
 

 

 
 

WESTERN JOSHUA TREES 
GENERAL INFORMATION & FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS (FAQ): 

Effective July 2023, California enacted the Western Joshua Tree Conservation Act 
(WJTCA), which continues to protect the western Joshua tree (“Joshua tree”) as a 
candidate species (listed October 9, 2020) under the California Endangered Species Act 
(CESA). The WJTCA prohibits the taking, exporting, importing, trimming, possessing, 
purchasing, or selling of any western Joshua tree, whether dead or alive, without an 
Incidental Take Permit (ITP). In addition, any project that directly or indirectly impacts the 
seedbank surrounding western Joshua trees will also require an ITP. Applicants must obtain 
an ITP directly from the California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) prior to or 
concurrently with the LA County Planning permitting process. 
 
Furthermore, Joshua trees are also protected under the Significant Ecological Area (SEA) 
Ordinance as a Category 1 SEA Resource. Any impacts to Joshua trees within an SEA will 
require a SEA Conditional Use Permit (SEA CUP), unless the project qualifies for an 
exemption. 
 
FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS: 

There are Joshua trees in the way of my project, can I just transplant them somewhere else? 
No, you cannot relocate or transplant Joshua trees without first obtaining an ITP from 
CDFW. While relocation (transplanting) of Joshua trees is a potential mitigation measure 
under the WJTCA, it must be conducted in accordance with CDFW guidelines and be 
included as part of an approved mitigation strategy within your ITP. Additionally, CDFW may 
require additional mitigation measures if it is determined that additional mitigation measures 
are required to fully offset the project impacts. In general, when mitigation is required, land 
acquisition is favored over translocation or replanting.  
 
What is the permitting process if my project site has Joshua trees? 
If your project site contains western Joshua trees and your proposed work may remove, 
damage, or otherwise impact the trees, you will likely need to obtain an ITP from the CDFW. 
The ITP process requires applicants to identify and avoid impacts to Joshua trees wherever 
possible. If impacts cannot be avoided, you must propose mitigation measures such as land 
conservation, mitigation fees, or in some cases, transplanting, based on CDFW’s 
guidelines. 
 
For projects reviewed by LA County Planning: 
 

• Ministerial projects (e.g., by-right construction) will proceed as usual, but applicants 
must still obtain an ITP from CDFW if their project impacts Joshua trees. 

• Projects within Significant Ecological Areas that impact Joshua trees require a SEA 
CUP unless exempt. Notably, single-family homes in the Antelope Valley Planning 
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Area are exempt from the SEA CUP requirement but must still obtain an ITP if the 
project may impact Joshua trees. 

• Discretionary projects may require mitigation for Joshua tree impacts and are subject 
to the ITP process. As the CEQA lead agency for a discretionary permit, the County 
will coordinate with applicants to incorporate mitigation that supports ITP issuance. 
However, CDFW may still request project modifications or additional measures. 

What do I need to show on my site plan?  
Your site plan should clearly depict the locations of all existing and proposed structures, 
including buildings, driveways, fences or walls, pools, utility lines, septic tanks, grading, and 
any other development activity. Additionally, your site plan must also identify the location of 
all Joshua trees on the property and within 50-feet of the proposed development (including 
Joshua trees off-site) and indicate the distance from each Joshua tree to the proposed 
development activity.  
 
To avoid impacts, all new developments should be sited as far as possible from the Joshua 
trees. CDFW requires that Joshua tree surveys be conducted to define the “project site” and 
“census area.” The project site is the area where proposed development activity is expected 
to occur (e.g., grading, construction, staging, access, trenching, or other ground 
disturbance). The census area is defined as the project site plus an additional 50-foot 
census buffer surrounding the project site. Joshua trees located within the project site and 
the census area should be identified on the site plan, including any Joshua trees on 
adjoining properties within the census area.   
 
For additional guidance, please reference the CDFW Census Instructions: 
https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Environmental-Review/WJT/Permitting/Census-
Instructions. 
 
If any Joshua tree is present within the project site or census area, an ITP from CDFW is 
required.    
 
What is the Western Joshua Tree Conservation Plan? 
The California Fish and Game Commission has adopted the Western Joshua Tree 
Conservation Plan, which provides a comprehensive set of management actions for the 
long-term conservation of the species in California. The plan includes recommendations for 
avoiding and minimizing both direct and indirect impacts to Joshua trees and can be used 
as a reference tool for property owners. 
 
