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As of January 1, 2005, the state’s first oak woodlands conservation and mitigation 
standards, PRC Section 21083.4, went into effect for all California Environmental 
Quality Act (CEQA) processes within a county’s jurisdiction. Previously, oak woodland 
land-use practices were governed by individual county ordinances that varied widely 
across the state. The new law greatly strengthens broad legal defense of oak woodlands. 
Oak woodland is defined as a habitat with over 10 percent of the canopy cover comprised 
of native oak trees in the genus Quercus with a diameter at breast height (DBH) greater 
than 5 inches. Oaks below the 5-inch DBH size will remain under county ordinances or 
general plans.  

Under the Public Resources Code, a Registered Professional Forester (RFP) must 
perform all CEQA oak woodland characterizations and participate in developing site-
specific mitigation measures. Licensed by the California State Board of Forestry and Fire 
Protection, an RFP is required to describe site conditions and impacts for mitigated 
negative declarations and environmental impact reports. The number of acres of oak 
woodland habitat, the number of trees that will be removed, the diameters of individual 
trees, and any special habitat elements that will be impacted determine thresholds of 
significance. Impacts also include the project’s cumulative contribution to the overall loss 
of oak woodlands. RFPs will supplement the work of biologists, ecologists and others 
involved in the CEQA compliance process. Due to the high biological diversity supported 
by oak habitats, endangered, threatened, or sensitive species are likely to occur, in which 
case the Department of Fish and Game and/or the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service will 
also need to be involved.  

According to the new CEQA standards, there are four alternatives available to 
mitigate significant impacts to oak woodlands. Counties are to require one or more of the 
measures for a project. Planting of oaks (Alternative 2) can be used to fulfill no more 
than 50 percent of the required mitigation, so that it must always be combined with at 
least one of the other alternatives. The four alternatives are: 

 
1) Conserve oak woodlands through the use of conservation easements - 

preferably in close proximity to the project site. 
2) Plant an appropriate number of trees - including maintaining plantings for 

seven years and replacing dead or diseased trees. 
3) Contribute funds to the Oak Woodlands Conservation Fund as established 

under subdivision (a) of Section 1363 of the Fish and Game Code for the 
purchase of oak woodlands conservation easements. 

4) Other mitigation measures developed by the county. 
 

Oak woodlands are a characteristic feature of our California landscapes, covering 
7.4 million acres and occurring in 52 of the state’s 58 counties. Eighty percent of these 
lands are held under private ownership. Oak woodlands have the richest wildlife species 
abundance of any habitat in California, with over 330 species of birds, mammals, reptiles, 
and amphibians depending on them at some stage in their life cycles. They are also 
valuable for providing important ecosystem services and aesthetic values. However, over 



30,000 acres of oak woodlands are lost every year in California, converted for 
agricultural, residential and commercial uses. CEQA compliance for impacts to oak 
woodlands under the new law may help to reduce this rate of loss and fragmentation.  

One of the many land-uses that can occur within these special habitats is surface 
mining, governed by CEQA, SMARA, and the CCR. Oak mitigation measures developed 
to satisfy the new CEQA requirements will have to be included in all mine reclamation 
plans submitted to the Office of Mine Reclamation for review and approval. Revegetation 
with oaks and associated native plants can be designed to help fulfill both SMARA and 
CEQA requirements. Our botanists are here to assist you with your reclamation plans and 
answer your oak-related questions. Additional resources are listed below: 
 
California Oak Foundation                            http://www.californiaoaks.org 
 
Integrated Hardwood Range Management Program     http://danr.ucop.edu/ihrmp 
 
Books (which can be ordered from Cal. Oak Foundation or IHRMP): 
 
Regenerating Rangeland Oaks in California, 2001. Douglas D. McCreary. University of 
California Agriculture and Natural Resources Publication 21601 
 
The Oak Woodland Bird Conservation Plan: A Strategy for Protecting and Managing 
Oak Woodland Habitats and Associated Birds in California, Dr. Steven Zack.  
 
A Planner’s Guide for Oak Woodlands, 2nd edition, 2004. Giusti, McCreary, and 
Standiford (eds). IHRMP. 
            

A quarry amid oak woodlands in El Dorado County 

 


