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HIGHLIGHTS

Owner Characteristics

• An estimated 262,234 private timberland
owners in Wisconsin hold an estimated
10,811,900 acres of timberland.

• Small timberland holdings predominate.
On average, 90 percent of owners have
fewer than 100 acres of timberland.  A few
owners, mostly forest industry, have
sizeable tracts of timberland in northern
Wisconsin.

• Almost three-quarters of private owners
own one tract or parcel of timberland.
Ten percent of owners hold timberland in
three or more tracts, and they own more
than one-third of the State’s private
timberland.

• Most timberland owners reside within a
mile of their land.  However, more than
one-quarter of owners have timberland
that is more than 25 miles from their
residence or business.

• Ninety-five percent of owners are indi-
vidual or joint owners, and they hold 80
percent of the private timberland in
Wisconsin.  Only 1 percent of owners are
corporations, but they hold 14 percent of
the private timberland.  Other owners
hold timberland in partnerships, associa-
tions, or trust.

• Individual timberland owners are older
than the general population—one-quarter
of the owners are 65 years or older and a
like proportion are retired.  Retirees also
hold over one-quarter of the private
timberland in the State.

• Corporations and other nonindividual
owners account for 5 percent of owners.
Forest industry holds the largest share of
nonindividual timberland with over 1
million acres.

Owner Objectives and Motives

• Timberland owners hold land for a variety
of reasons, primarily as a place for recre-
ation and esthetic enjoyment.  Timber
production is not an important reason for
owning timberland.  However, those who
own timberland for timber production
control 13 percent of the State’s private
timberland area.

• Benefits derived from owning timberland
correspond closely to reasons for owning
timberland.  Recreation and esthetic
enjoyment are the primary benefits of
owning timberland.  Also, owners expect to
receive benefits in the future similar to
those they received in the past.

Timber Harvesting Activity

• Although most owners do not hold timber-
land for timber production, almost half of
owners (46 percent) have harvested timber
from their land.  Owners who harvested
timber control 72 percent of the private
timberland area.

• Among individual owners, timber is gener-
ally harvested because owners believe
timber is “mature.”  More than one-quarter
of individual owners have harvested timber
for their own use, primarily for fuelwood.
Industry owners harvest timber primarily
to supply mills and improve stand condi-
tion.

• More than half (54 percent) of owners have
never harvested timber from their land.
These owners hold 28 percent of the
private timberland in Wisconsin.

• Many owners do not harvest because they
believe scenery would be reduced.  Other
important reasons for not harvesting are
that holdings are too small, or that the
owner generally does not believe that
timber is of a size or quantity to warrant
harvest.  Sixteen percent of the owners did
not harvest because they are opposed to
harvesting; they own 15 percent of the
area (454,730 acres) that was not har-
vested.



Timber Harvest Plans

• Nearly 7 of every 10 owners plan to har-
vest timber sometime in the future.  They
own nearly 9 of every 10 acres of private
timberland in the State.

• Slightly more than one-quarter of owners
say they will never harvest timber.  They
own 1 of every 10 acres of private timber-
land.  Owners who never expect to harvest
timber come from all occupational back-
grounds, but retired owners hold the
largest share of acreage with no plans to
harvest.

Forest Management Assistance

• Slightly more than one-third of all owners
do not know an agency or office to contact
for forestry management assistance.  As
size of holding increases, timberland
owners are more knowledgeable about
sources of professional forest management
assistance.

• Twenty-eight percent of owners have
requested forestry management assis-
tance.  As size of holding increases, own-
ers are more likely to seek and use profes-
sional management assistance.

Recreational Use of Timberland

• The majority (63 percent) of owners use
their timberland for recreation.  Hunting is
the most popular activity.

• On timberland belonging to 4 out of every
10 owners, the owner, owner’s family, and
friends engage in hunting.  Other impor-
tant recreation activities are hiking and
birdwatching—about one-third of owners
do those activities on their land.

• Nearly three-fourths (72 percent) of own-
ers do not permit the public to recreate on
their timberland.  They own 58 percent of
the State’s private timberland.

• Owners who allow public recreation
permit a variety of activities, primarily
snowmobiling, hunting, and hiking.  As
size of holding increases, owners are more
likely to permit public use of their timber-
land.

• Forty-four percent of owners post their
timberland against public entry; they own
55 percent of private timberland in the
State.  Primary reasons for posting land
are to control or prohibit access and to
control hunting.
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DEDICATION TO THOMAS W. BIRCH

Thomas W. Birch, one of the Nation’s foremost authorities on forestland
owners and their concerns, died of cancer in January 2000.  Tom was a
wonderful man, dedicated to his Nation, his work, and his family.  A native
of Illinois, he spent most of his professional career conducting surveys of
forestland owners as a Forester with the USDA Forest Service at the North-
eastern Station.  Over the last 7 years, I had the good fortune to work with
Tom on several projects.  As I began conducting research in the landowner
arena, Tom served as my mentor, giving me guidance and generously
sharing his time and wisdom.  We were preparing to conduct a survey of
the Nation’s forestland owners when he died.

As a token of what Tom Birch has meant to the forestry community, to the
Nation at large, and to me, I feel that it is fitting and proper to dedicate this
publication to him.  His memory will be perpetuated through his work and
the impressions he left with those who knew him.

Earl C. Leatherberry



Wisconsin Private Timberland Owners: 1997

Earl C. Leatherberry

INTRODUCTION

In Wisconsin, there are 34.8 million acres of
land and about half (16 million acres) are
forested.  Nearly all forest land—98 percent
(15.7 million acres)—is timberland.  Timber-
land is land that is producing or capable of
producing industrial wood crops and is not
administratively or legislatively excluded from
timber harvest.  Timberland is not associated
with urban or rural development and is at
least 1 acre in size.  (See Appendix for com-
plete definition of terms used in this paper.)
Seven of every 10 acres (10,811,900 acres) of
timberland in Wisconsin is privately owned
(table 1).  Private timberland owners are a
person, combination of persons, or legal
entities such as corporations (including forest
industry), partnerships, associations, or trusts
that control timberland.

Wisconsin’s private timberland provides an
array of benefits.  For example, in the State,
15 distinct forest habitat groups have been
identified that represent a range of ecological
conditions (Kotar et al. 1999).  Private timber-
land is the foundation that supports the forest
products industry, the second largest manu-
facturing sector in the State, which employs
nearly 90,000 workers and has an annual
payroll approaching $3 billion (American
Forest and Paper Association 1997).  Also,
expenditures for travel, licenses, taxes, and
other expenses associated with forest-based
activities contribute significantly to rural
economies.  In addition, private timberlands
are important recreational resources for
activities such as hiking, skiing, hunting,
fishing, and visiting second homes.  These and
other activities bring enjoyment and a sense of
accomplishment to many people.

Owners of timberland are a diverse group.
Some have held timberland for many years
and others only recently acquired it.  The
amount of timberland owned ranges from an
acre to thousands of acres.  Some owners use
timberland as a source of income, while others
view timberland as simply part of the farm or
residence.  Some are absentee owners who use
their timberland as a recreation resource,
while others seldom visit the land they own.
The diversity associated with timberland
owners and the societal benefits derived from
those lands raise a number of important
public policy concerns.  Perhaps most impor-
tant is ensuring the sustainable flow of timber,
and other goods and services such as ecologi-
cal diversity and recreational opportunities,
from private timberland.

