
 
 
 
This guide will offer basic information for the preservation and maintenance of 
oak trees as a part of an overall landscape use. 
 
Unfortunately, oak trees in residential settings often suffer damage and death 
due to preventable measures.  Mostly the trees are damaged by over watering 
(especially during the summer) and disturbance to the root system. 
 
In the City of Monrovia, we have established an Ordinance that recognizes the 
oak tree as an historical and aesthetic element to our City.  For this reason, the 
ordinance sets forth guidelines for safety and care for these trees.  The 
ordinance requires that trees in the following locations must be preserved: 
 

(a) Oak trees in the front or street facing sideyards of homes.   
 

    (b) All oak trees on vacant lots. 
 
                (c)     All oak trees indicated on an oak tree preservation plan. 
 
Conditions requiring a permit.  An oak tree preservation permit is required for 
any of the following: 

               (a)     If an oak tree is to be cut to the ground, completely extracted, 
or to be killed or removed, by any other means; or 

               (b)     If an oak tree is to be pruned so that more than one-third of 
the crown, existing foliage, or root system of the tree is removed.  Oak trees 
must be balanced when pruned so that the trimming is equal throughout the 
tree.  If the tree is cut too much on any one side, the tree can become unstable. 

                (c)     If irrigation is to be installed or grading (cutting/or filling) is to 
take place within the drip line of an oak tree. 

Permit process. 

                (a)     At the time of application for an oak tree preservation 
permit, all applicants shall submit a tree location map drawn to scale (scale shall 
not be more than one inch equals 20 feet) locating existing oak trees on the 
project site with a trunk diameter of ten inches or greater. This map shall 
identify the approximate trunk diameter, base elevation, height, and condition 
of each oak tree.  An arborist report shall be submitted describing the 
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condition of the tree with respect to disease, structural stability, and a 
determination of why the tree should be trimmed or removed. 

                (b)     An oak tree preservation permit will be filed and a decision 
by the Development Review Committee shall be rendered for each permit 
application. The determination of the Development Review Committee will be 
based upon the following criteria: 

         1.     The condition of the tree with respect to disease, danger of falling, 
proximity to existing or proposed structures, and interference with utility 
service. 

 2.     The necessity to remove the tree for compelling economic necessity 
to construct proposed structural improvements, or for the purpose of 
relandscaping with plant material more suitable to the immediate environment. 

 3.     Good forestry practice, such as in the thinning of growth where 
necessary or desirable to promote the healthy growth of the tree. 

 4.     The topography of the land and the effect of tree removal on 
erosion, soil retention or surface water flow shall be taken into account and 
balanced with all other considerations affecting decision upon the permit. 

 5.     The number of oak trees or other trees existing in the 
neighborhood on improved property. The Development Review Committee shall 
be guided by the standards established in the neighborhood and the effect of 
tree removal upon property values in the area. 

Penalty.  Violations of this section by a single-family homeowner shall be 
punishable as an infraction. Persons with violations on lots developed with other 
than single-family homes shall be deemed guilty of a misdemeanor. Violators may 
also be required to replace the tree(s) with a tree of comparable size, type, and 
condition as determined by the Development Review Committee. 

Protection requirement for oak trees during construction.  The following 
conditions must be observed during construction, development, or maintenance 
of any site: 

                (a)     Specified oak trees are to have a protective fence, approved 
by the Development Review Committee, surrounding the base out at least two-
thirds of the total drip line during construction. Permanent decorative fencing 
may be required by the Development Review Committee as one of the conditions 
of approval for the project. 

                (b)     Grading (cutting and/or filling) within the drip line of trees 
shall be approved by the Development Review Committee. 



                (c)     Trees that have been damaged by construction shall be 
repaired in accordance with accepted arboriculture methods by a tree 
specialist. 

                (d)     Oil, gas, chemicals, or other construction materials shall not 
be stored in the drip line of any trees. 

                (e)     Drains shall be installed according to expert advice 
whenever soil fill is placed around trees. 

(f) Signs, wires, or any type of obstruction shall not be 
attached to trees. 

(g) The required landscape and irrigation plan shall be tailored 
per the needs of the retained tree as specified by a tree specialist. The 
irrigation system must be on a separate clock. 

