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Napa County Voluntary Oak Woodland 

Management Plan 
 

                                                                              September 1, 2010 
 

I.     Introduction  
 
Napa County has the greatest density of oaks of any county in California, w ith thirty-

three percent of the county covered by oak woodlands
1
. These oak woodlands are one of 

the defining features of Napa Countyôs scenery, and provide numerous recreational and 

ecological benefits.  In addition to more common species of oak, Napa County contains 

many of Californiaôs remaining vanishing valley oaks, which make up only one percent 

of the stateôs oak population, but almost six percent of Napa Countyôs oaks
2
. 

 

Despite Napa Countyôs slow growth 

conservation efforts, oak woodlands 

remain at risk from development and 

natural hazards. To address these and 

other risks, public agencies, non-profit 

organizations, and property owners can 

all work together to protect our natural 

resources. This voluntary management 

plan will help to coord inate conservation 

efforts to preserve and restore Napa 

Countyôs oak woodland resources. 

 

A. PURPOSE 

The purpose of this Voluntary Oak Woodlands Management Plan is to provide a 

conservation framework for the preservation of our oak woodland resources. This Plan 

provides a summary of the location, condition and value of Napa Countyôs oak 

woodlands; identifies potential threats; outlines conservation strategies; supports 

landowners/ agencies/ non-profits eligibility for grants under the California Oak 

Woodlands Conservation Program; and improves communication and collaboration 

among those interested in the long-term health and viability of Napa Countyôs oak 

woodlands. 

 

This Oak Woodlands Management Plan will help to achieve the following:  

 

1. Protect existing oak woodlands by creating a voluntary protection and conservation   

program, including landowner incentives, for conservation and enhancement of oak 

woodland; 

 

2. Direct conservation and enhancement funding toward areas that have the highest 

oak woodland resource values; 
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3. Direct mitigation for oak woodland impacts to areas that have the highest oak 

woodland resource values and are in need of protection and/ or enhancement; 

4. Encourage the long-term stewardship and vitality of existing oak woodlands to 

maintain or improve oak woodland resource values; 

5. Provide funding and technical assistance for oak woodland enhancement efforts that 

help achieve multiple benefits; 

6. Increase the area covered by oak species that are now uncommon in Napa County 

because they have been cleared from much of their historical range in the county; 

7. Encourage land use, transportation, and infrastructure planning that is consistent 

w ith oak woodlands conservation efforts; and 

8. Maximize the total amount of oak woodland canopy cover to achieve erosion, flood, 

habitat, and air quality protection benefits, while recognizing the importance of 

including a variety of canopy cover levels within conserved and restored woodlands 

to provide habitat diversity. 

 

This Oak Woodlands Management Plan has been designed to be consistent  w ith the 

Napa County General Plan, the Napa County Regional Parks and Open Space Master 

Plan, and other applicable local and state conservation plans. The adoption of this Plan 

by a resolution of the County Board of Supervisors will also enable the County to obtain 

funding support through the California Oak Woodlands Conservation Act of 2001. The 

Act provides funding for projects designed to conserve and restore oak woodlands, 

public education/ outreach, and for landowner assistance. 

 

B.  PREPARATION OF THE PLAN 

While California state law does not require that cities and counties adopt oak woodland 

management plans, the development and adoption of a plan will help to protect this 

important resource and enable private landowners, public agencies, and non-profit 

organizations to seek grant funding under the California Oak Woodlands Conservation 

Act (see Appendix A). This Voluntary Oak Woodland Management Plan was prepared 

with input from a wide range of community stakeholder groups and representatives 

concerned about the conservation of oak woodlands in Napa County, which included 

the Napa Valley Vintners, Sierra Club, Napa County Farm Bureau, Napa Valley Grape 

Growers, Napa County Resource Conservation District, Natural Resources Conservation 

Service, and others.  

 

C. FOCUS ON VOLUNTARY ACTIONS 

The focus of this Plan is on achieving oak woodlands conservation through voluntary, 

collaborative action by private and public landowners, public agencies, non-profit and 

other community organizations, and community volunteers. This Plan establishes the 

foundation upon which agencies, conservation groups and non-profits will take the lead 

in working with willing landowners, seeking grants, preparing and holding 

conservation easements, and designing and implementing stewardship plans to 
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preserve and restore Napa Countyôs oak woodlands. It is anticipated that Napa County, 

local cities and towns, Napa County Regional Park and Open Space District, the Land 

Trust of Napa County, Napa County Resource Conservation District, U.S. Natural 

Resources Conservation Service, and other non-profit conservation organizations will 

use this Plan as a basis for cooperation. 

 

II .     The Value of Oak Woodlands 
 
Oak woodlands provide residents and visitors of Napa County with scenic 

opportunities and important reminders of our unique local history and ecology. They 

also provide important w ildlife habitat, help improve air and water quality, slow runoff, 

prevent erosion, mitigate flooding, provide recreational opportunities and benefit 

vineyard owners through pest management. This section provides a brief overview of 

these and other resource values provided by oak woodlands 

 

A. CULTURAL /H ISTORICAL    

Artifacts of the Native American people who 

historically lived in Napa County tend to be co-

located with oak woodlands, which provided them 

with the acorns they relied upon for food.  Accord ing 

to local historian Lin Weber, shamans of the Wappo 

people would offer prayers for the health of the oak 

trees, and the Wappo named months of the year after 

the seasonal phases of oaks.
3
 Present day oak stands 

or ind ividual trees may have historical significance 

due to past events or structures that were associated 

with them. Many historical accounts mention the 

trees and the use of specific trees as landmarks or as 

boundary markers. The earliest European settlers 

found refuge from the hot valley sun for themselves 

and their livestock under oaks and benefited 

economically from the use of oaks for build ing 

material and firewood. Oak woodlands also created 

venues for recreation and public events. Napa Countyôs remaining oak woodlands 

continue to serve as a reminder of our cultural and historical heritage. 