To ensure the sustainable flow of goods and
services from private timberland and to protect
and enhance owners’ rights and responsibili-
ties, it is important to have pertinent informa-
tion about owners.  In an effort to better
understand Wisconsin’s private timberland
owners, the Forest Inventory and Analysis
Program of the USDA Forest Service surveyed
a sample of timberland owners during the
winter of 1997.  The survey was systematic
and conducted throughout the State.  The
objectives of the survey were to:  (1) identify
and profile private timberland owners; (2)
ascertain their objectives and motives for
owning timberland, including benefits received
from owning timberland and expected benefits;
(3) determine the extent of timber harvest
activities, including reason for harvesting or
not harvesting, and harvest plans; (4) deter-
mine owners’ knowledge and use of profes-
sional forestry management assistance; and (5)
ascertain how owners viewed public use of
their land.

The study population was drawn from
Wisconsin’s private timberland area.  An
estimate of timberland area was based on a
comprehensive inventory of Wisconsin forest
resources (Schmidt 1997).  As part of the

Earl C. Leatherberry is a Resource Analyst
with the Forest Inventory and Analysis Pro-
gram at the North Central Research Station in
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forest inventory, the name and address of
owners whose land was inventoried was
recorded.  Questionnaires were mailed to a
sample of those private timberland owners.
The response rate to the questionnaire was 49
percent.  Those responses were statistically
expanded to estimate the State’s population of
private owners and the traits and characteris-
tics associated with them.  The Appendix
contains a more detailed discussion of survey
procedures and response rate.  Tabular data
upon which this report was based are found in
the Appendix.  Select tables contain sampling
errors that are helpful in assessing the reli-
ability of the estimates provided.

In 1984, Roberts et al. (1986) surveyed a
sample of Wisconsin’s nonindustrial private
timberland owners.  Their survey procedures
were similar to those used here.  Unfortu-
nately, the survey populations and survey
instruments differ significantly, and only
limited comparisons of data from the two
surveys can be made.  Much of the informa-
tion presented here complements published
statistics about the extent of timberland, the
amount of wood fiber present, its physical
condition, and the growth and removal rates
associated with Wisconsin’s timberland re-
sources (Schmidt 1997).

AN OVERVIEW OF WISCONSIN’S
PRIVATE TIMBERLAND

To facilitate discussion and to discern regional
differences in owner characteristics, Wisconsin
is divided into five Forest Survey Units along
county boundaries (fig. 1).  Each unit repre-
sents homogeneous areas based largely on
physiographic conditions and the industrial/
economic character of the region.  The north-
ern region of the State—the Northeastern and
Northwestern Survey Units—is predominantly
rural:  few towns have resident populations of
more than 10,000 people.  The region is more
than 70 percent forested and contains 51
percent of the State’s private timberland area.
Private timberland is intermixed with public
forests, mostly National Forests, with some
State and County forests, and forests owned
by Native American tribal groups.  Maple-
beech-birch and aspen-birch are the dominant
forest cover types.  The forests of the region
are also characterized by boreal forest species,
with spruce, fir, and northern white-cedar
having a significant presence.  Poletimber-size
stands predominate throughout the region.
Industrial roundwood production is concen-
trated there, accounting for 70 percent of the
State’s total production (Hackett and Whipple
1997).

Northeastern

Central

Southeastern

Northwestern

Figure 1.—Forest Survey Units of Wisconsin, 1997.
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The Central Unit is mostly rural, with 43
percent of the land in forests.  Small towns dot
the landscape and several larger urban manu-
facturing centers anchor the economy.  Sev-
enty-eight percent (2,394,900 acres) of the
Central Unit’s timberland is privately owned.
County governments own most of the remain-
der.  The forest cover is mostly hardwoods—
the oak-hickory (32 percent) and the maple-
beech-birch types (25 percent) predominate,
and the aspen-birch cover type has a signifi-
cant presence.  Pines also occupy a significant
portion of the landscape, mostly in plantations
(Roussopoulos and Leatherberry 1992).  The
Central Unit provides 20 percent of the State’s
industrial roundwood production (Hackett and
Whipple 1997).

The southern region of the State—the South-
western and Southeastern Units—has exten-
sive agricultural and urban/industrial devel-
opment.  However, forests occupy a significant
portion of the landscape.  In the Southwestern
Unit, one-third of the land is forested.  Oak-
hickory and maple-beech-birch are the domi-
nant forest types, together occupying about 80
percent of the unit’s timberland.  In the more
developed and populated Southeastern Unit,
13 percent of the land is forested.  There the
maple-beech-birch forest type is the predomi-
nant cover, occupying more than one-third of
the timberland.  The oak-hickory and the elm-
ash-cottonwood cover types have a significant
presence, each occupying 25 percent of the
Southeastern Unit’s timberland area.  Timber
stands in the southern region contain mostly
sawtimber-size trees.  In both units, over 90
percent of the timberland is privately owned.

PRIVATE TIMBERLAND OWNERS

Estimated Number of Private
Timberland Owners

An estimated 262,234 private owners hold
10,811,900 acres of timberland in Wisconsin.
The estimate of owners was derived using a
sampling procedure similar to the one used to
estimate the State’s timberland area (Schmidt
1997, also see Estimation Procedures in the
Appendix).  The estimate of owners has an
associated sampling error of 6.2 percent, or
± 16,258 owners.  This means that if the study
were repeated, two out of three times the
resulting estimate of owners would be between

245,976 and 278,492.  However, owners with
fewer than 10 acres of timberland may have
been under sampled by chance, resulting in a
possible underestimation of their number.  A
comparison of sampling errors associated with
owners holding fewer than 10 acres and
owners holding 10 or more acres reveals
sampling errors of 17.5 percent (± 16,024
owners) and 3.0 percent (± 5,120 owners),
respectively.  This means that the estimate of
91,565 owners who own fewer than 10 acres is
between 75,541 and 107,589 owners.  The
estimate of owners with 10 or more acres is
probably more precise.  At 3.0 percent, the
sampling error associated with the estimate of
170,669 owners holding 10 or more acres
places the number between 165,549 and
175,789 owners.

Size of Private Timberland Holdings

There are a large number of small-tract tim-
berland owners and a small number of large-
tract owners (table 2, fig. 2).  About three-
fourths of owners (76 percent) hold about one-
fourth (28 percent) of the private timberland.
More than one-third (35 percent) of owners
hold fewer than 10 acres of timberland, ac-
counting for only 3 percent of the private
timberland acreage.  Conversely, 10 percent of
owners hold more than half (51 percent) of the
private timberland area.  The larger holdings,
those over 500 acres, account for 17 percent of
the private timberland area and are held by
less than 1 percent of owners.

Figure 2.—Distribution of private owners by
   size of holding, Wisconsin, 1997.
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Northwestern Unit 
Average size of holding  

45 acres 

Northeastern Unit 
Average size of  holding  

66 acres 

Central Unit 
Average size of  holding  

39 acres 

Southeastern Unit 
Average size of  holding  

17 acres 

Southwestern Unit 
Average size of holding 

49 acres 

Larger holdings are more common in the
Northeastern Unit and smaller ones are more
common in the Southeastern Unit (fig. 3).  For
instance, in the Southeastern Unit, 70 percent
of owners hold about one-quarter of the
timberland in holdings of fewer than 20 acres.
In the Northeastern Unit, owners with more
than 500 acres hold about 30 percent of the
private timberland.  In the Northwestern Unit,
a majority of owners (58 percent) hold timber-
land in holdings of fewer than 20 acres.
However, 1 percent of owners (about 400
owners) hold one-fourth of the unit’s timber-
land in holdings of 500 acres or larger.  The
two northern units contain 9 of every 10 acres
of timberland held by owners who have more
than 1,000 acres.

Figure 3.—Forest Survey Units and average
   size of private timberland holding, 1997,
   Wisconsin.

