.org 
 
The California Oak Foundation  
1212 Broadway, Suite 810  
Oakland, CA 94612-1810  
(510) 763-0282 
www.californiaoaks.org 
 

Arboretums and Botanic Gardens 
 
Los Angeles County Arboreta and Botanic Gardens  
301 N. Baldwin Ave. 
Arcadia, CA 91007-2697 
(626) 821-3222 
www.arboretum.org 
 
Los Angeles County South Coast Botanic Garden 
26300 Crenshaw Blvd. 
Palos Verdes Peninsula, CA 90274-2515 
(310) 544-6815 
www.southcoastbotanicgarden.org 
 
Los Angeles County Descanso Gardens 
1418 Descanso Drive  
La Canada-Flintridge, CA 91011-3102  
(818) 949-4200 
www.descansogardens.org 
 
Rancho Santa Ana Botanic Garden 
1500 North College 
Claremont, CA 91711-3157 
(909) 625-8767 
www.rsabg.org 
 
The Lummis Home 
200 E. Avenue 43 
Los Angeles, CA 90031-1304 
(213) 222-0546 

Publications 
 
Compatible Plants Under and Around Oaks.  Bruce W. Hagen… [et al].  The California Oak Foundation. 
2000. 
 
Growing California Native Plants. Marjorie G. Schmidt,  Univ. California Press. 1981. 
 
Illustrated Guide to the Oaks of the Southern Californian Floristic Province.  Fred M. Roberts.  FM Roberts 
Publications. 1996. 
 
Living Among the Oaks: A Management Guide for Landowners.  University of California Integrated Range 
Management Program.  1995. 
 
Oaks of California. Bruce M. Pavlik…[et al]. Cachuma Press & the California Oak Foundation. 1995. 
 
Proceedings of the Fifth Symposium on Oak Woodlands: Oaks in California’s Changing Landscape.         
GTR PSW-GTR-184. Forest Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture. 2001.   
Available from the University of California  Integrated Hardwood Range Management Program. 
 
Regenerating Rangeland Oaks in California. University of California Integrated Range Management 
Program. 2001. 



Brush Clearance Unit 
605 N. Angeleno Avenue  
Azusa, CA 91702-2904  
(626) 969-2375 
 
Camp 17 
6555 Stephens Ranch Road 
La Verne, CA 91750-1144 
(909)  593-7147 
 
Environmental Review Unit  
12605 Osborne Street  
Pacoima, CA 91331-2129  
(818) 890-5719 
 
Fire Plan/Interpretive Unit 
12605 Osborne Street  
Pacoima, CA 91331-2129  
(818) 890-5783 
 
Fuel Modification Unit  
605 N. Angeleno Avenue 
Azusa, CA 91702-2904 
(626) 969-5205 
 
Henninger Flats Forestry Unit  
2260 Pinecrest Drive  
Altadena, CA 91001-2123  
(626) 794-0675 

Lake Hughes Forestry Unit 
42150 N. Lake Hughes Road 
Lake Hughes, CA 93532-9706 
(661) 724-1810 
 
Malibu Forestry Unit 
942 N. Las Virgenes Road  
Calabasas, CA 91302-2137  
(818) 222-1108 
 
San Dimas Forestry Unit 
1910 N. Sycamore Canyon Road 
San Dimas, CA 91773-1220 
(909) 599-4615 
 
Saugus Forestry Unit 
28760 N. Bouquet Canyon Road 
Saugus, CA 91390-1220 
(661) 296-8558 
 
Vegetation Management Unit 
12605 Osborne Street  
Pacoima, CA 91331-2129  
(818) 890-5720 

County of Los Angeles Fire Department 
Forestry Division 

Gloria Molina, First District 
Yvonne Brathwaite Burke, Second District 

Zev Yaroslavsky, Third District 
Don Knabe, Fourth District 

Michael D. Antonovich, Fifth District 
 

County of Los Angeles Fire Department 
P. Michael Freeman, Fire Chief 

 

County of Los Angeles 
Board of Supervisors 


