America’s Family Forest

[ Brett J. Butler and Earl C. Leatherberry

_ABSTRACT.

here are an estimated 620 mil-

lion acres of forestland in the

conterminous United States
(Smith et al. 2004). Nearly rwo-thirds,
or 393 million acres, is in private own-
ership. Private owners include forest
industry companies, other businesses
or corporations, partnerships, tribes,
families, and individuals. Family for-
ests include lands that are at least 1 ac
in size, 10% stocked, and owned by in-
dividuals, married couples, family es-
tates and trusts, or other groups of in-
dividuals who are not incorporated or
otherwise associated as a legal entity.

The number of family forest owners in the conterminous United States increased from 9.3 mil-
lion in 1993 to 10.3 million in 2003, and these owners now control 42% of the nation’s forest-
land. The reasons why people own forestland are diverse. Some of the more common ones are
aesthetic enjoyment, the tract is part of a farm or home site, and to pass the land on to heirs.
Half of the family forest owners have harvested trees, but only 3% of them have a written for-
est-management plan. Trends in owners’ ages and future land-use intentions suggest
widescale transfers of family forestland in the near future.

Keywords: Nonindustrial private forests; small-scale forestry; landowner survey; forest in-
ventory; National Woodland Owner Survey

Family forest owners constitute the
dominant ownership group in the
United States, holding 4 of every 10
forested acres.

The pattern of forest-landowner-
ship in the United States (Figure 1) is
rooted in Euro-American sertlement
patterns and resultant anthropogenic
uses of the land (MacCleery 1993). In
the East, where Euro-American settle-
ment occurred earliest, 83% of the
forestland is in private ownership. In
the West, the reverse is true, with two-
thirds of the forestland publicly

owned. There, prior to settlement, the

Owners

federal government owned all land
and maintained control of land that
was not homesteaded or sold. Much of
the latter was too remote or moun-
tainous. Many public forests in the
East were acquired following aban-
donment or tax foreclosures on large
tracts of land from the late 1800s
through the 1930s.

Family forests provide important
environmental, social, and economic
benefits. An owner’s relationship with
her land has important implications for
forest sustainability, including the sus-
tainable production of timber and the
continued flow of services, such as
groundwarer recharge, from this valu-
able resource.

To better understand the factors that
affect the use and management of pri-
vate forestland, private forest owners
have been surveyed periodically. Na-
tional surveys were completed in 1978
(Birch et al. 1982) and 1993 (Birch
1996). In 2002, the USDA Forest Ser-
vice initiated a new system of annual
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Data Sources

Forests: Univ. of Maryland, MODIS
Vegetation Continuous Fields

Public ownership: Univ. of California Santa

Barbara, Managed Area Database
States: ESRI Data and Maps

Figure 1. Public and private forest ownership in the United States, 2003.

surveys of the nation’s private forest
owners. In this article, we present se-
lected findings from the first 2 years—
2002 and 2003—of the National
Woodland Owner Survey (NWOS).

Methods

The NWOS is carried out as part of
the USDA Forest Service’s mandate to
conduct “a comprehensive inventory
and analysis of the present and
prospective conditions” of the nation’s
forests (Forest and Rangeland Renew-
able Resources Planning Act of 1974,
PL. 93-378). The NWOS is adminis-
tered by the Forest Inventory and
Analysis (FIA) program and represents
the social compliment to the program’s
biologic resource inventory.

The objectives of the NWOS are to
characterize the private forest landown-
ers of the United States and determine
why they own land and what they in-
tend to do with it. Basic demographic
informartion is compiled along with
data on forestland characteristics, own-

ership objectives, forest use and man-
agement, forestry education and out-
reach, landowners’ concerns, and fu-
ture land-use intentions.

Following survey methods outlined
by Dillman (2001), questionnaires
were mailed to a random sample of
the nadion’s private forest landowners
(B.J. Buder and E.C. Leatherbery, Na-
tional Woodland Owner Survey man-
ual, in preparation). Attempts were
made to contact nonrespondents by
means of follow-up telephone inter-
views. As part of the sampling design,
a systematic set of points was placed
over the United States. Each point was
identified as forested or nonforested
through interpretation of remotely
sensed imagery and/or ground recon-
naissance. For each point that was
forested, the owner was identified
through public records.

Currently, the NWOS is being im-
plemented annually. Survey cycles for
states range from 5 to 10 years. The an-
nual design means that each year, a

s Private forests
I Public forests

: Non-forest

randomly selected portion (10-20%)
of the full sample of private owners in
a state is contacted. Although the sam-
ple size during the first several years
may not provide adequate precision for
estimating state-level parameters, the
systematic sampling design allows for
reliable national and regional esti-
mates. As additional annual surveys are
completed, the precision of the esti-
mates will increase and derailed results
will be published.