Owners with fewer than 50 acres hold nearly
one-third of the State’s private timberland.  In
the Central and southern units, small noncon-
tiguous tracts are often intermixed with other
land uses, especially agriculture.  Change in
the size of the State’s dairy herd has resulted
in some pastureland converting to timberland,
but many of the small tracts cannot be effec-
tively managed as sustainable timber-produc-
ing units with most traditional methods

(Sampson and DeCoster 2000).  As a conse-
quence, small tracts are increasingly becoming
susceptible to the pressure of fragmentation—
the dividing of timberland into smaller hold-
ings.  Also, suburban expansion has resulted
in timberland near urban centers being more
vulnerable to fragmentation.

Timberland in the northern units is also under
fragmentation pressure, mostly from second
home and other recreational developments.
However, vast tracts of timberland in the north
are held in contiguous tracts.  These timber-
lands, when transferred from one owner to
another, generally remain intact.  Most are
enrolled in the State’s Managed Forest Law,
which reduces property taxes until timber
harvesting takes place (Wisconsin Statutes,
Chapter 77).  The Managed Forest Law tends
to keep large tracts intact as timber producing
units (Barrows and Rosner 1982).

Number of Tracts Owned

Single-tract owners predominate (table 3, fig.
4).  Seventy-three percent of owners hold
timberland in single tracts.  Owners with
multiple tracts, however, hold the majority of
timberland acres.  Seventeen percent of own-
ers hold timberland acreage in two tracts,
accounting for 22 percent of the private tim-
berland.  Just 10 percent of owners hold
timberland in three or more tracts, but they
own 35 percent of the private timberland
acreage.

Figure 4.—Distribution of private ownership
   units by number of tracts owned, Wisconsin,
   1997.
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The Northwestern Unit has the largest share of
one-tract owners:  82 percent have a single
tract of timberland.  The preponderance of
one-tract holdings in the Northwestern Unit is
reflected in the relatively small average size of
holding (45 acres).  Many of the holdings are
used for second or seasonal homes, which
generally do not require extensive tracts of
timberland.

Although single-tract owners predominate
throughout the State, owners holding multiple
tracts are fairly common in all regions.  In the
northern units, owners with multiple tracts,
on average, have larger holdings.  To illustrate,
owners in the Northeastern Unit holding three
or more tracts have an average of 263 acres of
timberland; in the two southern units, owners
with three or more tracts have an average of
just 70 acres.  Throughout the State, owners
of multiple tracts tend to hold larger acreages
than do single-tract owners as shown below:

Number of  Average size
tracts owned of holding

(acres)

1 24.1
2 54.6

  3+ 140.8

Distance of Timberland from Residence

The nearest tract of timberland is within a mile
of the primary residence or place of business
of 58 percent of owners (table 4).  Ten percent
of owners have timberland located between 2
and 25 miles of their residence or business.
An additional 27 percent of owners have
timberland located more than 25 miles from
their residence or business.  Owners residing
more that 25 miles from their holdings have
24 percent of the private timberland in Wis-
consin.  Nineteen percent of owners, control-
ling an estimated 1,705,762 acres, reside more
than 100 miles from their timberland holdings.

In the two southern units, about three-fourths
of owners in each unit are resident owners—
they reside within a mile of their timberland
(table 4).  In the Central Unit, 60 percent of
owners are resident owners.  In the two north-
ern units, fewer than 50 percent of owners are
resident owners; about one-third of owners
reside more than 100 miles from the timber-
land they own.  The regional differences in

place of residence and location of timberland
are related, to some extent, to why people own
timberland.  In the southern part of Wiscon-
sin, timberlands tend to be associated with
agriculture holdings.  In the northern and
central regions of the State, timberland is a
more dominant aspect of the landscape.  Its
vastness attracts both timber harvesters and
people who desire forest retreats.  (The reasons
people own timberland are discussed later.)

For one-tract owners the distance from resi-
dence to timberland is more clear than for
multiple-tract owners.  For one-tract holdings,
55 percent of owners are resident owners; they
hold 52 percent of the timberland in this
category (table 5).  On the other hand, 66
percent of the multiple-tract owners are resi-
dent and, while they hold 58 percent of the
timberland in this category, the portion of the
acreage close by is not defined.  For instance,
some multiple-tract owners view their farthest
tract as being less than a mile from their
residence.  These owners probably live on a
tract of land and have other tracts nearby.

SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS ASSOCIATED
WITH OWNERS

Owner Types

Individual or joint owners make up 95 percent
(248,654) of Wisconsin private timberland
owners, and they control 80 percent
(8,637,803 acres) of the State’s private timber-
land (table 6).  Individual or joint owners are
single persons, or two or more individuals,
such as spouses or others, not including
family corporations.  Individual or joint owners
hereafter are referred to as individual owners.
Partnerships make up 3 percent of owners and
collectively control 4 percent of the private
timberland.  Corporations make up only 1
percent of owners but collectively control 14
percent (1,504,922 acres) of the private tim-
berland.  Club/association and/or land held
in trust account for the remaining 1 percent of
owners, and each category holds about 1
percent of the private timberland in Wisconsin.

Individuals own the largest share of timber-
land in all units.  Corporate-owned timberland
is concentrated in the north where about 20
percent of the private timberland in each of the
two northern units is corporately owned.
Much of the corporate-owned timberland in
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the north is owned by forest industry.  Also,
club/association-owned timberland is likely to
be in the north.  Most of that timberland is
held for recreational purposes.

Timberland connected in some way to farming
is held by more than 30 percent of owners
(79,473 owners) and amounts to nearly one-
third (3,360,998 acres) of the private timber-
land in Wisconsin (table 7).  Virtually all
timberland connected with farming is held by
individual owners.

The average size of holding differs significantly
among type of owner, as shown below:

Type of Average size
 owner  of holding

(acres)

Individual 34.7
Partnership 61.8
Corporation 381.4
Club/assoc. 105.4
Other 89.0

Selected Characteristics of Individual
Timberland Owners

Individual timberland owners are employed in
a variety of occupations:  21 percent are white
collar workers, 18 percent are blue collar
workers, and 13 percent are farmers (table 8).
In their response to our questionnaire, 38
percent of owners indicated their timberland is
connected with farming, but only 13 percent
listed their occupation as farmer.  Perhaps
some retired owners hold timberland that is
connected with farming, and some retired
farmers may still view themselves as farmers.
Indeed, the most distinguishing factor among
individual owners is that retirees account for
over one-fourth of individual owners, and as a
group, they hold nearly one-fourth of the
private timberland in Wisconsin.

Among individual owners white collar workers,
along with farmers, tend to have larger tracts
(fig. 5).  The average size of holding for those
owners is 42 acres.  Retired persons hold an
average of 35 acres of timberland.  Blue-collar
and service workers, on average, hold 33 acres
of timberland.

Percent of owners

0 10 20 30 40 50

No answer

Homemaker

Farmer

Trade,service, &
blue collar

Professional &
other white collar

Retired

Occupation 

Average size of holding

Owners

Acres

Figure 5.—Distribution of individual owners by occupation and
   average size of timberland holding, Wisconsin, 1997.
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Because a large share of individual timberland
owners are retired, it follows that timberland
owners are older than the general population—
25 percent are 65 years or older whereas only
13 percent of the general population is 65 years
or older (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1997)
(table 9).  Young timberland owners—those
under 45 years of age—are only 16 percent of
owners (40,687 owners).  About half of the
“young owners” hold timberland in the Central
and Southwestern Units.  Age of owner does
not appear to be related to amount of timber-
land owned.

Wisconsin’s individual timberland owners have
slightly higher household incomes than the
State’s general population.  In 1995, the me-
dian household income in Wisconsin was
$40,955 (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1997).
Forty-two percent of the individual timberland
owners have annual incomes greater than
$40,000 (table 10).  Fourteen percent have
incomes greater than $75,000.  Nineteen
percent of owners did not provide information
about income.

