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California is home to several species of squirrels, which can 
be divided into three groups: tree squirrels, ground squir-

rels, and flying squirrels. 

Ground squirrels have been identified as the most common 
vertebrate pest in agricultural areas, but they can also be 
pests in urban and suburban areas. There are several species 
of ground squirrel in California, but the California ground 
squirrel is the species most likely to be a pest of landscapes, 
gardens, and structures.

Some tree squirrel species can also be problem pests around 
homes and gardens where they feed on a variety of nuts and 
fruits, or cause damage by gnawing on cables and gaining en-
try into structures. While ground squirrels and some species 
of tree squirrels can be pests, flying squirrels are very elusive 
and not generally considered pests.

It is easy to distinguish the different squirrel groups from each 
other: when you startle a tree squirrel it will generally run up 
a tree, while a ground squirrel will typically retreat to an un-
derground burrow. Ground squirrels are capable of climbing, 
but they are often not seen very high in trees, and tree squir-
rels almost never retreat into burrows on the ground. 

It can be difficult to visually tell the difference between the 
species within the groups, especially between tree squirrels. 
Squirrel management requires different tactics, so it’s impor-
tant to identify the squirrel species correctly and be aware of 
any legal restrictions before beginning any management plan.

Tree Squirrel Species
There are four species of tree squirrels in California (Table 1); 
two species are native and two are introduced from the east-
ern part of the United States. Regulations regarding manage-
ment of tree squirrels are complicated, so it is extremely im-
portant to be able to identify squirrels to species level. 

Douglas squirrels (Tamiasciurus douglasii) (Figure 1), some-
times called chickarees, are native to California and found in 

coniferous forest regions of the north coastal area and along 
the Sierra Nevada Mountain region. These very vocal tree 
squirrels are not usually considered pests. However, they may 
become garden or home pests in more remote rural areas.

Figure 2. Western gray squirrel. 
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Figure 1. Native Douglas squirrel. 
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Western gray squirrels (Sciurus griseus) (Figure 2) are native 
and found throughout much of California, primarily in oak 
woodlands of the foothills and valleys and in pine-oak forests. 
Western gray squirrels are gray above with distinct white un-
derparts and prominent ears. They are distinguished from the 
eastern gray and other squirrel species by their very long bushy 
tails that are primarily gray with white-frosted outer edges.

Eastern gray squirrels (Sciurus carolinensis) (Figure 3) were 
originally introduced from the eastern United States into Gold-
en Gate Park in San Francisco, California. They are also estab-
lished in areas of Calaveras and San Joaquin counties in Cali-
fornia and may be expanding their range. They can be variable 
in color. As their name suggests, they have a mostly gray coat. 
Eastern gray squirrels can also have a  reddish tint to their coats. 
Eastern gray squirrels are medium-sized, with relatively narrow 
tails and short ears as compared to western gray squirrels. 

Eastern fox squirrels (Sciurus niger) (Figure 4) were also in-
troduced from the eastern part of the United States and are 
well-established in most major cities of California. Fox squir-
rels can be identified by their grizzled yellow-brown to orange 
coat, tan to reddish-brown underside, and bright orange-
brown ears. The fox squirrel, often incorrectly referred to as 
the red squirrel by residents of California, is visually distin-
guishable from the native western gray squirrel; the western 
gray squirrel is slightly larger, has silver-gray fur with creamy 
white underparts, and has a notably bushier tail.

California Ground Squirrel
California ground squirrels (Otospermophilus beecheyi), 
sometimes referred to as just ‘ground squirrels’, are native and 
found in almost all regions of California. Their backs have 
mottled fur that is light and dark brown, with gray and white 
on their shoulders. Their underside is lighter with a combi-
nation of lighter browns, grays and white. They have a semi-
bushy tail, which can add to confusion when distinguishing 
them from tree squirrels. California ground squirrels also 
have a white ring around each eye (Figure 5).

Management and Regulations
Under the California Fish and Game Code, tree squirrels are 
classified as game animals and their management is much 
more complicated than for ground squirrels. 

First and foremost, it is illegal to use poison baits in the 
management of ANY species of tree squirrel in California, 
but their use is permitted for California ground squirrel 

Table 1. Distinguishing features and management restrictions for some California squirrel species.

Species Native/
Introduced

Distinguishing feature Measurements Legislation

Douglas squirrel Native Often actively vocal, tufted 
ears

Length: 10 –14 inches from nose to tip of 
tail. Weight: 0.3 – 0.7 lbs

Can be shot with restrictions. No 
depredation permit available.

