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Policy Statement 

This policy distinguishes between (1) appropriate use of herbicide, (2) situations in which 
herbicide use can be problematic, and (3) inappropriate use of herbicides; and it offers ways to 
ensure that herbicides are used properly. 

 
1. CNPS recognizes that herbicide use can be an effective1 and sometimes essential tool for 

controlling invasive or other non-native plants (weeds) that negatively affect native plant 
biodiversity. Herbicide application, like other vegetation treatments, has potential 
adverse effects; however, the decision of whether or not to use herbicides in a specific 
weed management project is site-specific, and should be based on an evaluation of 
herbicide application and alternative treatments, especially from an environmental 
standpoint. Project plans should address Integrated Weed Management (IWM) and the 
current best management practices (BMPs) for the conservation of native plants and 
their habitat. 

 
2. CNPS recommends that when herbicides are used for controlling vegetation along 

roadsides, wetlands, riparian areas and in fuel modification zones, their use should be 
conducted under a plan that addresses the conservation of native plants and their 
habitat and considers all potential adverse effects. 

 
3. CNPS opposes the use of herbicides in forest management, when used to maximize 

timber production by targeting non-timber native species. 
 

 
Rationale 

Invasive plants cause harm to the environment and natural habitats (CNPS 2024a, Policy on 
Invasive Plants [PRI-96]). Herbicides are chemicals used to manipulate or control undesirable 
vegetation (EPA 2024). CNPS acknowledges that there are valid concerns surrounding the use of 
herbicides, including potential harm to wildlife and humans; however, these risks can be 

 
1 A treatment is considered effective when it meets the goals of an Integrated Weed Management plan. 
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effectively mitigated by following best management practices. The appropriate use of 
herbicides as part of Integrated Weed Management (IWM; CNPS 2024b, Policy on IWM [PRI-
08b]) is essential to CNPS’ mission:  to protect California’s native plants and their natural 
habitats, today and into the future, through science, education, stewardship, gardening, and 
advocacy. CNPS is concerned about the wholesale withdrawal of herbicide as a tool for control 
of invasive plants. Herbicides can be used safely as a part of IWM when following regulations 
together with best management practices developed by Cal-IPC (2015). 

 
Recommendations 

Guidelines and recommendations include (1) appropriate use of herbicides, (2) situations where 
herbicide use can be problematic, and (3) inappropriate use of herbicides. 
 

1. Appropriate Use – Invasive plant management in locations with native plants. 

Herbicides are an effective and sometimes essential tool for controlling invasive plants and 
restoring native habitat. However, the following precautions and considerations should be 
adhered to before herbicide application is selected as a treatment in locations where 
native vegetation may be affected. Integrated Weed Management (IWM, CNPS 2024b) and 
best management practices should be followed from the planning stage through 
implementation (Cal-IPC 2015). 

A. Compare herbicide application and alternative treatments for effectiveness, and for 
potential impacts, both on the biotic and abiotic environment (including human 
beings). Saving money should not be the main consideration.  Herbicide use can be 
appropriate when it is the most biologically effective and least harmful of the 
alternatives. In IWM, the most effective treatment program may be a combination of 
methods. 

B. As with all vegetation treatments, herbicide treatment should have clear and 
achievable objectives, preferably including a gradual reduction or phase-out of the 
need for continued intervention. 

C. Use herbicides in accordance with label instructions and applicable laws and 
regulations, and ensure that it is applied under supervision by licensed personnel in 
the manner and locations intended. 

D. Application personnel must be able to distinguish between the target weeds and 
native plants, particularly any native plants of concern, and they should use best 
management practices to avoid non-target impacts (Cal-IPC 2015). 

E. Adverse impacts to natural resources − such as pollinators, other wildlife, and 
water − and to people, their property, and cultural resources must be avoided or 
mitigated. Use BMPs to mitigate effects of volatility and drift of herbicides away 
from application sites. 
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F. If herbicides are to be applied in locations open to public access, appropriate and 
timely notification must be provided. This may be achieved by posting at access 
points, so that the public can avoid exposure. 

 
2. Use of Concern – Examples include controlling vegetation along roadsides and fuel 

modification zones. 
 

Disturbed areas like roadsides and fuel modification zones are dispersal corridors for 
invasive plants, but they also can function as habitat and dispersal corridors for native 
plants. Herbicide application is a useful and sometimes essential tool for controlling 
invasive plants in these areas; however, projects must also protect native plants. CNPS 
recommends the following:  

A. When herbicides are used for controlling vegetation along roadsides or fuel 
modification zones, it should be done within the context of an approved, long-term, 
and comprehensive management plan that addresses not only road maintenance and 
public safety, but also the conservation of native plants and their habitat.  

B. Where feasible, the control plan should encourage the establishment of less 
flammable native species that would ultimately reduce the need for herbicide. 
Caltrans has guidelines for planting native plants and integrated management of 
vegetation along roadsides (Caltrans 2012, 2024) that could incorporate plants that 
possess traits that make them slower to ignite. Online tools such as Calflora’s “what 
grows here” can be used together with species distribution models at the infra-
species level (Riordan et al. 2018) and lists of such plants to determine which are 
native to and appropriate for a given location (Calflora 2024)2. 

 
3. Inappropriate Use – Large scale suppression of native plants. 

 
CNPS considers the use of herbicide inappropriate when its use hinders the re-
establishment or improvement of native biodiversity, especially on a landscape scale 
where there may be a high potential for significant cumulative impacts, and/or poor 
regulatory protection. For example, in post-logging or post-fire treatment to maximize 
timber production − a practice known as “hardwood removal” −, consider scale, 
cumulative impacts, and the status of regulatory protections. 

A. Scale. Herbicides are currently being used on hundreds of thousands of acres of 
private and public forest lands in California. CNPS opposes the use of herbicide 
application or any other method of post-fire or post-logging treatment for which the 
objective is to suppress the natural re-growth of native plants in order to maximize 
timber production. This practice is likely to have severe and long-lasting impacts to 

 
2 Attempts should be made to exclude those taxa that might degrade, alter, or displace natural plant 
communities. 
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forest plant and wildlife diversity.  

B. Cumulative impacts. The repeated use of herbicides after each timber harvest 
rotation or wildfire will likely reduce the presence of non-timber native plants. The 
specific and cumulative impacts to native seed banks and to biological diversity need 
to be quantified, monitored, and mitigated by any public or private entity. 

C. Poor protections. The regulatory system currently governing private timberland 
operations in California does not provide for the protection of threatened, rare or 
endangered plant species after logging operations have been completed. 
Furthermore, the potential cumulative impacts of the use of herbicides in 
commercial forestry could be considered a violation of California Forest Practice 
Rules (Subch.2, Art. 1, § 897 [b] [1]-[2]), which require the goal of forest 
management to be forests that are “healthy and naturally diverse, with a mixture of 
trees and understory plants.” 
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