Types of oaks commonly found in Monrovia include Coast Live Oak, with broad, 
round shape and large limbs.  The leaves are glossy green, 1-3” long but 
cupped/curled under at the edges.  The Valley Oak, which is a large deciduous 
tree with crown that spreads 50-80’ wide.  The leaves are deep green, 3-4” long 
with a paper like texture.  This oak has been the most impacted by development 
due to its preference to the valley floor.  The Interior Live Oak which is an 
evergreen tree or shrub growing in chaparral areas.  Full, dense, rounded shape 
that tends to grow in clumps rather than as a single tree.  The leaves are dark 
green, 1-4” in length with smooth or spiny edges which are not curled.  Other 
common oaks are the California Black Oak, the Canyon Live Oak, and the 
Engelmann Oak.   

The protection zone for oak trees includes the areas most critical to the health 
and survival of the tree.  This includes the entire canopy, 5’ beyond the drip 
line, or at least 15’ on either side of the main trunk of the root system, 
whichever is greater. 

If paving materials must be used within the protected area of the oak tree, 
suggested materials may include brick paving with sand joints, interlocking 
pavers, river rock, or ground coverings such as wood chips. 

Maintenance of oak trees would include a warning not to over water.  It may 
take years for the damage of over watering to show, but often leads to the 
death of a healthy specimen.  Oak trees are naturally drought tolerant and 
adapted to the weather cycles we experience in Southern California.  Generally, 
a healthy tree does not require any extra watering.  The exception to this rule 
would be newly planted trees which may require some additional watering during 
their first few summers.  Natural rainfall is the only water that is needed.  The 
rare exception is during the winter if we are having prolonged drought 
conditions over a period of years.  Then a deep watering is advisable.  Pruning 
should be used as a resource to remove dead wood only and should only be done 



during the summer months (June through late September).  This is the time of 
tree dormancy - cuts on green wood during this time could cause scars which can 
provide an entry area for organisms or disease.  Pruning should only be 
undertaken with the advice of a certified arborist or other professional.  Leaf 
“litter” from the tree provides the best mulch for the tree.  Crushed walnut 
shells or wood chips can be used, but the leaves that drop naturally are the best 
source of nutrients.  Commercial mulch sometimes contains Oak Root Fungus so 
should be avoided.  Additionally, redwood chips often contain chemicals which 
should not come in contact with the oak tree and roots.  River rock can also be 
placed around the base as a decorative feature.  The greatest goal is to keep 
the trunk and area under the drip line dry.  Trees that are stressed are more 
likely to be attacked by pests and disease.  Most damaging of these diseases is 
the Oak Root Fungus which occurs naturally in the soil and thrives in wet 
conditions.  The fungus does not require an open wound to enter the tree.  
Indications of the disease are: 

• Die back of branches or tips. 

• Honey colored fungus at or near the root crown. 

• White fan-like fungus between. 

• The presence of black, shoestring like growths in the soil. 

Unfortunately, one the indications of the disease are obvious, treatment is 
usually ineffective.   

Any significant changes in leaf color, branch die back, presence of black sooty 
materials on leaves or other changes should be noted and reported to a 
professional forester, arborist or other expert prior to spraying or application 
of any pesticide on an oak tree. 

If planting of additional plants under the oak tree is desired, there are some 
guidelines to follow: 

• No planting within a minimum of 6-10’ of the main trunk. 

• Do not use plants that require supplemental watering.  Ferns and 
other species that need lots of water should not be used. 

• Choose plants suited for “dry shade”. 

Some plants to consider for planting under an oak: 

• Howard McMInn Manzanita (Arctostaphylos densiflora) 

3’ high, 6’ wide – whitish pink flowers. 

• Little Sur Manzanita (Arctostaphylos edmunsii) 

1-2’ high, 4-5’ wide.  Tolerant of shade. 



• Monterey Carpet Manzanita (arctostaphylos hookeri) 

1-2’ high spreading to 12’ wide by rooting branches.  White to pink 
flowers. 

• Carmel Creeper (Ceanothus griseus hoizontalis) 

Less than 2-1/2’ tall, low and creeping.  Clusters of small blue 
flowers. 

• Coral Bells (Heuchera spp.) 

2-4’ mound.  Flowers on an upright stem 2-3” high and spotted with 
red or pink. 

• Oregon Grape (Mahonia aquifolium compacta) 

2-4’ high, spreading by underground roots. Bright yellow flowers. 

• Evergreen or Catalina Currant (Ribes viburnifolium) 

2-3’ high spreading to 12’ wide.  Flowers pink to read in small 
clusters. 

Suggested reading – Sunset Western Garden Book 