Western gray 
squirrel

Native Large body, bushy tail Length: 24 inches from nose to tip of tail.  
Weight: 1.1 – 2.1 lbs (adults)

Can be shot with restrictions. 
Depredation permit available with proof 
of damage.

Eastern gray 
squirrel

Introduced Narrow tail, short ears Length: 16 – 20 inches inches from nose 
to tip of tail. Weight: 1.25 – 1.75 lbs

Can be shot with restrictions. 
Depredation permit available with proof 
of damage.

Eastern fox 
squirrel

Introduced Large body, distinct yellow-
brown to orange coat

Length: 18 – 27 inches from nose to tip 
of tail. Weight: 1.75 – 2.25 lbs

Can be taken using any legal means 
during any time of the year.

California ground 
squirrel

Native Ground use and retreating 
to ground burrow systems

Length: 18 – 29 inches from nose to tip 
of tail. Weight: 0.6 – 1.6 lbs

Can be taken using any legal means 
during any time of the year.

Figure 4. Eastern fox squirrel. 
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Figure 3. Eastern gray squirrel. 
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management. If both ground squirrels and tree squirrels are 
causing damage at the same location and are in need of man-
agement, baiting would not be a recommended option, as it 
would be almost impossible to exclude tree squirrels from ac-
cessing poison baits. 

It is also important to be aware of endangered species in your 
area. If you are in the range of the San Joaquin antelope squir-
rel (Ammospermophilus nelsoni) or the Mohave ground squir-
rel (Xerospermophilus mohavensis), you should not consider a 
baiting strategy for California ground squirrel. Instead, con-
sider other, non-toxic options described in the UC IPM Pest 
Notes: Ground Squirrel.

Eastern Fox Squirrel Management
Of the four tree squirrels, the eastern fox squirrel is consid-
ered to be the most serious pest to homes and gardens in ur-
ban and suburban environments. Fox squirrels that are found 
to be injuring growing crops or other property may be taken 
(killed) at any time or in any manner in accordance with the 
California Fish and Game Code and Regulations (henceforth 
called “the Code”). Only eastern fox squirrels can be killed 
without a hunting license or permit. 

Several types of kill traps are useful for fox squirrel removal, 
but they must be set in a way that will not accidentally trap 
nontarget animals. Live-catch cage traps are also available, 
but once caught, the squirrel must be euthanized, presenting 
a problem for some people. Because releasing captured wild-
life of any species off site without a permit is illegal, live-catch 
traps are not recommended. 

Gray Squirrel Management
If land or property is being damaged or destroyed, or is in 
danger of being damaged or destroyed by a western gray 
squirrel or an eastern gray squirrel, then the owner or tenant 
of that land or property may apply to the CDFW for a depre-
dation permit which will allow for the killing of the squirrel. 
The CDFW will designate the type of trap to be used to ensure 
the most humane method is used to trap gray squirrels. 

Under the terms of the depredation permit, it may be required 
to release trapped western gray squirrels in parks or other non-
agricultural areas. Remember, it is not permitted to use any 
type of poison to control tree squirrels, including western gray 
squirrels, even when in the possession of a depredation permit. 

Other Considerations
In addition, any trapper for hire must possess a valid trapping 
license from the CDFW when trapping any squirrel species 
for profitable gains. Also, a valid hunting license is required 
for sport hunting of tree squirrels. A hunting license is not 
required, however, if a landowner legally shoots an eastern fox 
squirrel causing property damage, even if done so outside the 
hunting season.

While an uncommon occurrence, tree squirrels can be as-
sociated with pathogens that can potentially be harmful to 
humans. Under the Code, tree squirrels that are associated 

with dangerous disease outbreaks may be taken by appointed 
organizations. See section 4011 for a list of organizations to 
contact in such a case.

“Cracking” the Fish and Game Code  
for Tree Squirrel Management
The CDFW’s Fish and Game Code is certainly very difficult to 
navigate. Here are a few things to remember that will help you 

“crack” the code:
•	 Tree squirrels are considered as resident small game. 

When the Code refers to “tree squirrels” it means eastern 
and western gray squirrels, eastern fox squirrels, and the 
Douglas squirrel. Details of the hunting areas and season 
for tree squirrels can be found in chapter 2, section 307. Be 
aware of differences in zones, as well as counties, and for 
differences between general hunting and taking using  
falconry and bow and arrow.

•	 The regulations that govern take of tree squirrels can be 
found in section 311. 

•	 In the Code, reference to “gray squirrels” means both east-
ern and western gray squirrels. It may seem unusual that 
the regulations for the management of a native and an in-
vasive species are the same; but that is what the Code says, 
and it is important to follow it. Information on depreda-
tion permits for eastern and western gray squirrels can be 
found in section 4181.

