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Recommendations for Managing Oak and Hardwood Resprouts 
Resprouting Hardwoods and Disturbance 

Disturbance (e.g., caused by wildfire, weather, 
insects/disease, etc.) is a temporary change in 
environmental conditions that causes a 
pronounced change in an ecosystem. It is an 
important part of healthy and diverse forests. 
However, disturbance events can sometimes 
result in topkilled trees that vigorously resprout. 
(Fig. 1). 

Thinning Oak and Hardwood resprouts 
Both the initial disturbance and the growth of 
resprouts can result in substantial changes in forest 
stand structure, species composition, wildlife use, 
accessibility, aesthetics, and fuel loading, among 
other ecological impacts. While these changes are 
not inherently good or bad, resprout growth can be 
abundant leading to trees with dense shrub-like 
forms that may present challenges to post-
disturbance forest stewardship. Thinning (or 
pruning) resprouts can facilitate the response of 
trees and forests post-disturbance and help ensure 
the forest recovery is consistent with desired goals 
and objectives. 

 

When to thin resprouts 
Thinning should be conducted once resprouts are 
well-established, healthy, and foliage is above 
browse height and pruning will not remove more 
than 1/3 of the foliage on retained resprouts. 
Thinning should ideally be conducted when trees 
are not actively growing and pathogens are least 
active, typically during dry seasons (e.g., avoid 
thinning in the spring). 

Choosing which resprouts to keep 
Choosing which resprouts to retain and how many 
will vary based on the overall goals and objectives 
for an area or forest stand. 

Generally, retain resprouts with the best growth 
form (e.g., emerging from the root crown at the 
ground, straight stem, single top, most vigorous, 
etc.), and that are free of damage. Resprouts 
should be spaced out to provide growing room and 
reduce pest pressure. More than one resprout (at 
least two) per topkilled tree should be kept initially 
to help suppress growth of additional resprouts 
and account for potential mortality. Resprouts can 
be removed as they continue to grow and need 
more space.  

Statewide 

 

Resprouting Trees 
California oaks (Quercus spp.) and other native 

hardwoods (madrone, bay laurel, etc.) and some 

conifers (redwood and CA nutmeg) are well-

adapted to disturbance, especially fire. Many 

species have evolved some ability to resprout 

following a disturbance event that results in topkill 

(death of above-ground biomass while the 

belowground biomass survives) of a tree. Whether 

and how vigorously a topkilled tree resprouts 

depends on many factors, including species, age, 

the extent of the damage, water availability, 

presence of pests and diseases, competing 

vegetation, etc. 
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Figure 1. California black oak and Pacific madrone 
resprouts around the root crown of topkilled trees 
five years after a wildfire [Credit: M. Jones]. 
 
 
 
 



Where on the landscape to thin 
Thinning all topkilled trees within a stand impacted 
by disturbances can be an overwhelming and 
potentially expensive task. Consider concentrating 
on high value areas or strategically treating areas in 
different years (see Appendix A). 

Dealing with cut and dead biomass 

The biomass created from thinning resprouts and 
cutting dead material can accumulate around 
resprouting trees, adding to fuels or making future 
access difficult. Some options for reducing 
trimmings are to pile and burn, lop and scatter, or 
use larger pieces to create caging around young 
trees. However, reducing, rather than removing all 
biomass left from thinning may be beneficial as a 
mulch, shading soil, protecting regeneration, 
suppressing the growth of competing vegetation, 
or adding habitat complexity. 

Dealing with competing vegetation 
Competing vegetation can increase stress (i.e., 
competition for space, water, and nutrients) of 
high priority trees or desired species. Managing 
competing vegetation within the proximity (e.g., 
the dripline of the original tree canopy) of high 
value trees or desired species can be beneficial. 

However, competing vegetation can also help 
shade the soil which might help suppress additional 
growth and resprouting, maintain soil moisture, 
and protect regeneration desired individuals. 
Therefore, be strategic in the removal of 
competing vegetation and consider retaining at 
least stem from root crowns of some resprouting 
competitors for these benefits. 

Maintenance 
Maintenance will be required as resprouts and 
competing vegetation continue to grow or new 
sprouts emerge. The frequency of follow-up 
management will depend on the goals and 
objectives defined for the forest stand or 
landscape. Multiple tools can be employed for 
follow-up maintenance, including mechanical 
thinning, grazing, prescribed fire, or chemicals. 
An important part of maintenance is to use proper 
tools and pruning techniques. Chainsaws may be 
helpful for increasing capacity, but pruning shears, 
loppers, handsaws, or pole pruners offer the best 
option for more precise cutting and reduced risk of 
causing unintentional wounds. 

    
          

          
        

     
       

 

           
          

          
         

      
      

      
 

         
      
       

      
 

            
        

        
   

 
Figure 2. For the outlined California black oak stump, 
most competing vegetation and the topkilled stem 
were removed and the oak resprouts were thinned to 
several of the more vigorous resprouts. [Credit: M. 
Jones]. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Before 

After 

https://oaks.cnr.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/burned-oaks.pdf
https://oaks.cnr.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/burned-oaks.pdf
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 Landscape Appendix A: Resprout Management Checklist 
The checklist below can be used to determine if or when to manage resprouting oaks and hardwoods for a given 
stand. 

Before thinning resprouts in a stand, consider: 
Reason for thinning? 

� Stand recovery is not meeting stated goals and 
objective. 

� Competing vegetation is impacting desired 
regeneration. 

� Invasive species are outcompeting desired 
regeneration. 

� The build-up of vegetation poses a significant 
risk to defensible space, infrastructure, or 
ingress/egress. 

� Aesthetics. 

Benefit of thinning resprouts? 

� Improve growth and health. 
� Reduce competition (with-in and between 

species). 
� Thin out damaged material. 
� Remove dead biomass. 
� Thin biomass before it become larger and more 

difficult to manage. 
� Reduce fuel loading. 
� Select for desired species and individuals. 
� Establish spacing between trees. 
� Modify or create wildlife habitat. 
� Aesthetics. 
� Protect regeneration of desired species. 

If thinning might be required, consider: 
Is it the right time to thin? 

� Resprouts are well-established and healthy. 
� Most foliage is above browse height. 
� Pruning won’t remove >1/3 of the foliage on 

retained resprouts. 
� The resprouts are not actively growing. 
� It’s the dry season to minimize potential 

infection of pruning wounds. 

What resprouts should be retained? 

� Good growth form (e.g., emerging from root 
crown at the ground, straight stem, single top, 
vigorous, etc.). 

� Free of damage (mechanical or pest and 
diseases). 

� Spaced out to provide growing room and 
reduce pest pressure. 

During and after thinning, consider: 
� Use best pruning practices to minimize wounding. 
� Retain several resprouts/per topkilled trees. 
� Have a plan to deal with cut biomass. 
� Have a long-term plan for maintenance of resprouts. 
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