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• Keep it simple

• Less is more

• It’s more than just the plants!

• Put the oak tree first!

The Basics



Our Native Oaks (Santa Clara Valley)

Quercus agrifolia, coast live oak

Q. lobata, valley oak

Q. douglasii, blue oak

Q. kelloggii, black oak

Q. chrysolepis, canyon live oak



Quercus agrifolia
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Quercus lobata
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Quercus douglasii
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Quercus agrifolia, douglasii & lobata



Quercus kelloggii
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Quercus chrysolepis



Quercus chrysolepis



Where do they live?

Climate: 
Mediterranean

Soils: 
Varies, but generally well drained

Exposure: 
Varies, but full sun is best



What Do They Really Want?
Guiding Principles

1. Provide as much undisturbed space as possible around 
trunk & canopy

2. Mulch as much of the ground surface underneath the 
tree’s canopy as possible 

3. Companion plantings should be “Summer Dry”

4. Pruning: be a minimalist



Space – How Much?

The Whole Dripline
Half the Dripline
1.5 x the Dripline

2x the Dripline
One foot for every inch of trunk diameter

3xDBH
3 feet
5 feet
6 feet

10 feet
12 feet
20 feet



Taken from: Living Among the Oaks, a Management Guide for Landowners.  Johnson et 
al.  U.C.C.E. at Berkeley, Natural  Resources Program.  No Date, > 10 years old.



3xDBH
• DBH: Diameter At Breast Height (4.5 feet above 

the ground).
• Standard trunk diameter measurement height 

for Forestry, then Arboriculture
• Common size descriptor for trees
• Used to calculate many tree related concerns 

such as root protection distances
• 3xDBH – danger zone for whole-tree stability
• 5xDBH or greater – better for tree long-term 

tree health.

• 24” DBH tree – 3xDBH = 6 ft., 5xDBH = 10 ft.



Mulch



Benefits of Organic Mulch

1. Conserves soil moisture

2. Encourage beneficial microbial growth & 
interaction with plant roots

3. Benefits shallow soil tilthe

4. Reduces weed growth

5. Cushions soil from foot or other traffic



More Benefits of Organic Mulch

5. Provides slow-release fertilizer for the 
tree, custom-made for each species!

6. Recycles an otherwise “waste” material

7. It is free!



Mulch Sources

1. Best – the tree itself

2. Landscape Supply Companies

3. Tree Service Companies



Mulch Materials

1. Tree’s own natural leaf, twig & small 
branch litter.

2. Bark chips, wood chips, mixture

3. Tree trimming chippings (bark, wood, 
foliage)



Mulch Cautions

1. 3 – 4” depth (6” or more maybe OK if coarse)

2. Avoid potentially toxic materials such as walnut 
or Eucalyptus

3. Keep it off root collar

4. Do not mulch or rake back mulch if trying to dry 
out soil.

5. Do not place weed fabric underneath mulch.



Pennsylvania Master Gardeners



More on Weed Fabric

Do not use it around established trees!
Even though porous, reduces soil gas &  water 
exchange
Can kill established trees, particularly summer 
dry species
Weeds eventually grow in accumulated debris on 
top
Best for newly planted, young trees that can 
adapt



Summer Dry Landscaping

1. As far from the trunk as possible

2. Same water requirement as the oak tree

3. Able to survive without irrigation;  with only natural 
precipitation after a 2-3 year establishment period.

4. Sparsely planted

5. Use small container size plants, e.g. 1-gallon.



Summer Dry Landscaping

6. Individually dug planting holes.  No rototilling or 
broadscale soil cultivation.

7. Irrigated by drip or manually to establish, then stop.

8. Can leave drip system in place for use in future, if 
needed.

9. Mulch around new plantings as well as in plant-free 
zone around trunk.



Minimal Pruning
HELP!, 

I’VE BEEN
LION-TAILED!



Tree Aging
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Tree Aging



Tolerance?



Tolerance - Good

Acer rubrum, red maple

Platanus x hispanica, London plane tree



Tolerance - Poor







My Advice….

1. Play it safe

2. Respect the typical tolerance of the 
species

3. Recognize the risk the tree can pose if 
mistreated 



Native Oak Landscapes
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The Companion Plants

• Drought tolerant, summer dry

• Soil tolerances – Texture, pH

• Exposure 



A few favorites

Arctostaphylos species, prostrate manzanitas



Iris douglasiana, Douglas iris



Mimulus aurantiacus, 
sticky monkey flower



Ribes sanguineum
Red or pink flowering currant



Ribes viburnifolium
Evergreen currant



Monardella villosa,
Coyote mint

AnniesAnnuals.com



Frangula californica (Syn. Rhamnus c.) 
coffeeberry



Umbellularia californica, Calif. bay tree
w/ red oak group (SOD)



Your Plant Suggestions?



A coast live oak Ringer—
for irrigated locations

Quercus virginiana, Southern live oak



Coast live oak Ringer—
for irrigated locations

Quercus virginiana, Southern live oak

Q. virginiana Q. agrifolia



Plant Lists

Plant List & Procedures 
for Landscaping Under 
Native Oaks of the 
Central Valley.

Lichter et al.  
U.C.C.E. HortScript #11
March 1995



WUCOLS III

http://www.cuwcc.org



WUCOLS III

Page 63 Species Evaluation List



Other Good 
References

Oaks in the Urban Landscape, 
Selection, Care & 
Preservation.

Costello et al.

U.C.A.N.R. Publication #3518

U.C. Regents, 2011



Keeping Native California
Oaks Healthy.

Hagen.

Tree Notes #7

CDF.  June 1990



Living Among the Oaks, a 
Management Guide for 
Landowners.

Johnson et al.

UCANR 



Sudden 
Oak 
Death

California Oak 
Mortality Task 
Force

www.suddenoakdeath.org



Tree Tomography









Thank you!