 

B.  FLOOD PROTECTION  

The Napa River is historically prone to flooding, causing damage to homes and 

vineyards within its floodplains. Oak woodlands play a part in minimizing the strength 

and effect of the riverôs floodwaters. Oaks slow the eroding energy of rainfall with their 

canopies by temporarily hold rainwater on their leaf and stem surfaces during a 

rainstorm, increasing the amount of time rain takes to reach the ground and contribute 

to runoff. Oak woodland canopies capture 20-30% more rainfall than do grasslands, and 

their contribution to organic matter in the soil improves its water hold ing capacity.
4
 As a 

result, they have a high capacity for detaining peak flows from rainfall events that 
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would otherwise run in larger volumes and at higher velocities into streams, 

contributing to flooding, erosion, and sediment and nutrient concentrations that can 

harm water quality. The greatest flood protection/ attenuation benefits related to tree 

canopy cover are in watersheds that quickly concentrate flows and pose a risk of flash 

flooding and in areas where runoff conveyance is already near capacity. Oak trees also 

capture and transpire moisture from the soil during the growing season. Compared to 

annual vegetation, oaks can extract water from the soil profile to a greater depth. 

Consequently, soils under oak woodland canopy are able to absorb and hold greater 

amounts of rainfall than equivalent soils with only annual grassland cover. This extra 

storage capacity further reduces the potential for flooding during the rainy season and 

promotes groundwater recharge. 

 

C. EROSION CONTROL 

Oaks help control soil erosion in several ways. Oak woodland canopy intercepts 

raindrops and d issipates rainfall energy, reducing potential surface erosion. Oak leaf-fall 

and twigs that accumulate on the soil surface under oak woodland canopy also provide 

further protection against the erosive action of rainfall. In addition, tree roots and their 

associated symbiotic soil fungi promote the formation and stability of fine and course 

soil aggregates which help to promote soil cohesion and stability , reducing the risk of 

landslides and gully/ rill erosion. Oak woodlands located on soils and slopes prone to 

erosion can also help prevent degradation in water quality and uphold soil/ land 

productivity. The planting of oaks in areas historically known to support oak woodland 

that currently exhibit accelerated erosion from lack of tree cover can help to stabilize and 

prevent further erosion in these areas. 

 

D.  WATER QUALITY PROTECTION  

Oak woodlands, whether located on the 

hillsides or on level lands near streams, 

play an important role in protecting water 

quality. By minimizing soil erosion as 

noted above, oak woodlands can help 

reduce sediment transport and washing of 

fine sediments into local waterways. H igh 

levels of sediment in waterways can 

negatively impact the aquatic food supply 

by reducing habitat available for fish, 

aquatic invertebrates and other organisms 

important to the d iets of fish and birds. The Napa River is currently listed as impaired 

for sediment and a Sediment Total Maximum Daily Load(TMDL) is in the process of 

being adopted by the State.  

 

The contribution of oaks and other vegetation to erosion prevention near waterways is 

especially important if soils contain excessive nutrients, pathogens or high levels of toxic 

material (natural or human concentrated), such as chemical contaminants, mercury or 

other heavy metals. Putah Creek, for example, has elevated levels of mercury in the soils 

of the bed and banks of its tributaries and is the focus of State regulatory efforts (TMDL) 
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to reduce mercury levels. Oaks and other vegetation also help reduce soil contamination 

by absorbing heavy metals, fertilizer nutrients, and pesticides from the soil and 

intercepting sediments containing these pollutants, thereby preventing these materials 

from reaching surface waters. Oaks and associated permanent vegetation along 

waterways can also reduce potential waterway contamination from airborne pesticide or 

herbicide drift, since oak foliage can intercept airborne pesticides/ herbicides. 

 

E.  AIR QUALITY PROTECTION  AND CARBON SEQUESTRATION  

Oaks and other plants d irectly reduce ozone pollution by absorbing and destroying 

ozone within their leaves. The leaves also intercept airborne particulates, helping to 

lower ground level concentration of these pollutants. Oaks, as well as other trees, also 

sequester carbon in their mass as they grow.  Large, long-lived trees such as oaks 

convert large quantities of carbon d ioxide to various organic compounds that make up 

wood. Oak woodlands therefore provide a means for helping to offset the increase in 

atmospheric carbon d ioxide levels related to the use of fossil fuels. Soils can also 

sequester carbon, and soils with high organic content such as those found under oak 

canopies can hold larger amounts of carbon, thereby reducing the amount of greenhouse 

gasses that contribute to global warming.
5
  Oak canopies also mitigate the effects of 

global warming by reducing ground surface temperatures. In urban/ developed areas 

oak trees provide protective shading for houses and people, lowering the need for air 

conditioning and aiding in the maintenance of air quality. Shading provided by trees can 

also reduce the amount of volatile organic compounds (VOCs) released from vehicles
6
. 

Because VOCs are precursors to photochemical smog, lower VOC levels result in lower 

levels of ground-level ozone.  