A toral of 17,363 private landown-
ers were mailed surveys as part of the
NWOS in 2002 and 2003. Between
27 and 1,412 owners were contacted in
each of the 47 conterminous states
sampled. The number of owners con-
tacted varied according to the area of
private forestland, number of private
forest landowners, and sampling inten-
sity in a state. The relatively small
amount of private forestland in Nevada
hindered us in contacting landowners
there, but we assumed that the State’s
landowners’ characteristics were similar
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Figure 2. Distribution of (A) family forests and (B) family forest owners in the United States by size of

forest holdings, 1993 and 2003.

to those of landowners from neighbor-
ing intermountain states. Although fu-
ture results will encompass all 50 states,
darta for Alaska and Hawaii are not in-
cluded here.

In all, 6,352 family forest owners re-
turned completed surveys. After adjust-
ing for undeliverable questionnaires,
the national response rate was 46%. Re-
sponse rates generally were highest in
the western and northern states and
lowest in the southern states.

Because the primary sampling units
are points on the ground, the probabil-
ity of a given landowner being in-

cluded in the sample is inversely pro-
portional to the amount of forestland
that she owns. As the size of an owner’s
forest holdings approach the inverse of
the state’s sampling intensity (e.g.,
15,000 ac), the probability of being in-
cluded in the sample approaches 1.
The Horvitz-Thompson Estimartor
(Horvitz and Thompson 1952) ac-
counts for the probability proportional
to size aspect of the sampling design
and is used to estimate numbers of
owners, For area estimates, simple ran-
dom sample estimation procedures
(e.g., Cochran 1977) are used.
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The information presented here re-
fAects family and individual forest own-
ers for the 48 conterminous states. The
NWOS covers all private landowners,
but results pertaining to corporations,
partnerships, tribes, and other nonfam-
ily organizations are excluded so that



Aesthetics or nature

Privacy, home, or farm

Family legacy

Hunting or other recreation

Land investment

Timber production

30 40 50 60 70
Family Forestland (%)

Figure 3. Reasons for owning family forestland in the United States, 2003. Numbers include land-
owners who ranked each potential reason as very important (1) or important (2) on a seven-point

Likert Scale. Categories are not exclusive.
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Figure 4. Relationship between forest-management activities and size of family forest owners’

landholdings.

the trends in family forests can be high-

lighted.

Family Forest Owners

How Many Family Forest Owners
Are There? There are an estimated 10.3
million family forest owners in the
United States. Collectively, they con-
trol 262 million acres, or 42%, of the
nation’s forestland. Nearly 9 of 10 fam-
ily forest owners have their land in the
eastern United States. The North ac-
counts for 46% of family forest owners
and the South 42%. The remaining

12%, or 1.3 million owners, are dis-
persed across the West.

Who Are Family Forest Owners?
From a demographic perspective, fam-
ily forest owners are somewhar differ-
ent than the average American. For ex-
ample, family forest owners have more
formal education: 62% have attended
college compared to only half of the
general population 25 years or older
(US Department of Commerce, Cen-
sus Bureau 2002). Family forest owners
also tend ro be older than the general
population. The average age of Ameri-
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cans 25 years or older is 49 years. By
contrast, the average age of family for-
est owners is 60 years.

How Familiar Are Family Forest
Ouwners With Their Land? Seven of 10
family forest owners maintain a pri-
mary residence within 1 mile of the
forestland that they own. Resident for-
est owners are more prevalent in the
North, where 77% of the owners have
a primary residence near their forest-
land compared to 70% in the South
and 68% in the West. Some family for-
est owners have a secondary home—
vacation home or cabin—on their
forestland. Nacionally, 12% of the
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Figure 5. Age of family forest owners in the United States, 1993 and 2003.

owners have a secondary home located
within 1 mile of their forestland. The
proportion of owners with second
homes is greater in the West and North
(17 and 15%, respectively) than in the
South (7%).

What Size Holdings Do They Have?
Most family forest owners hold rela-
tively small tracts (Figure 2). Nine of
10 owners control 1 to 49 ac. Although
owners with smaller holdings predom-
inate, those with larger holdings own
most of the forestland. Owners with 50
or more acres hold 69% of the family
forestland but account for only 11% of
the family forest owners.

Holding sizes tend to be smaller in
the North than in the South and West.
In the North, 40% of family forests
consist of fewer than 50 ac; in the
South and West, only about one-
fourth of family forests are held by
owners with fewer than 50 ac.

Why Do They Own Forestland? Fam-
ily forest owners hold their acreage for
multiple reasons. Respondents were
asked to rate the importance of a series
of potential reasons for owning forest-
land on a seven-point Likert Scale. The
most common reasons cited as very im-
portant (Likert value = 1) or important
(value = 2) are to enjoy beaury/scenery,
to protect nature and biological diver-
sity, that the acreage is part of a farm or
home site, for privacy, and to pass the
land on to heirs (Figure 3).