The Conservation Plan can be found on the following CDFW website: 
https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Environmental-Review/WJT/Conservation-Plan  
 
I designed my project so that I won’t have to remove any Joshua trees, but how close can 
my (driveway, septic tank, building, etc.) be to the Joshua trees on my property?  
Development activity within 50-feet of a Joshua tree can result in impacts to the tree or 
surrounding seedbank and requires an ITP from CDFW. Applicants are encouraged to 
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design the project to avoid Joshua trees and maintain at least a 50-foot buffer between 
development activities and any Joshua trees in the vicinity.  
 
Can I clean up the area around the Joshua trees?  
Any ground disturbance activities near Joshua trees can impact the tree’s root system and 
surrounding seedbank. For this reason, grading, brush clearing, construction, or other 
ground disturbance within 50-feet of a Joshua tree should be avoided without first obtaining 
an ITP from CDFW.  
 
Joshua trees rely on the surrounding native vegetation and soil conditions to survive, and 
sometimes even well-intentioned “clean-up” efforts can disrupt this delicate balance and 
may be considered a violation under the WJTCA.  
 
If you are unsure if your proposed activity is allowed, please contact CDFW for more 
guidance.   
 
Can I remove dead Joshua trees from my property? 
Removal of Joshua trees, whether dead or alive, requires a permit. Even dead trees cannot 
be removed without prior approval from CDFW. A tree or limb is considered dead if it has no 
green leaves, shows no signs of regrowth, and/or has fallen and is completely detached 
from its roots.   
 
CDFW issues Hazard Management Permits to property owners for the purpose of removing 
dead Joshua trees or trimming live or dead Joshua trees, if each tree or limb to be removed 
meets at least one of the following conditions:  
 

• has fallen over and is within 30 feet of a structure  
• is leaning against an existing structure  
• creates an imminent threat to public health or safety    

 
Hazard Management Permits cannot authorize the removal of living Joshua trees.   
 
How to Apply:  
 
Property owners can apply for a Hazard Management Permit through the CDFW Online 
Permit Application Portal or by contacting their regional CDFW office. Applications must 
include photographs of the tree, a description of the hazard, and the property address. 
CDFW will review the submission to verify the tree’s condition and hazard status before 
issuing the permit.  
 
For a guide on how to apply, please visit the following CDFW website: 
https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Environmental-Review/WJT/Permitting/Hazard-
Management  
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Can Joshua trees be removed if affected by wildfire? 
If a Governor’s Executive Order does not establish a different protocol for fire-affected 
properties, property owners can follow the Hazard Management Permit process to 
determine whether affected Joshua trees qualify for removal as part of debris management. 
 
Joshua trees generally respond poorly to disturbance, but some can survive fire by 
resprouting from underground buds. This ability is more common in foothill populations. 
These populations co-occur with highly flammable chaparral and pinyon/juniper woodland 
communities, and the resprouting ability may be an adaptation to historic fire frequencies. 
Nevertheless, resprouting is very slow (typically 3 inches or less per year), and it remains 
vulnerable to repeat fires. 
 
What if my project is in a Very High Fire Hazard Severity Zone (VHFHSZ) and the Fire 
Department requires fuel modification as a part of my plan review? 
Fuel modification of existing trees in VHFHSZ areas is evaluated on a case-by-case basis. 
When proposing new development, the Fire Department may allow certain established 
trees, including Joshua trees or native oaks, to remain during fuel modification review. If you 
are required to submit a fuel modification plan, your site plan should clearly identify all 
“existing to remain” plants, distinguish between existing and proposed vegetation, and 
include any environmental documentation that notes conflicts between fuel modification 
requirements and protected species regulations. This ensures the Fire Department is aware 
of any special preservation requirements and can coordinate with other agencies as 
needed. 
 
I think I might need an ITP, but I’m not sure. What should I do?  
If your project proposes any ground disturbance activity within 50-feet of a Joshua tree, an 
ITP will be required from CDFW.  You are encouraged to visit the CDFW webpage 
(https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Environmental-Review/WJT) for information on the 
WJTCA and the permitting webpage (https://wildlife.ca.gov/Conservation/Environmental-
Review/WJT/Permitting) for permitting guidance. You may also contact CDFW at 
R5CESA@wildlife.ca.gov with questions or to request assistance. 
 
What should I do if I suspect a violation of the California Endangered Species Act (CESA), 
specifically regarding Joshua trees? 
Suspected violations should be reported to the CALTip line at 1-888-334-CALTIP (1-888-
334-2258). If you are unable to get through to CALTip, you may also contact the CDFW 
Southern Region office at (562) 598-1032. 
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