 

F. PLANT AND WILDLIFE HABITAT  

Oak woodlands are the most d iverse terrestrial ecosystems in California, supporting at 

least 300 vertebrate species (including at least 120 mammal, 147 bird, 60 reptile and 

amphibian species), 1,100 plant species, 370 fungal species, and 5,000 arthropods species 

(insects and mites).
7
 In Napa County, oak woodlands provide habitats for a wide range 

of flora and fauna, many of which are threatened or endangered at the state and federal 

level. Each type of oak woodland found provides unique habitat structure for the plants, 

invertebrates, fish, and wildlife that inhabit them. Some oak woodland types provide a 

greater d iversity of ecological benefits than others, depending on the complexity of the 

vegetation structure, oak density (trees per acre), level of canopy cover, d istribution of 

tree sizes and ages, and other factors. The habitat value of any oak woodland type may 

also vary accord ing to its health, location in the landscape, extent, and current 

management strategies.  

 

G. SCENIC AND PUBLIC RECREATION  

Oak woodlands are enjoyed by Napa County residents and visitors alike, simply for 

their beauty, whether driving or cycling along the roadways or through hiking, 

birdwatching, equestrian, or other recreational opportunities. Many recreational trails in 

Napa County are located in or pass through oak woodlands.  Recreational activities 

contribute significantly to the quality of life a well as providing local economic benefits 
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generated by visitors enjoying this 

important and unique resource. Tourism 

remains one of Napa Countyôs primary 

industries. The scenic beauty of the area, 

known for its lush vineyards against a 

backdrop of grassy, oak-covered hills, 

complements and adds to the draw of 

Napa County as a world renowned 

destination. 

 

H.  ENHANCED PROPERTY VALUES  

The retention of oak woodlands within a community can contribute to a community's 

overall economic well being. Woodlands contribute to increased property values and a 

subsequent increase in property tax revenues. One study in Southern California showed 

that a 10% decrease in the d istance to an open space preserve increased the value of 

4,800 surrounding lots by over $20 million dollars, significantly increasing tax revenue 

to the county. In addition, lots containing native oaks have been found to be valued at a 

27% premium over properties having no trees. Ind ividual trees of large size or landmark 

status within a community were found to increase property values by an additional 

$18,000 to $50,000 each (Standiford 1999). Studies comparing tree populations and 

property values also ind icate that retaining approximately 40 trees per acre generally 

provides optimal lot coverage and yields the highest market value premium, roughly 

22% to 27%, over bare land (Standiford 1999).
8
 

 

I.  VITICULTURAL /A GRICULTURAL  

Sustainable vineyard practices incorporate biodiversity throughout the vineyard to help 

minimize insect pests and d isease.  Oak woodlands are the most d iverse ecosystems in 

California, and when they are in proximity to vineyards they provide habitat for 

predatory species that help manage the populations of vineyard pests such as deer, 

rabbits, gophers, and starlings. Cutting down oak trees on the edge of vineyards can 

increase the chances of Armillaria root rot infecting the vineyards, and may recruit 

recolonizing species that host Peirce Disease. Sustainable vineyard practices are also 

being promoted by the Napa Sustainable Winegrowing Group (NSWG), Napa County 

Farm Bureau, Napa Valley Grapegrowers, the Napa Valley Vintners/Napa Green 

Certified Land Program (third party certified voluntary program) and others that seek to 

restore, protect and enhance the watershed, as well as through various river and stream 

restoration efforts (eg- Napa River Rutherford Reach Restoration Project).  

 

J.  OTHER VALUES  

Â provide fodder for grazing livestock; 

Â provide fuel/ firewood; 

Â provide wood products 

Â spiritual/ emotional 

Â and othersé..  
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III .     Oak Woodland Communities of Napa County 
 

A. H ISTORIC EXTENT OF OAK WOODLAND COMMUNITIES   

An often overlooked impact to native 

California habitats is the loss of the stateôs 

once expansive valley oak savannas. 

Among the most iconic and common 

California landscapes 150 years ago, the 

open valley floor of Napa County 

historically contained extensive 

communities of Valley oak woodland (see 

map-Appendix B-1). Canopy cover is 

thought to have been open to locally 

dense with valley oak the dominant tree.  

Blue oak, California black oak, and coast live oak were probably minor constituents of 

this community. The understory was similar to that of native grassland communities, 

w ith a mosaic of seasonal wetland interspersed.  

 

The Wappo Native Americans were the sole inhabitants of the Napa Valley until the late 

1700ôs. Their cultural practices included hunting and the selective gathering of plants, 

including acorns from several oak species, which were made into flour and comprised 

an important part of their d iet. Spanish colonization began in 1769, when the first 

expedition to the Bay area arrived, which initiated the decline of the indigenous cultures 

and began to alter the land use practices. Sheep and cattle ranching began in the early-

mid 1800ôs and intensified following the land grants of this time. As development 

increased along the valley floors in the mid to late 1800s, Napa Countyôs oaks, 

particularly valley oaks, decreased in number. A range of more  intensive land uses 

were introduced from 1848-70 including agriculture, w ith cattle grazing eventually 

giving way to grain production, followed closely by vineyards.  

 

Napa County was created in 1850, as one of 

the original 27 counties of California. One of 

the first known hillside vineyards would be 

planted just south of Calistoga in 1852 by Jacob 

Schram and vineyard development would 

continue to grow throughout the 1860-70s. 

Viticulture would replace grain as the 

predominant crop by the 1880ôs and by 1890 

there were approximately 18,000 acres in 

vines.
9
 But it would be decimated by d isease   

(phylloxera) in the 1890ôs leading to a 

substantial conversion to orchards and by 1900 there were only 2,000 acres remaining.
10
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However, by 1910 the acreage of bearing vines was 

recovering, with approximately 13,000 acres
11
 in 

vineyards. But orchards remained important, w ith 

grapes and prunes the dominant crops along with 

smaller amounts of pears and walnuts. Prohibition 

would significantly impact the wine industry from 

1919-1933 after which it would begin a gradual 

recovery until the 1960s, when more rapid expansion 

would begin again. From the 1970s to the present 

day, hillside oaks would come under increasing 

pressure from vineyard conversions as the countyôs 

rocky, steep slopes were d iscovered to produce 

excellent grapes and wine. 