Selected Characteristics of Corporate and
Nonindividual Timberland Owners

Corporate and nonindividual timberland own-
ers (partnerships, clubs/associations, or
miscellaneous others) make up 5 percent
(13,580 owners) of Wisconsin’s timberland
owners (table 11).  Combined, these organiza-
tions hold an estimated 2,174,097 acres of
timberland (table 12) or one-fifth of all private
timberland in Wisconsin.  Corporations ac-
count for 29 percent of the nonindividual
owners, and they hold 14 percent of the State’s
(1,504,922 acres) private timberland area.
Partnerships are 55 percent (7,461 owners) of
the nonindividual owners and own 4 percent
(461,405 acres) of all private timberland.
Eighty percent of corporate-owned timberland
is in northern Wisconsin and amounts to 20
percent of the timberland in the region.  An
estimated 883 owners are organized as clubs/
associations, and they hold an estimated
93,064 acres of timberland.  Club/association-
owned timberland is concentrated in northern
and central Wisconsin.

Forest industry is the largest corporate or
nonindividual holder of timberland with
1,025,710 acres (table 12).  Other firms hold
timberland and may manage it for timber
production but do not own primary wood-using

mills.  Those firms are classed as “land invest-
ment companies,” and include owners holding
land as fiduciaries for the benefit of others.
The more than 600 land investment compa-
nies in Wisconsin hold 90,402 acres of timber-
land.  Organizations that hold timberland for
sport and recreation own 238,797 acres of
timberland.  Most of the organizations that
own timberland for sport and recreational
purposes are organized as partnerships or
clubs/associations.  These organizations range
from structured memberships to informal
groups.

Tenure Among Owner Groups

Over time, a given tract of timberland changes
owners.  Some is bought or sold; owners die
and pass some to heirs; some is given to
others; and some is lost through legal en-
tanglements.  The majority (58 percent) of
timberland owners, holding 69 percent of the
private timberland in Wisconsin, first acquired
their land before 1980.  These owners can be
classed as “long-term” owners.  The remaining
42 percent of owners, classed as “recent”
owners, first acquired timberland since 1980,
and they control about one-third of the private
timberland (table 13).  Forty-two percent of the
recent owners can be classified as “new”
owners—those who acquired timberland since
1990.  The new owners make up 18 percent of
all owners and control 11 percent of the
private timberland.  The two-decade period
from 1970 to 1989 was a period of high turn-
over in timberland owners and timberland
area.  Nearly half of owners first acquired 44
percent of the State’s private timberland area
during the period.

In general, corporate and other nonindividual
owners hold timberland longer than individual
owners (table 13).  For instance, more than
half (51 percent) of the timberland—over 1
million acres—held by corporate, and other
owners, was obtained before 1950.  Con-
versely, only about 7 percent of the timberland
owned by individual owners was obtained
before 1950.

Tenure patterns differ by regions.  Since 1980,
turnover in ownership has been greater in the
southern units and the Central Unit than in
the northern units.  In the Central and South-
western Units, more than half of owners
acquired timberland since 1980.  In the South-
eastern Unit, 42 percent of owners acquired
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timberland since 1980.  In the Northeastern
and Northwestern Units, 37 percent and 29
percent of owners, respectively, acquired
timberland since 1980 (table 14).

OWNER OBJECTIVES AND MOTIVES

Reasons for Owning Timberland

Recreation and esthetic enjoyment are the
primary reasons many people own timberland.
Forty-five percent of owners, controlling 41
percent of the private timberland (4,460,524
acres), own timberland primarily for recreation
and esthetic reasons (table 15, fig. 6).  In
northern and central Wisconsin, approxi-
mately one-third of the timberland area in
each of the three units is owned primarily for
recreation (table 16).  About one-third of
owners in the two northern units and nearly

one-fourth in the Central Unit reside more
than 100 miles from the timberland they own.
Many nonresident owners have seasonal or
second homes, primarily for recreation and
esthetic enjoyment.

More than one-fourth (26 percent) of owners
hold timberland primarily because it is part of
residence or farm.  These owners hold an
estimated 2,148,694 acres, or 20 percent of
the private timberland acreage.  Timberland
that is associated with farming is concentrated
in the south.  Approximately 4 of every 10
acres of timberland in the two southern units
are owned because they are associated with
farming.  Some of that timberland is in so-
called “back forties”—land too steep or too wet
for row crop farming.  Other farm-associated
timberland is threatened by residential or
commercial encroachment.  Farm-associated

Figure 6.—Primary reason for owning timberland, Wisconsin, 1997.
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woodlots provide farmers with a ready source
of wood for fence posts, fuelwood, building
material, recreation, and hunting opportuni-
ties.

Land investment is the primary reason for
owning timberland for 5 percent of owners
holding 6 percent of all private timberland.
Holding timberland as an investment may be
considered a passive activity and does not
preclude using the land for other purposes,
such as recreation or esthetic enjoyment.
Also, some owners holding land as an invest-
ment may secure current income from the
land through such activities as leasing the
land to hunters.  Owning timberland as an
investment is more prevalent in the Northwest-
ern and Southeastern Units.  In each of those
units, approximately 1 of every 10 acres is
held as an investment.

Timber production is generally not the primary
reason people own timberland.  Only 2 percent
of owners hold timberland primarily to pro-
duce timber.  Although few in number, owners
holding land primarily for timber production
control 13 percent of all private timberland.  In
the Northeastern Unit, one-fourth of the
private timberland area is owned primarily for
timber production.  In the Northwestern Unit,

15 percent of the private timberland is owned
for timber production.  Fewer than 2,000
owners in the two northern units have over a
million acres of timberland owned for timber
production.

Primary Benefits Received

Recreation (25 percent) and esthetic enjoyment
(43 percent) were the primary benefits 68
percent of owners received in the last 10 years
from owning timberland (fig. 7, table 35).  Only
3 percent of owners, holding 15 percent
(1,569,200 acres) of the private timberland in
Wisconsin, indicated that timber income was
the primary benefit received from owning
timberland.  Land value increase was the
primary benefit for 6 percent of owners.  It is
unclear if those owners sold timberland to
capture the benefit of increased value, or if the
increase was a “paper gain.”  If the increased
land value represents a paper gain, at some
point in the future those owners may want to
capture the increase by selling some or all of
their timberland.  Owners who reported that
an increase in land values was the primary
benefit derived from owning timberland hold 8
percent (817,328 acres) of the private timber-
land in Wisconsin.
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Figure 7.—Primary benefits received in last 10 years from owning timberland,
   Wisconsin, 1997.
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Wisconsin timberland owners expect future
benefits of owning timberland to be similar to
those they presently receive (table 36).  As in
the present, recreation and esthetic enjoyment
are important expected benefits while timber
income ranks low.  Only 2 percent of owners
expect in the next 10 years that timber income
will be derived from their timberland.  Owners
expecting timber income, however, hold 15
percent (1,668,366 acres) of the State’s private
timberland area.  Some owners look forward to
increased land value.  Eight percent of owners,
holding 11 percent of the timberland, expect
land value increase to be a primary future
benefit.

TIMBER HARVEST ACTIVITIES

Timber Harvest History

Although timber production was not an impor-
tant reason for owning timberland, timber
harvesting was conducted by 46 percent of
owners (120,150 owners) (table 17).  Owners
who harvested timber own 72 percent
(7,809,968 acres) of the State’s private timber-
land.  The vast majority of harvesters—96

Figure 8.—Primary benefits expected in the next 10 years from owning timberland,
   Wisconsin, 1997.

percent—are individual owners.  Corporations
and partnerships account for only 3 percent of
the harvesters, but they hold 22 percent of the
acreage owned by harvesters.