There is regional variability in the
reasons why people own forestland.
Aesthetic enjoyment is cited more fre-
quently in the North and West than in
the South; land investment is more
likely to be cited as important by own-
ers in the West and South than in the
North; and family legacy is ranked as
important more often by owners in the
South than the North or West.

How Important Is Timber Produc-
tion? Nationally, relatively few own-
ers—only 9%—indicate that timber
production is an important reason for
holding forestland. Family forestland
in the South is more likely to be owned
by people who cite timber production
as an important reason for holding
forestland than forestland in the other
regions. Forty-one percent of the fam-
ily forestland in the South is owned by
people who indicate that timber pro-
duction is an important reason for
owning forestland, compared to 22
and 18% in the North and West, re-
spectively.

How Likely Are Owners to Harvest
Trees? Half of the family forest owners
have harvested trees at some point dur-
ing their ownership tenure. When
those who harvested only firewood are
excluded, 26% of the owners have har-
vested timber (e.g., sawlogs or pulp-
wood). Owners who have harvested
trees control 71% of the family forest-
land and 46% of these owners have
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harvested during the last 5 years. The
more forestland owned, the more likely
it is that the owner has harvested trees
(Figure 4).

How Prevalent Is Forest Manage-
ment? Only 3% of the owners have a
written management plan while 16%
have sought management advice.
Among owners who have harvested
trees, 22% sought professional advice
during their most recent harvest. The
more forestland owned, the more likely
it is that an owner has a written forest
management plan or has sought forest
management advice (Figure 4).



Ownership Dynamics: 1993-2003

The number of family forest owners
in the Untied States increased by 11%
between 1993 and 2003. Most of this
increase occurred among owners with
less than 50 ac of forestland (Figure 2).
These changes are happening concur-
rently with the large influx of people
moving from urban to rural areas
(Egan and Luloff 2000).

The average age of family forest
owners is increasing. Between 1993
and 2003, the number of family forest
owners 65 years of age or older in-
creased by 34% (Figure 5). Owners 65
years or older control 44% of the fam-
ily forestland; 20% is owned by people
75 years or older. The advancing age of
these owners portends a large increase
in the transfer of forestland in the near
future. This supposition is bolstered by
the large number of owners who cite
family legacy as an important reason
for holding forestland.

The reasons for owning forestland
have not changed appreciably over the
past decade. That the land is part of a
home or farm remains important to
many owners. However, the relative
importance associated with some rea-
sons for ownership has changed. For
example, owning land to pass along to
heirs, for aesthetic enjoyment, and for
land investment have increased in rela-
tive importance, while owning for tim-
ber production has decreased.

Various dynamic, interrelated forces
are affecting family forest owners, how
they use and view owning their land,
and their view of the future. These
forces are social (e.g., demographics
and social paradigms), economic (e.g.,
timber and real estate markets), politi-
cal (e.g., tax policies and the availabil-
ity of incentive programs), and bio-
physical (e.g., the state of the forest and
land resources) in narure. In the next 5
years, most landowners plan ro do lit-
tle with their acreage, though a signifi-
cant number are planning major
changes or activities. The most com-
mon planned activities are some type
of harvesting—for firewood, sawlogs,
or both. Within the next 5 years, 10%
of the owners plan to pass at least some
of their land on to their heirs, 8% in-
tend to buy more forestland, and 5%
plan o sell forestland.

Conclusions

New and increasing numbers of
family forest owners will present a chal-
lenge and an opportunity for the for-
estry community, but will the forestry
community be ready? With more peo-
ple owning forestland, there will be
more people in intimate contact with
the land. This affords an opportunity
to educate more people abour the ben-
efits and responsibilities associated
with forest stewardship. However, for
effective communication to occur, in-
novative and sophisticated methods of
communicating with forest landowners
are needed. New owners likely will
have different backgrounds and owner-
ship objectives and be less aware of the
potential benefits of good forest man-
agement than previous owners. Also,
new owners probably will have fewer
management options due to smaller
holding sizes and, art least currently,
weak markets for timber.

Findings from the NWOS indicate
that because of the advanced age of
many owners and their stated inten-
tions for their land, land transfers will
be substantial during the next 10-20
years. The transfer of lands to the next
generation could result in minimal or
dramatic changes depending on the
personal goals of the new owners. Will
aesthetic enjoyment as a reason for
owning forestland continue to increase
and will ownership for timber produc-
tion continue to decrease?

The fate of much of the nation’s for-
ests is in the hands of the 10.3 million
families and individuals who control
42% of the forestland. Family forest
owners play an important role in sup-
plying the public with trimber, outdoor
recreation opportunities, and water-
shed protection. We need to continue
to refine our understanding of family
forest owners so that we can develop
more enlightened opinions and effec-
tive policies.
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