 

The historical land use and extent of oak woodlands 

in the Napa Valley from the 1800ôs to the present day 

has been studied by the San Francisco Estuary 

Institute (SFEI) and their work has contributed to our 

current understanding of the changes that have 

occurred in our oak communities over time. This 

historical context plays an important part in 

developing future restoration and conservation 

priority areas for valley and riparian oak woodlands. 

SFEIôs research will be published by University Press 

in the upcoming ñNapa Valley Historical Ecology 

Atlasò. 

 
Note: A map of the estimated Historical Extent of Oak 

Woodlands and other natural features for  valley floor 

portions of the Napa Valley of the 19
th
 century is 

provided in Appendix B-1. Additional mapping of the 

hillsides is currently under development by the San 

Francisco Estuary Institute (SFEI) and other areas of 

Napa County have not been mapped at this time. 

 

B.  CURRENT STATUS OF OAK WOODLAND 

COMMUNITIES  

There is a great d iversity of oaks in California and 

within Napa County, exhibiting a widespread d istribution and a persistence throughout 

geological time. Some grow as tall and stately trees with large undivided trunks, while 

others are ground hugging shrubs that are densely branched. Oaks are flowering plants 

belonging to the genus Quercus, which is the Latin name for oak. It is derived from two 

Celtic words, quer, meaning fine and cuez, meaning tree. Oak trees also have a unique 

combination of features which include d istinctive wind pollinated flowers, a fruit we all 

know as the acorn, a strong complex wood, and the ability to live for many decades, and 

even centuries.
12
 

 
 
The Valleyôs Great Oaksé. 
 
Before 19th-century impacts of 
orchard agriculture, valley oaks 
formed a relatively dispersed, open 
pattern of light and shade that 
dominated many California valleys, 
from Ojai to Napa.  These oaks 
provided critical food and habitat 
for native wildlife, shade and 
beauty for local people and their 
livestock, and healthy creeks 
through nutrient and water 
retention. Scattered, stately valley 
oak trees were fundamental to the 
character of the Napa Valley, and 
were one of the most celebrated 
characteristics of the area in early 
accounts: 

_______________ 

 ñThe magnificent oaks are one 
great secret of Napaôs beauty. 
Their rustling leaves and finely 
formed tops are the glory of the 
landscape scenery...ò (Smith and 
Elliott -1878) 

_______________ 

The landscape photograph  on the 
opposite page, taken between 
1900 and 1910, depicts the 
dispersed, open pattern of a typical 
valley oak savanna. The trees 
dominated the valley landscape 
and yet, almost paradoxically, they 
took up relatively little space. The 
valley was ñstudded with gigantic 
oakséé..though not so close 
together as to render it necessary 
to cut away to prepare the land for 
cultivationò (Bartlett -1854).  

_______________ 

ñA great variety of oaks stood, now 
severally, now in a becoming 
grove, among the fields 
and vineyardsò (Stevenson -1883) 

 

http://www.sfei.org/napawatershed/historicalecology.htm
http://www.sfei.org/napawatershed/historicalecology.htm
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Depending upon various environmental 

factors, oaks contribute to three structural 

types of natural vegetation: forest, 

woodland, and savannah. In forests their 

leaf canopy overlaps to produce a deep 

and constant shade, usually associated 

with streams and rivers(riparian) or moist 

upland slopes(montane). Oak trees also 

form woodlands which are more open 

and where sunlight is more penetrating 

because leaf canopies touch but seldom overlap. Savannahs are the most open and 

spacious with oak trees far apart and scattered over the grassland, and they are usually 

the driest and warmest environments
13
.  

To gain a better understanding of the d istribution of oaks you must also look at their 

natural environment. How an oak grows and reproduces is affected by physical factors 

such as climate, soil, fire, light and also by biological factors such as the animals and 

other plants that occur in the same landscape. When considered together oaks and other 

associated species form an oak community, which reflects the various interactions 

between the species including competition, herbivory and predation
14
.  

An overview of the oak woodland communities of Napa County is provided in the 

following section, along with additional details which can be found in Appendix B.  

1. Oak Woodland Communities 

Oak woodland communities are categorized by the dominant tree species and the 

degree of foliage cover, w ith woodland defined as having a canopy coverage of 10%
15
 or 

greater and trees spaced far enough apart to allow for a variety of shrubs, herbaceous 

plants, and grasses in the understory
16
. Mixed and coast live oak communities tend to 

dominate in the southwest of the county, while blue, leather and interior live oak 

dominate the communities on the hotter, drier eastern areas.  California black oak 

woodlands are found at higher elevations, especially in the Atlas Peak region.  Valley 

oak and associated communities are common within the flat alluvium of the Napa River 

and its tributaries. Oak riparian woodland resides adjacent to the Countyôs streams and 

waterways, protected from present day development through local stream buffer 

regulations and state and federal fish and water quality protection programs.  

Due to Napa Countyôs slow growth and agricultural preservation policies, nearly 90% of 

the county remains as open space, including grazing lands, agricultural crops, woodland 

and forest, w ith oak woodlands the most common land cover. Oak woodland is the 

most common land cover in the County, occurring on over 167,000 acres or 33% of the 

Countyôs area
17
 (see Appendix B and B-2/ map).  It occurs throughout the County across 

a broad range of elevations, on gentle to steep slopes.  It is most common in the Southern 

Interior Valleys of Napa County, where it constitutes almost 70% of the land cover. 