Retired owners predominate among harvest-
ers, accounting for 28 percent of them (table
18).  Although relatively active harvesters, the
majority (53 percent) of retired owners have
yet to harvest timber from their land.  Owners
whose occupations are classed as white collar
make up 22 percent of the harvesters.  Ap-
proximately half of white collar owners have
harvested timber and half have not.  Farmers
make up 19 percent of harvesters.  Unlike
retirees and white collar owners, most farmers
(67 percent) are harvesters.  Many owners in
other occupational groups harvest timber, but
they own relatively few acres of timberland.
Corporate, partnership, and other organiza-
tional owners make up only 4 percent of
harvesters, but as a group they hold about
one-fourth of the acreage owned by timber
harvesters.  Timberland owned by organiza-
tional owners, when combined with timberland
owned by retired owners and farmers, ac-
counts for two-thirds of all timberland owned
by harvesters.
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Harvesters are fairly active—8 of every 10
harvesters have conducted a harvest within
the past 7 years (table 19).  Older owners are
the most active harvesters, as shown in the
tabulation below:

Age of harvester Percent of individual
(years) harvesters

Under 34 2
35-44 18
45-54 21
55-64 23
65+ 32

No answer 4
Total 100

Reasons for Harvesting Timber

Harvesters generally remove timber when they
feel it is mature or for their own use (table 20).
It should be noted that the term “mature” is
self-defined.  Other owners harvest timber to
improve stands.  Cultural treatments, or stand
improvement activities, were the most impor-
tant reason to harvest for 11 percent of owners
who removed timber.  Owners who conducted
some form of cultural treatment own an
estimated 1,196,766 acres.  An additional 12
percent of harvesters removed timber as part
of a timber salvage operation.  Although most
owners of timberland ranked recreation or
esthetic enjoyment as a primary benefit of
owning timberland, few (1 percent) harvested
timber to improve recreation or esthetic val-
ues.

The reason for harvesting timber varies by
region.  In the Southeastern Unit, relatively
few owners harvest timber because they
believe it is “mature” (table 20).  Instead,
harvesters in the Southeastern Unit tend to
harvest for their own use, for stand improve-
ment, or as part of a timber salvage operation.
Obviously, as stands “mature” more owners
may choose to harvest.  In the Northwestern
Unit, relatively few owners harvest timber as
part of a cultural treatment operation.  Al-
though few in number, those owners control
306,610 acres, or 26 percent, of the timber-
land owned by harvesters in the unit.  A
similar situation exists in the Northeastern
and Central Units.  Forest industries own
considerable acreage in each of these units
and tend to perform cultural treatments more
than other owners.

Form of ownership appears to be related to
why owners harvest timber (table 21).  Forest
industry harvests timber primarily for two
reasons—timber is mature, and for own use.
Farmers and other individual owners, on the
other hand, harvest for a number of reasons,
but as in forest industry many harvest be-
cause timber is mature.  Again, the term
“mature” is self-defined.  Probably, some
owners believe “mature” stands are at risk of
decay or other damages and will decline if not
harvested.  Through harvesting, owners may
feel they capture the monetary value associ-
ated with “mature” stands.  However, few
owners profess to harvest timber because they
are offered a good price or because they need
money.  Only 11 percent of the harvesters,
controlling 9 percent of the timberland owned
by harvesters, harvest timber for monetary
reasons.  This finding is somewhat perplexing
because the prices paid for stumpage have
increased rather dramatically over the past
decade.  For example, Stier and Hacker (2000)
report that in 1989, one county forest in the
Northwestern Unit sold over 19,000 cords of
timber for approximately $5 per cord.  In
1994, approximately 18,000 cords of timber
were sold for approximately $15 per cord.
Clearly, standing timber has become more
economically valuable.

The decision to harvest involves the consider-
ation of a number of factors, including per-
sonal values, stand condition, perceived
current and future monetary value of stands,
markets, and owner tenure.  Most individual
owners need to face the decision to harvest
probably only once because of land area they
own and because of forest ecology and natural
histories of stands in the region.  Although
timber production is not their primary reason
for owning the land, many owners apparently
view harvesting as the best action to take
when they think timber is “mature.”  Harvest-
ing because stands are mature is especially
prevalent in northern Wisconsin where aspen
stands predominate.  Aspen generally grows in
even-aged stands, and pathological rotation is
about 55 to 60 years.  Owners who have
“mature” stands probably conclude that they
must either sell the timber, or see it decline.

Products Harvested

Fuelwood is the product most often har-
vested—78 percent of harvesters cut fuelwood
for their personal use (table 22).  Fuelwood
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cutters, on average, own fewer than 50 acres
of timberland.  They are among the one in four
households in Wisconsin who burn fuelwood
(May and Mace 1996).  In addition to burning
wood for home-heating, some burn wood in
fireplaces for pleasure (May and Mace 1996).
An additional 6 percent of harvesters cut
fuelwood to sell.  The harvesting of fuelwood
probably does not adversely impact industrial
wood supplies because most of the harvested
fuelwood comes from non-growing-stock
trees—dead trees and harvest residues, such
as limbs and branches.  Only about a third of
the harvested fuelwood in Wisconsin comes
from growing-stock trees (May and Mace
1996).

Mainly, forest industry and owners with more
than 500 acres of timberland harvest saw logs
and pulpwood (table 22).  The harvesting of
saw logs and pulpwood by forest industry is
done to supply mills and is an ongoing activ-
ity.  But, for individual owners, especially
small-tract owners, the harvesting of saw logs
or pulpwood occurs infrequently.  Indeed, as
size of holding increases, the proportion of
owners that harvest saw logs and pulpwood
increases.

 Reasons for Not Harvesting Timber

Owners have a variety of reasons for not
harvesting timber.  Among owners who have
not harvested, the most prevalent reason is
concern that harvesting would reduce scenery
(table 23).  Eighteen percent of owners have
not harvested because they believe harvesting
would reduce scenery.  The belief that harvest-
ing would reduce scenery corresponds closely
to the primary reasons for owning timberland.
The high proportion of owners holding timber-
land primarily for recreation and esthetic
enjoyment reflects the value of scenery.  An
additional 16 percent of those who have not
harvested feel that their timber is in a small
area.  Those owners hold less than 1 percent
of the private timberland area in Wisconsin.
Fourteen percent of those who have not har-
vested have not done so because of factors
associated with volume or tree size.  Some
owners who cited volume or size as a factor in
not harvesting may harvest in the future if
trees increase in size to where owners think
harvesting is warranted, or if market condi-
tions are favorable for harvesting.  Inciden-
tally, only 3 percent of those who did not

harvest feel market or low prices is a reason
for not harvesting.  Nine percent have not
harvested timber because they believe that if
they did the value of the land for recreation or
hunting would be reduced.

Moral or ethical reasons influence some
owners not to harvest.  Sixteen percent of
nonharvesters are opposed to harvesting.
Owners who oppose harvesting control 15
percent (454,730 acres) of the timberland
owned by nonharvesters.  Opposition to har-
vesting is most prevalent in the Southeastern
Unit where more than one-half of all owners
who oppose harvesting have land.  Among the
different groups of owners, individual owners
tend to oppose harvesting more than others
(table 24).  Fifteen percent of the individual
owners who have not harvested and 19 per-
cent of the farmers who have not harvested are
opposed to harvesting.  A few owners—1
percent of the nonharvesters—have not har-
vested because they distrust loggers.  Owners
who distrust loggers hold 4 percent (118,916
acres) of the timberland owned by nonhar-
vesters.  Landowner discontent with loggers
stems mostly from misunderstandings about
timber price or harvesting techniques and
from observations of logger activities on some-
one else’s land (Leatherberry 1998).