Ground Squirrel Management
Ground squirrels, on the other hand, are classified as non-
game mammals. They can be controlled in any legal manner if 
they are injuring growing crops or other property (Figure 6). 
There are several options for their control: habitat modifica-
tion, trapping, and the use of poison baits and fumigants. 

California ground squirrels can harbor diseases harmful to 
humans. One of the most commonly transmitted diseas-
es from California ground squirrels to humans is bubonic 
plague, a flea-borne disease transmitted to humans from flea 
bites.  If you find unusual numbers of dead squirrels or other 
rodents for no apparent reason, notify public health officials. 
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Figure 5. California ground squirrel. 
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WHAT IS IPM? Integrated Pest Management (IPM) programs focus on long-term prevention of pests or their damage through a com-
bination of techniques including resistant plant varieties, biological control, physical or mechanical control, and modification of garden-
ing and home maintenance practices to reduce conditions favorable for pests. Pesticides are part of IPM programs but are used only when 
needed. Products are selected and applied in a manner that minimizes risks to human health, beneficial and nontarget organisms, and the 
environment.

Produced by the University of California Statewide 
IPM Program with partial funding from the USDA NIFA 
CPPM EIP Program. To simplify information, trade names 
of products have been used. No endorsement of named 
products is intended, nor is criticism implied of similar 
products not mentioned.

For more information about managing pests, contact 
your University of California Cooperative Extension office 
listed under the county government pages of your phone 
book, or visit the UC IPM Web site at www.ipm.ucanr.edu.

University of California
Statewide IPM Program
2801 Second Street
Davis, CA 95618-7774
Editor: K. Windbiel-Rojas
Production: C. Laning
E-mail: ucipmretail@ucanr.edu
Online: www.ipm.ucanr.edu/RETAIL

ANR NONDISCRIMINATION AND AFFIRMATIVE ACTION POLICY STATEMENT
It is the policy of the University of California (UC) and the UC Division of Agriculture & Natural Resources not 

to engage in discrimination against or harassment of any person in any of its programs or activities (Complete 
nondiscrimination policy statement can be found at http://ucanr.edu/sites/anrstaff/files/215244.pdf)

Inquiries regarding ANR’s nondiscrimination policies may be directed to Linda Marie Manton, Affirmative Action 
Contact, University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources, 2801 Second Street, Davis, CA 95618, (530) 
750-1318.

It is never a good idea to handle dead 
rodents but it is especially important not 
to handle, or be in the vicinity of large 
numbers of dead ground squirrels.

Further Reading
For more information on tree squirrel 
management, consult the UC IPM Tree 
Squirrels Pest Notes: http://www.ipm.
ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn74122.
html and the California Department of 
Fish and Game Code.

For information on ground squirrel 
management, refer to the UC IPM 
Ground Squirrels Pest Notes: http://
www.ipm.ucanr.edu/PMG/ 
PESTNOTES/pn7438.html.

— Niamh M. Quinn, Vertebrate Pest 
Advisor, Los Angeles, Orange, and San 
Diego Counties, nmquinn@ucanr.edu

Revised Pest Notes
Pest Notes are peer-reviewed scientific pub-
lications covering specific pests or pest manage-
ment topics, directed at California’s home and 
landscape audiences. Pest Notes are available 
online and in a downloadable PDF version. 

Recently revised Pest Notes titles:

Hobo Spider (Nov. 2015) http://www.ipm.
ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7488.html 

Opossum (Oct. 2015) http://www.ipm.ucanr.
edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn74123.html  

Whiteflies (Sept. 2015) http://www.ipm.
ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/pn7401.html 

To access more than 165 other titles, visit UC 
IPM’s Pest Notes Web page at http://www.ipm.
ucanr.edu/PMG/PESTNOTES/index.html

NEW: Seasonal Landscape  
IPM Checklist 
UC IPM has a new tool to help home gardeners and landscapers manage outdoor 
pests and problems from season to season: the Seasonal Landscape IPM Checklist 
(SLIC) http://www2.ipm.ucanr.edu/landscapechecklist.

This seasonal checklist guides users through the activities they need to prevent or 
manage pests throughout the year in their regions. Prevention is an important com-
ponent of integrated pest management, and the checklist delivers prevention prac-
tices by providing an easy means to know what to do and when. 

The checklist is linked to diagnostic aids, information on specific landscape pests, and 
other helpful resources. Users will soon be able to subscribe to receive monthly emails 
alerting them to what pests and activities to anticipate in their regions. The checklist 
currently includes four regions in the state, with more to be added in coming years.
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Figure 6. Ground squirrel burrow. 
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Landscape Blog
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