There are 13 vegetation types (alliances or associations) recognized within the 

Information Center for the Environment Map (ICE Map/  UC Davis) oak woodland 

group (BDR-2005).  Six of these are dominated by evergreen oak species, six are 

dominated by deciduous oak species, and one is a mixture of deciduous and evergreen 
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oaks.  The four most common oak woodland types in the County are mixed oak 

woodlands, (evergreen) coast live oak (Quercus agrifolia) woodlands and interior live oak 

woodlands, and (deciduous) blue oak woodlands.  Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana) 

woodland and California bay woodlands are considered sensitive communities by the 

California Department of Fish and Game (DFG 2000).  Valley oak woodlands were 

identified by the San Francisco Bay Area Gap Analysis as a high priority for conservation 

(Wild 2002).  Vernal pools, which are also a sensitive community, have been 

documented to occur within the Countyôs oak woodlands.   

Note: For a more detailed description of Oak Woodland Vegetation Types/Wildlife/Special 

Status Species in Napa County see Appendix B.  The current mapped Distribution of Oak 

Woodlands in Napa County(2009) is provided in Appendix B-2. 

2. Protected Oak Woodlands 

Almost 25 percent or 123,619 acres of the land in Napa County is dedicated open space 

owned in fee title by public agencies or land conservation organizations, such as the 

Land Trust of Napa County.
18
 The Federal Government is the largest public property 

owner with nearly 63,000 acres of land and water. The Federal Bureau of Land 

Management manages most of this land in the northeastern part of Napa County with 

the Federal Bureau of Reclamation managing the remainder around Lake Berryessa. The 

State of California is the second largest owner of public open space lands with 42,393 

acres. Most of this land is managed by the State Department of Fish and Game and 

includes the Napa-Sonoma Marshes near the mouth of the Napa River, and property 

north of Lake Berryessa, including the Knoxville Wild life Area.  

 

The State Department of Parks and Recreation owns and operates the Robert Louis 

Stevenson, and Bothe-Napa State Parks. Other State agencies such as the Department of 

Veterans Affairs own smaller parcels of land. Local governmental agencies such as the 

cities of Napa and Vallejo which operate domestic water systems own important 

properties associated with their water supply reservoirs and American Canyon owns the 

Newell Open Space Preserve. Napa County holds a lease from the state for Skyline Park 

until the year 2030, and operates the park through a concessionaire agreement with a 

local non-profit association. These lands provide an important measure of protection for 

Napa Countyôs oak woodlands.  

 

In areas that are privately owned, oak woodlands are effectively protected if they are 

located on slopes over 35%, within stream setbacks (35-150 ft), or within sensitive 

domestic watersheds (60/ 40 canopy retention), because  of the provisions of Napa 

Countyôs Conservation Regulations(see Section IV.A.3). Oak woodlands that are 

privately owned and protected through these regulations, compliment the protection 

provided via public ownership and conservation easements.   
 

Note: A map of Protected Oak Woodlands in Napa County (2009) is provided in Appendix B-3. 
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IV.  Current Oak Woodlands Policies & Regulations     
 

 

A broad range of existing policies, state and federal regulations, and local ord inances 

assist Napa County in conserving and protecting oak woodlands. This section discusses 

the local, state, and federal policies and regulations that are relevant to the protection of 

oak woodland resources in Napa County. 

 

A. COUNTY POLICIES &  REGULATIONS 

Napa County has a number of existing policies and regulations that provide for the 

protection and management of oak woodlands. The following are excerpted or 

summarized from the Napa County 2008 General Plan Update and associated 

Environmental Impact Report (EIR) and related implementing actions, mitigation 

measures and ord inances. 

1. Napa County General Plan 

The Napa County General Plan serves as a broad 

framework for planning the future of Napa County 

and it is the official policy statement of the Board of 

Supervisors to guide private and public 

development. The Zoning Ordinance, individual 

development project proposals, and other related 

plans and ord inances must be consistent w ith the 

goals and policies of the General Plan. While the 

General Plan was prepared with a time horizon of at 

least 20 years, period ic review and possible 

amendment is required to adjust to changing 

conditions, values, expectations, and needs of the 

community.  

 

The General Plan program level EIR, certified in 

June 2008, identified potential future impacts and 

determined that the impact to sensitive biotic 

communities, including oak woodlands, would be significant and unavoidable because 

the potential loss of sensitive biotic communities anticipated by the year 2030  cannot be 

fully mitigated. However, a number of mitigation measures were identified to lessen 

anticipated impacts, and were included in the Conservation Element of the General 

Plan.  Oak Woodlands protection is addressed by many of the resulting policies, most 

specifically in Policy CON-24 and Action Item CON NR-7.  

 

 



Napa County Voluntary Oak Woodlands  

Management Plan ï September. 1, 2010 
17 

Conservat ion Element    

 

a) Natural Resources Goals and Policies 

Goal CON-2: Maintain and enhance the existing level of biodiversity. 

Goal CON-3: Protect the continued presence of special-status species, including 

special-status plants, special-status wild life, and their habitats, 

and comply with all applicable state, federal, or local laws or 

regulations.  

Goal CON-4: Conserve, protect, and improve plant, w ild life, and fishery 

habitats for all native species in Napa County. 

Goal CON-5: Protect connectivity and continuous habitat areas for w ild life 

movement. 

Goal CON-6: Preserve, sustain, and restore forests, woodlands, and commercial 

timberland for their economic, environmental, recreation, and 

open space values.  