Timber Harvest Plans

More than half of owners have not harvested
timber.  Some feel strongly about not harvest-
ing.  Twenty-six percent of owners never
intend to harvest timber, and they hold 1 of
every 10 acres of private timberland (table 25).
Most owners, however, plan to harvest.  Nearly
7 of every 10 owners plan to harvest timber
from their land sometime in the future.  Forty-
two percent of owners plan to harvest timber
within the next 10 years, and they hold 64
percent (6,866,957 acres) of the private tim-
berland in Wisconsin (fig. 8).  An additional 26
percent of owners intend to harvest but are
not sure when the harvest will take place; they
hold 25 percent (2,695,116 acres) of the
private timberland.  Owners who intend to
harvest hold nearly 9 of every 10 acres of
private timberland in the State.

Larger tract owners are more likely to plan to
harvest than smaller tract owners (table 25).
Sixty-one percent of owners holding between 1
and 49 acres of timberland intend to harvest;
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Figure 9.—Distribution of owners and acres by intention to
   harvest, Wisconsin, 1997.

the figure increases to 90 percent for the 50-
to 499-acre size class and to 96 percent for
owners holding more than 500 acres.

As pointed out previously, few owners profess
to hold timberland for timber production.
Instead, nearly half own timberland primarily
for recreation and esthetic enjoyment.  Among
those owners, nearly three-quarters plan to
harvest timber (table 26).  Planning to harvest
timber and owning land for recreation/esthetic
reasons may appear to be incongruous.  The
apparent dichotomy of purpose may have
several explanations.  Some owners may view
recreation/esthetic values and timber produc-
tion as complementary—a stand managed for
saw logs can provide esthetic values and
recreational opportunities for much of its
existence.  Other owners who own larger tracts
may remove timber from the more remote
stands and preserve the timber near homes
and favorite places.  Perhaps, the dichotomy is
best explained by the proclivity of owners to
harvest timber when they believe it is mature.

Some owners plan to not harvest timber.
Twenty-six percent (68,383) of the nonindus-
trial timberland owners, controlling over a
million acres of timberland, expect that they
will never harvest timber (table 27).  Owners
who expect not to harvest timber are mostly
individual, nonfarm owners and are from all
occupational backgrounds.  However, retired
owners hold the largest share of acreage

(347,046 acres) where there are no plans to
harvest (table 28).  Many retired owners have
fixed incomes, and although they may not
have plans to harvest timber, economic neces-
sity may force some to harvest.  Also, the
retired owners who plan not to harvest hold
only an average of 13 acres—an area usually
not economical to manage for timber produc-
tion.

Owners self-proclaimed as “homemakers”
generally do not plan to harvest timber—85
percent of them indicated they never would
harvest.  However, the average size-of-holding
for those owners was only 2 acres.  Many are
widowed.  As retired owners continue to age,
the group classed “homemakers” may expand
and the area of timberland in the class is likely
to increase.

A caveat should be observed when relying on
owner’s stated harvesting plans.  What owners
plan to do can change with time.  For example,
Stone (1970), who studied timber harvest
behavior of landowners in the Upper Peninsula
of Michigan, observed that the owners’ stated
interest in harvesting timber and their actual
behavior did not match.  Much more harvest-
ing was done than owners’ statements alone
would suggest.  And, property changes owner-
ship, which can affect harvesting plans.
Carpenter (1985) observed that a majority of
new owners in the Upper Peninsula held
different attitudes about owning timberland

13

P
er

ce
n

t



than previous owners.  New owners were more
likely to harvest timber.

FORESTRY MANAGEMENT ASSISTANCE

Knowledge of Management Assistance
Resources

Knowledge of management assistance re-
sources is not universal; just over half of
owners (53 percent) knew of agencies or offices
they could contact for forestry management
assistance (table 29).  Forest industry owners,
as expected, were knowledgeable about the
sources of information for forestry manage-
ment assistance.  Nonindustrial private own-
ers with more than 500 acres of timberland
were also knowledgeable about sources to
contact for management assistance.  Indeed, it
appears that size of holding is related to
knowledge of management assistance.  Among
owners with more than 500 acres, only 6
percent did not know whom to contact for
forestry management assistance.  Conversely,
among owners with less than 50 acres, 40
percent of them did not know whom to contact
for forestry assistance.

About one-third of nonindustrial private
owners would seek assistance from public
agencies.  Seventeen percent of owners would
contact State employees (i.e., Department of
Natural Resources).  Only 4 percent of owners
controlling 7 percent (712,028 acres) of the
private timberland would use a private con-
sulting forester (table 29).  However, large-tract
owners are more likely to contact a consulting
forester and to contact multiple sources for
assistance than are smaller tract owners.  In
general, those who would contact nongovern-
ment foresters for assistance hold larger tracts
(500 acres or more) of timberland.

Use of Management Assistance

Forestry management assistance has been
obtained by 28 percent of owners (74,480)
(table 30).  These owners hold 56 percent
(6,091,242 acres) of the private timberland.
As the size of holding increases, timberland
owners are more likely to obtain management
assistance (fig. 9).  For instance, only 21
percent of small-tract (1-49 acres) owners have
obtained assistance.  Conversely, 86 percent of
the nonindustrial private owners who hold
more than 500 acres have requested assis-
tance.  Because logging small tracts is not

economically feasible, some small-tract owners
may not use outside assistance because they
do not intend to harvest.
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Figure 10.—Percent of nonindustrial owners
   obtaining forest management assistance by
   owner size class, Wisconsin, 1997.

The proportion of owners obtaining manage-
ment assistance ranges from 17 percent of
owners in the Northwestern Unit to 44 percent
in the Southwestern Unit (table 31).  Owners
who have obtained assistance control more
than 50 percent of the private timberland
acres in each of the units, except the South-
eastern Unit, where they control 43 percent of
the private timberland.

Owners who have obtained assistance have
larger holdings than owners who have not, as
shown below:

                               Average size of holding
Unit Assistance      No assistance

obtain obtained
(acres)

Northeastern 110 40
Northwestern 145 28
Central  76 26
Southwestern  73 30
Southeastern  25 14
   State  82 26
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The size of holding has obvious implications
for the delivery of assistance to landowners.
Statewide, owners who have requested assis-
tance have an average of 82 acres of timber-
land.  However, in the Central Unit and the
two southern units, the average size of hold-
ings for those who requested assistance is
smaller than the statewide average.  The
relatively smaller tract size, in conjunction
with the larger number of owners involved,
presents a greater challenge in delivering
assistance.  In the Southeastern Unit, 4,000
more owners obtained assistance than in the
Northwestern Unit.  However, owners in the
Northwestern Unit who obtained assistance
have more than four times as much timber-
land as owners in the Southeastern Unit.

Owners who obtained forestry assistance
sought help with a variety of forest related
concerns (table 32).  The assistance obtained
by owners was generally related to forestry
management or information about forestry.
Some owners obtained information about
wildlife, which exemplifies the strong relation
between forest ownership and recreation.

In terms of obtaining assistance in the future,
31 percent of owners who have obtained
forestry assistance would contact State per-
sonnel; these owners have 2,166,203 acres
(table 33).  Multiple sources would be used by
an additional 31 percent of those who have
obtained assistance.  An additional 9 percent
would contact a consultant forester; these
owners have 483,052 acres of timberland.  Not
surprising, nearly half the owners (84,366
owners) who have not obtained forestry man-
agement assistance did not know whom to
contact for assistance; they control 2 million
acres of timberland.  Among those owners who
have not obtained assistance, 13 percent
indicated that in the future they would contact
State personnel.