Policy CON-15: The County shall establish and update management plans 

protecting and enhancing the Countyôs biodiversity and identify 

threats to biological resources within appropriate evaluation 

areas, and shall use those plans to create programs to protect and 

enhance biological resources and to inform mitigation measures 

resulting from development projects.[Implemented by Action 

Item CON NR-2] 

Policy CON-18: To reduce impacts on habitat conservation and connectivity: 

1) In sensitive domestic water supply drainages where new 

development is required to retain between 40 and 60 percent of 

the existing (as of June 16, 1993) vegetation on-site, the vegetation 

selected for retention should be in areas designed to maximize 

habitat value and connectivity.   

Policy CON-22: The County shall encourage the protection and enhancement of 

natural habitats which provide ecological and other scientific 

purposes.  As areas are identified, they should be delineated on 

environmental constraints maps so that appropriate steps can be 

taken to appropriately manage and protect them. 

Policy CON-24: Maintain and improve oak woodland habitat to provide for slope 

stabilization, soil protection, species d iversity, and wildlife habitat 

through appropriate measures including one or more of the 

following: 

1) Preserve, to the extent feasible, oak trees and other significant 

vegetation that occur near the heads of drainages or depressions 

to maintain diversity of vegetation type and wild life habitat as 

part of agricultural projects. 
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2) Comply with the Oak Woodlands Preservation Act (PRC Section 

21083.4) regard ing oak woodland preservation to conserve the 

integrity and d iversity of oak woodlands, and retain, to the 

maximum extent feasible, existing oak woodland and chaparral 

communities and other significant vegetation as part of 

residential, commercial, and industrial approvals. 

3) Provide replacement of lost oak woodlands or preservation of like 

habitat at a 2:1 ratio when retention of existing vegetation is found 

to be infeasible.  Removal of oak species limited in distribution 

shall be avoided to the maximum extent feasible.  

4) Support hardwood cutting criteria that require retention of 

adequate stands of oak trees sufficient for w ild life, slope 

stabilization, soil protection, and soil production be left standing. 

5) Maintain, to the extent feasible, a mixture of oak species which is 

needed to ensure acorn production.  Black, canyon, live, and 

brewer oaks as well as blue, white, scrub, and live oaks are 

common associations. 

6) Encourage and support the County Agricultural Commissionôs 

enforcement of state and federal regulations concerning Sudden 

Oak Death and similar future threats to woodlands.[Implemented 

by Action Item CON NR-7] 

Action Item CON NR-7: 

The County shall adopt a voluntary Oak Woodland Management 

Plan to identify and mitigate significant direct and indirect impacts to 

oak woodlands.  Mitigation may be accomplished through a 

combination of the following measures: 

1) Conservation easement and land dedication for habitat 

preservation; 

2) Payment of in-lieu fees; and/ or 

3) Replacement planting of appropriate size, species, area, and ratio. 

 

Policy CON-25: The County shall d isseminate information to land owners regard ing 

habitat conservation and other natural resources goals and build 

partnerships to accomplish effective outreach regard ing policies, 

incentives, and regulations.  

Policy CON-28: To offset possible additional losses of riparian woodland due to 

d iscretionary development projects and conversions, developers shall 

provide and maintain similar quality and quantity of replacement 

habitat or in-kind funds to an approved riparian woodland habitat 

improvement and acquisition fund in Napa County.  While on-site 

replacement is preferred where feasible, replacement habitat may be 

either on-site or off-site as approved by the County.   
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b) Climate Protection and Sustainable Practices for Environmental Health Policies 

Policy CON-65: The County shall support efforts to reduce and offset greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions and strive to maintain and enhance the Countyôs 

current level of carbon sequestration functions through the following 

measures: 

1) Study the Countyôs natural, agricultural, and urban ecosystems to 

determine their value as carbon sequesters and how they may 

potentially increase.  

2) Preserve and enhance the values of Napa Countyôs plant life as 

carbon sequestration systems to recycle greenhouse gases.   

Oak Woodlands policies in the General Planôs Conservation Element are complemented 

by the goals and policies provided in other elements of the General Plan. Agricultural 

preservation policies, including large minimum lot sizes, concentration of urban uses in 

designated urban areas, and ñMeasure J/ Pò requirements for a public vote to change the 

General Plan land use designation from agricultural to non-agricultural uses have 

minimized the conversion of oak woodlands and other open spaces. In addition, 

Recreation and Open Space policies support the acquisition of open space through 

financial and other incentives to encourage dedication in easement or fee title of 

significant fish and wildlife habitats and other open space resources to public agencies 

and non-profit land conservation organizations, acceptance of mitigation funds and 

dedications of easements or property for the purpose of resource protection, consistent 

w ith program goals, and utilization of federal, state, and regional funding to supplement 

local funding for providing sustainable, long-term stewardship of open space resources 

and habitats. 

2. Napa County Code 

The Napa County Code contains a number of ord inances and regulations whose 

provisions d irectly and ind irectly serve to support the protection, conservation and 

management of oaks and oak woodlands throughout Napa County. These include the 

Zoning Ordinance (Title 18), which contains the Conservation Regulations (Chapter 

18.108) and the Viewshed Protection Regulations (Chapter 18.106), and the Environment 

(Title 16) which contains the Floodplain Management Regulations (Chapter 16.04). A 

summary of some of the applicable provisions of these chapters is provided below.  

A. CONSERVATION REGULATIONS ï CHAPTER 18.108 

The Conservation Regulations were adopted in 1991 and were intended to balance the 

desires for environmental and agricultural sustainability in Napa County.  These 

regulations established procedures for review of projects that might have an effect on 

water quality or other natural resources issues. Some of the protections provided by the 

Conservation Regulations include:  

 Preservation of existing vegetation/ trees where necessary for the preservation of 

threatened plant or animal species(18.108.100);  
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 Protection of streams with setbacks of 35-150 feet based upon slope, to provide 

for the retention of existing riparian oak woodland and forest, as well as other 

riparian plant species (18.108.025);  

 Protection of sensitive domestic water supply drainages through maintenance of 

60% of tree canopy cover and 40% of shrubby/ herbaceous cover(1993) to help 

provide water quality protection and the long-term retention of oak and other 

woodlands, as well as other plant species(18.108.027); 

 Protection of erosion hazard areas (18.108.070) by requiring erosion control plans 

for agricultural projects on slopes over 5%. Discretionary projects also require 

CEQA review which provides for the evaluation of potential oak woodlands 

impacts (see Section IV.C.2 on CEQA) 

 

B. FLOODPLAIN M ANAGEMENT REGULATIONS ï CHAPTER 16 

The Floodplain Management Regulations (Chapter 16.04) cover a variety of activities, 

including the alteration of natural floodplains, stream channels, and natural protective 

barriers, which help accommodate or channel floodwaters. Floodplain management 

provisions seek to preserve riparian vegetation in order to preserve fish and game 

habitats; prevent or reduce erosion; maintain cool water temperatures for fish; prevent 

or reduce siltation; and promote wise uses and conservation of woodland and wild life 

resources of the county.  All development activities within riparian zones, 50 feet from 

the top of stream banks or 100 feet from the top of bank of the Napa River downstream 

of Zinfandel Lane, require a permit. These regulations also limit the type and amount of 

riparian vegetation that may be removed within the riparian zone (Sec 16.04.750). 

 C. V IEWSHED PROTECTION REGULATIONS ï CHAPTER 18.106 

The Viewshed Protection Regulations were adopted to protect the scenic quality of the 

County by ensuring that improvements are compatible with existing land forms, 

particularly ridgelines, and that views of the unique geologic features and existing 

landscape of hillside areas are protected and preserved. These regulations are intended 

to: 

 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;  

 Protect and preserve views of major and minor ridgelines from designated public 

roads; 

 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 

 Promote architecture and designs that are compatible with hillside terrain and 

minimize visual impacts. 
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B.  OTHER LOCAL POLICIES  

1. WICC Strategic Plan 

The Watershed Information Center and Conservancy (WICC) educates and supports the 

community in its efforts to maintain and improve the health of Napa Countyôs 

watershed lands. The WICC Board of 

d irectors serves as an advisory 

committee to the Napa County Board of 

Supervisors. The role of the WICC is to 

assist the Board of Supervisors in their 

decision-making process and serve as a 

conduit for citizen input by gathering, 

analyzing and recommending options 

related to the management of watershed 

resources. Although the WICCôs focus is 

more expansive than just oak and oak 

woodlands, the watershed conservation 

and management goals and strategies of 

the WICC serve well to forward the 

protection and conservation of the Countyôs oak woodlands. The following are excerpts 

and summaries from the WICC Boardôs Strategic Plan: 

Vision 

 Napa Countyôs watersheds will maintain a balance of natural processes to support 

healthy native fisheries, an abundance of native plants and wild life, and water quality 

that meets state standards. The Napa River and its tributaries, no longer listed as 

impaired, w ill be a nationwide example of what a community, working together, can do 

to improve the health of its watersheds(excerpt). 

Goals 

Watershed Conservat ion & Management 

 

Improve watershed health throughout the entirety of Napa County, which includes its 

cities and towns, by supporting community efforts to protect and enhance all watershed 

lands and natural processes with an emphasis on riparian corridors and native species 

and their habitats. 

 Identify, conduct and coord inate watershed studies and monitoring that will 

improve the communityôs understanding and management of its watershed 

resources. 

 Identify key watershed areas for restoration, enhancement, and/ or permanent 

protection. 

 Work with and support landowners, citizen organizations, d istricts and agencies 

to permanently protect key watershed lands. 
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Communicat ion, Coordinat ion & Partnerships 

Build  and strengthen effective partnerships to foster communication, coord ination and 

involvement among all those working to improve the health of Napa Countyôs 

watersheds. 

 Coordinate and facilitate watershed planning, research, and monitoring efforts 

among Napa County organizations, agencies, landowners, and citizen 

organizations to limit gaps and overlaps and improve consistency between 

watershed-related activities. 

 Support organizations with a watershed restoration focus. 

Educat ion and Outreach 

Enable the community - those who live in, work in and visit the County's watersheds - 

to understand the importance of watershed stewardship and watershed health and be 

actively involved in improving the health of the County's watersheds. 

 Provide targeted watershed conservation and stewardship-related education and 

information to various subsets of the community including the agricultural 

community, educators, urban and rural residents, and sub-watershed 

organizations of Napa County. 

 Support appropriate public access to Napa Countyôs watershed lands where 

suitable to build  appreciation and understanding of the County's watersheds and 

their resources. 

2. Napa County Regional Park & Open Space District Master Plan 

The Regional Park and Open Space District 

(RPOSD) Master Plan (2008-13) is 

organized around four broad goals of 

facility development, open space 

preservation, educational programs and 

District operations and partnerships. The 

first three goals are derived from the 

County General Plan and the resolutions 

establishing the function and responsibility 

of the District. The fourth goal addresses 

District operations and management.  

These goals are as follows: 

 Provide opportunities for outdoor recreation through the development of a 

system of parks, trails, water resource activities, open space and related 

facilities. 