COMPARING OWNERS WHO HAVE
HARVESTED TIMBER TO THOSE WHO

HAVE NOT

Wisconsin timberland owners are closely split
between those who have harvested and those
who have not.  Timberland owners generally
profess that timber production is not an
important reason for owning timberland—only
2 percent of owners say they hold timberland
primarily for that reason.  Instead of timber

production, many owners are interested in
recreation and esthetics.  Even among timber
harvesters there are strong feelings about
recreation and esthetics.  Many harvesters,
like those who do not harvest, hold timberland
for recreation or esthetic reasons (table 34).
Both harvesters and those who do not harvest
tend to view benefits of owning timberland
similarly (table 35).  For example, a significant
proportion of both harvesters and non-har-
vesters view recreation and esthetic enjoyment
as primary benefits received from the timber-
land they own.  For some who have not har-
vested, land value increase is an important
benefit, while fewer harvesters view land value
increase as a primary benefit.  Timber income
is an important benefit to just 5 percent of
harvesters, but those harvesters hold one-fifth
of the timber owned by harvesters.  Both
harvesters and those who have not harvested
have similar expectations about the benefits
they will receive from owning timberland (table
36).  Approximately two-thirds of both harvest-
ers and those who have not harvested expect
recreation and esthetic enjoyment to be impor-
tant future benefits of owning timberland.

Wisconsin timberland owners, like timberland
owners in other places, are motivated by
multiple objectives.  However, it is clear that
one of their primary objectives for owning
timberland is recreation and esthetic enjoy-
ment.  An obvious question is:  if people hold
timberland primarily for recreation and es-
thetic values, why do some harvest and others
do not?  Findings presented here suggest that
a stable proportion of owners in the larger size
classes, mostly nonindividual owners, regu-
larly harvest timber.  Many individual owners
harvest timber because they perceive there is a
biological need (i.e., mature timber) or because
they need the timber for their own use.  Few
individual owners say they harvest timber
primarily for monetary gain.  Just 11 percent
of harvesters cut timber because they “needed
money” or were “offered a good price.”  In-
stead, most individual owners harvest because
stands are “mature.”  Does this propensity to
harvest when stands are “mature” suggest that
many nonharvesters will harvest at some time
in the future?  Many probably will because
about 7 of every 10 owners indicated they plan
to harvest.  While not responding solely to
economic forces when harvesting, many
owners apparently are not willing to forego
harvest when they perceive stands are mature.
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Essentially, at stand “maturity,” the utility of
the stand for recreation and esthetics is
decreased while the economic value is maxi-
mized.  At this juncture many owners decide
to harvest.  Stone’s (1970) research supports
this conjecture.  He postulates that an owner
eventually becomes aware of the timber value
and conducts a harvest.  Thus, over time,
particularly as long as a forest management or
pathological rotation period, most private
timber would probably be available for harvest.

Obviously some factors preclude or limit the
likelihood of harvest.  For instance, some
species may not be in demand or have a ready
available market.  Much of the timber harvest
in Wisconsin occurs in the northern part of the
State where size of holding has obvious impli-
cations for timber management.  The predomi-
nance of smaller holdings in southern Wiscon-
sin and the Central Unit may impede timber
harvest.  Indeed, 16 percent of owners who did
not harvest indicated they did not harvest
because the area they owned was too small.
Further, about one-third of owners holding
fewer than 50 acres of timberland indicated
they would never harvest timber from their
land.  For some owners, moral or ethical
values play a role in the decision to not har-
vest.  Sixteen percent of those who have not
harvested are opposed to harvesting.  A greater
proportion of owners in the southern part of
the State are opposed to harvesting than in the
northern part.  Apparently, owners who op-
pose timber harvesting expect to derive greater
utility from the recreational or esthetic enjoy-
ment of their land than from income or prod-
ucts gained from a harvest.

Harvesters are more likely to request forestry
management assistance than owners who do
not harvest (table 37).  Four of every 10 har-
vesters have requested forestry assistance and
they collectively own over 5 million acres of
timberland.  Conversely, only 18 percent of
those who have not harvested have requested
forestry management assistance.  For those
owners requesting assistance, harvesters own
an average of 103 acres, while those who have
not harvested own just 41 acres of timberland.

RECREATIONAL USE OF PRIVATE
TIMBERLAND

Recreational Use and Availability

Recreational use of timberland was reported
by 7 of every 10 owners, holding 87 percent of
private timberland in the State (table 38).
Twenty-one percent of owners, holding 39
percent of the timberland, indicated that the
public is permitted to use their land.  Nearly
three-fourths (73 percent) of owners, control-
ling 58 percent of the private timberland, do
not allow the public to recreate on their tim-
berland.

Sixty-three percent of owners personally use
their land for recreation, or have family or
close friends that do (table 39).  Hunting is the
most popular recreation activity, reported by
an estimated 42 percent of owners that control
51 percent of the private timberland acreage.
Hiking is also popular.  Thirty-six percent of
owners indicated that they, or their family or
friends, hiked on the land.  These owners
control 42 percent of the private timberland.
Birdwatching is another popular form of
recreation among timberland owners.  Thirty-
two percent of owners holding 31 percent of
the private timberland acreage birdwatch or
allow their friends on their land to birdwatch.
Picnicking, camping, snowmobiling, and
winter sports are all important recreational
activities engaged in by owners, their family,
and friends, on owner’s timberland.  Of
course, timberland can support multiple
activities, and many forest-based recreation
pursuits can be engaged in concurrently.

The 21 percent of owners who allow the public
to use their timberland for recreation are most
likely to permit snowmobiling and hunting
(table 40).  Snowmobiling is allowed by 6
percent of owners who hold 17 percent of the
private timberland.  Hunting is allowed by 5
percent of owners who hold 17 percent
(1,871,736 acres) of the private timberland
acreage.  Owners who allow public access
permit most recreational activities, but many
appear hesitant to allow camping.

The more timberland owned, the more likely
the owner is to permit public use of the land
(table 41).  For instance, only 11 percent of
owners who hold between 1 and 19 acres allow
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the public to recreate on their land.  This is
probably due to the small size of the property,
much of which is associated with a residence
or is part of the farm.  Conversely, 53 percent
of owners holding 500 or more acres permit
public use.  In Wisconsin, a relatively small
number of owners holding large tracts of
timberland allow public access, including most
of the large corporate owners.  Under the
Managed Forest Law, owners who enroll over
80 acres of timberland must open their land to
the public.

The different types of recreation that take
place on private timberland indicate how
diverse recreational opportunities are on
Wisconsin’s timberland.  Many of the activities
take place on the same land.  However, more
acreage is used for hunting than for other
activities.  Eighty percent of private timberland
acreage (8,709,741 acres) held by 55 percent
of owners is used for hunting.  However, on
most land where hunting occurs, the public is
not allowed to hunt (table 42).  Only 13 per-
cent of owners, controlling 3,217,740 acres of
timberland (30 percent of the private timber-
land area), allow others to hunt on the land
they own.  Forty-two percent of owners, con-
trolling 51 percent of the timberland, hunt but
do not allow the public to hunt on the land
they own.