 Preserve, restore and protect open space lands, natural resources and special 

habitat areas. 

 Provide historical, cultural and environmental education programming 

opportunities. 

 Provide for District management and interagency partnerships. 
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In addition to the four goals, the Master Plan identifies and incorporates a number of 

guid ing principals that are intended to define general policies the District should follow 

during this five year period. Some examples of the guid ing principles that provide for 

the protection of woodland and other natural resources are as follows: 

 Pursue acquisitions from willing sellers that w ill help round out the 

boundaries of or connect together currently isolated tracts of public lands, in 

order to improve resource stewardship, protect core habitats as well as 

habitat corridors and to allow trail connections. 
 

 Within the context of the long-term goals and objectives contained in this 

Master Plan, take advantage of unique time-sensitive opportunities to acquire 

or protect significant open spaces and habitat. 

 

 

C.  STATE POLICIES &  REGULATIONS 

1. California Endangered Species Act 

The California Endangered Species Act (CESA) protects wild life and plants listed as 

endangered or threatened by the California Fish and Game Commission.  The CESA is 

administered by the California Department of Fish and Game (DFG).  The CESA 

prohibits all persons from taking species that are state listed as endangered or 

threatened except under certain circumstances.  The CESA definition of take is any action 

or attempt to ñhunt, pursue, catch, capture, or kill.ò  Section 2081 of the Fish and Game 

Code provides a means by which agencies or ind ividuals may obtain authorization for 

incidental take of state-listed species, except for certain species designated as ñfully 

protectedò under the California Fish and Game Code.  A take must be incidental to, not 

the purpose of, an otherwise lawful activity.  Requirements for a Section 2081 permit are 

similar to those used in the federal Endangered Species Act (ESA) Section 7 process, 

including identification of impacts on listed species, development of mitigation 

measures that minimize and fully mitigate impacts, development of a monitoring plan, 

and assurance of funding to implement mitigation and monitoring.  Since a number of 

CESA species rely upon oak woodlands for food, shelter and migration, the CESA 

provides an important means of offering protection for oak woodlands in Napa County. 

2. California Environmental Quality Act  

The California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) is the regulatory framework that 

requires state and local agencies to identify the significant environmental impacts of 

their actions and to avoid or mitigate those impacts, if feasible. A ñprojectò (as defined 

under statute) would have a significant environmental impact on biological resources if 

it has the potential to substantially affect a rare or endangered species or the habitat of 

that species; riparian habitat, wetlands or other sensitive communities; interfere with the 

movement of resident or migratory fish or w ildlife; or d iminish habitat for fish, w ild life, 

or plants.  Analysis of environmental impacts under CEQA begins by establishing a 

baseline of current conditions that may be impacted by a proposed project. Potential oak 

woodland impacts are currently evaluated through the CEQA review process conducted 

for d iscretionary projects. Oak woodland management planning can help to identify oak 

The California Endangered 
Species Act protects wildlife 
and plants listed as 
endangered or threatened 
under the act by the 
California Fish and Game 
Commission.   
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woodland resources, assess baseline conditions, assist in determining thresholds of 

significance and offer appropriate and effective impact mitigation opportunities and or 

programs. Napa County has also adopted Local Procedures for Implementing CEQA 

(2006) to provide the public w ith information on the criteria, policies, and procedures 

used in the environmental review process (www.countyofnapa.org/ ceqa). Changes to 

CEQA specifically addressing oak woodlands were included in the Oak Woodlands 

Conservation Act described below. Updates to the CEQA Guidelines specific to climate 

change and greenhouse gas(GHG) emissions are expected in January, 2010. 

 

3. California Oak Woodlands Conservation Act (AB 242-2001) and the                   

Oak Woodlands Conservation Act (SB 1334 - 2004) 
 

The California Oak Woodlands Conservation Act(COWCA)(Assembly Bill 242), enacted 

in 2001, recognizes the importance of California's oak woodlands, the critical role of 

private landowners, and the importance of private land stewardship. The Act further 

acknowledges how oak woodlands increase the monetary and ecological value of real 

property and promote ecological balance. The Legislature created the Oak Woodlands 

Program with the expressed intent of accomplishing the following:  

1. Support and encourage voluntary, long-term private stewardship and 

conservation of California oak woodlands by offering landowners financial 

incentives to protect and promote biologically functional oak woodlands;  

2. Provide incentives to protect and encourage farming and ranching operations 

that are operated in a manner that protect and promote healthy oak woodlands;  

3. Provide incentives for the protection of oak trees provid ing superior w ildlife 

values on private land: and 

4. Encourage planning that is consistent w ith oak woodlands preservation. 

To accomplish the legislative intent, the Act identifies the Wild life Conservation Board 

(WCB) as the responsible entity to implement the Oak Woodlands Conservation 

Program.  The Act authorizes the WCB to purchase oak woodland conservation 

easements and provide grants for land improvements and restoration efforts. In 

addition, the WCB is authorized to award cost-sharing incentive payments to private 

landowners who enter into long-term agreements, which include management practices 

that benefit oak woodlands and promote the economic sustainability of 

farming/ ranching operations. To qualify for grant funding, a county or city must have 

an adopted Oak Woodlands Management Plan, and also certify that grant proposals are 

consistent w ith the Plan. 

The Act requires that at least 80 percent of 

the money be used for grants for the 

purchase of easements, for restoration 

activities or for enhancement projects.  In 

addition, the funds may be used for 

grants that provide cost-share incentive 

payments and long-term agreements. The 

remaining 20 percent may be used for 

public education and outreach efforts by 