Restricting Access by Posting

Forty-four percent of owners holding 55 per-
cent of the private timberland acreage indi-
cated they post their land against public entry
(table 43).  The percentage of timberland area
posted is higher in the populated central and
southern parts of Wisconsin than in the north.
In the Central Unit, owners of 68 percent of
the timberland indicated they post their land;
in the two southern units owners of about
two-thirds of the timberland said they posted.
In the Northeastern Unit, 52 percent of the
timberland is posted; in the Northwestern
Unit, only 40 percent of the timberland is
posted.  The higher proportion of land posted
in central and southern Wisconsin reflects the
land-use activities and population expansion
occurring there.  It is likely that the expansion
of suburbia into rural areas in southern and
central Wisconsin has contributed to increased
posting.  In the more rural north, where
posting is less prevalent, much of the land
posted is probably associated with absentee

owners.  Many of those owners reserve the use
of their land to only family and friends.  But
the posted land in the region is offset by the
larger tracts of forest industry timberland
where public use is allowed.

Sixty-seven percent of owners who hold 500
acres or more of timberland reported that they
post their land (table 44).  However, these
owners hold only 34 percent of the land in that
class.  Conversely, 33 percent of owners in this
size class, controlling 61 percent of the acre-
age, do not post their land.  In general, the
small timberland holders (owners of between 1
and 9 acres) and the large timberland holders
(owners of more than 500 acres) post less of
their land than do owners holding between 10
and 500 acres.

Reasons for Posting Timberland

The most common reason owners post their
land is to prohibit access—17 percent of
owners with 21 percent of the timberland post
for that reason (table 45).  Another important
reason is to control hunting.  Nine percent of
owners, with 13 percent of the timberland,
post to control hunting.  As pointed out earlier,
20 percent of the timberland owners allow the
public to use their land.  But, some owners
who allow public use also post their land,
which suggests that just because land is
posted does not mean it is not available for
public use.  Among owners who permit public
use of their land, 44 percent also post their
land.  The most common reason for these
owners posting their land is to prohibit access,
control hunting, and control access.  Owners
who allow use and post their land probably do
so to screen potential land users and to en-
courage them to use the land responsibly.

CONCLUSION

Private timberland owners are a diverse group
motivated by multiple objectives.  However,
timber production, recreation, and esthetic
enjoyment are clearly important reasons for
owning timberland.  In terms of timber pro-
duction, there are basically three types of
timber harvest behavior among Wisconsin
timberland owners.  A relatively small body of
owners hold large tracts of timberland prima-
rily for timber production, and they harvest on
a regular basis.  A large body of owners hold
timberland primarily for recreation or esthetic
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values, but many of them harvest timber when
they feel it is “mature.”  Those owners are not
generally motivated by money to harvest.  And
finally, a small group of owners plan never to
harvest timber.

Will the mix of owner behaviors result in a
sustainable flow of both timber and nontimber
services from private timberland into the
future?  This is an important question, one
complicated by the reality that it is difficult to
predict timber harvest behavior from past
behavior (i.e., Stone 1970, Carpenter 1985,
Bliss and Grassl 1987).  This is especially
applicable for nonindustrial owners.  The
condition of Wisconsin’s forest and the kinds
of harvest behaviors exhibited by Wisconsin
timberland owners, however, suggest that for
the near term—say 20 to 30 years out—
adequate timber supply will flow from private
lands.  There are three prime reasons for this
conclusion.  First, net growth exceeds harvest
in Wisconsin.  Much of the growth is on young
trees, as is shown in the expansion of sapling-
seedling-size stands between 1983 and 1996
(Schmidt 1997).  Second, owners with large
holdings use their land primarily for timber
production and that land base has remained
fairly stable over time, even when ownership is
transferred.  Third, the fact that many owners
harvest timber when they believe it is mature
indicates that a significant acreage may be
continuously available for harvest.  However,
for the long term—beyond 30 years—the flow
of timber from private lands is not clear,
especially from nonindustrial timberland.  In
the future, the consequence of increased
numbers of smaller holdings may have an
adverse affect on the flow of timber because
owners of smaller holdings are less likely to
harvest timber.  Also, economies of scale make
forestry management more difficult for small
landowners.  Timber supply may be adversely
affected by a lack of forestry management on
individual private lands.  In our study, more
than one-third of the State’s private timber-
land owners did not know about sources that
could provide forestry management assistance.
Smaller tract owners generally have little
knowledge of technical forestry management,
and few seek assistance or advice on manag-
ing their timberland.

Because owners hold timberland for seemingly
divergent reasons (i.e., timber production
versus recreation and esthetics), incentive
programs must be effectively targeted.  Kline et

al. (2000) note that programs that offer cost-
sharing or technical assistance to increase
timber production may have only limited
success if a significant proportion of owners do
not possess strong timber objectives.  Pro-
grams with the greatest potential for success
target those owners whose objectives are most
consistent with program goals.  Therefore,
present and near term timber production
incentives should be directed to the larger
tract owners because they are more likely to
harvest timber.  Providing individual assis-
tance to many small-tract owners who are
subjected to diseconomies associated with
harvesting small tracts may not be a produc-
tive use of limited funds and resources.  How-
ever, to assist small landholders interested in
forestry management, public agencies and
forest products industries should encourage
and promote cooperative, integrated forestry
management among smaller tract holders.
The Wisconsin Woodland Owner Association
has been effective in promoting forestry man-
agement among smaller timberland owners.
Further, in the future, new harvesting tech-
nologies may lead to the efficient harvesting of
smaller holdings.

Timberland is an important source of recre-
ational opportunities.  Most owners hold
timberland primarily for recreation or esthetic
enjoyment.  Only about one-quarter of owners
allow the public to use their land for recre-
ation; the remaining owners exclude the public
from their land.  In general, however, larger
tract owners tend to permit public access to
their land.  Larger tract owners are more likely
to participate in State tax incentive programs
that require owners to allow public access to
the land.  The incidences of posting to restrict
access to timberland are greatest in central
and southern Wisconsin.  In these areas,
farmers historically owned most timberland,
and they traditionally permitted others access
to their land.  However, farmers have been
divesting their holdings at an alarming rate.
For example, in 1956, farmers owned
6,372,000 acres of timberland (Stone and
Thorne 1961).  By 1997, farmer-owned tim-
berland had declined to 1,467,750 acres.
Transfer of farms to nonfarmers leads not only
to less harvesting, but also to fragmentation of
tracts.  Pressure to divide timberland into
smaller holdings is increasing due to expand-
ing residential and recreational developments.
These smaller tract owners apparently perceive
significant opportunity costs associated with

18



allowing public access to their land.  As a
consequence, posting and use restrictions are
likely to increase.
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Study Methods

The sampling scheme used in the survey of
Wisconsin timberland owners was derived
from the sampling design used in the Wiscon-
sin forest inventory of 1996 (see Schmidt
1997).  Sampling intensity was increased from
a single intensity to a double intensity level.
The goal was to provide a sampling error of
less than 10 percent for the total timberland
by county from the increased sampling inten-
sity.  Such sampling was made possible
through the cooperation, assistance, and
additional funding provided by the State of
Wisconsin.

In this study, owners surveyed were selected
from a sample of randomly distributed points
of timberland on aerial photographs of the
entire State of Wisconsin.  The exact ground
location of selected timberland points on the
aerial photographs was determined, and the
owner of the land where the point occurred
was identified from legal descriptions at
county land departments or other reliable
sources.  A total of 9,165 timberland field plots
were identified in Wisconsin.  These were
systematically distributed within each of the
five survey units.  The name and mailing
address of plot owners were arranged by unit
and plot number, and were recorded into a file
of owners.

Timberland plots that were publicly owned
were removed from the file.  The resulting file
of owners served as the survey sample base.
The file of private timberland owners, however,
contained duplicate names and unusable
addresses.  Many large ownerships were
identified that had multiple plot locations.  As
a result, it was necessary to define the survey
sample base further.  All duplicate names and
addresses were identified.  The first identified
listing for an owner remained in the file and all
other listings for the same owner were re-
moved, leaving a single entity for multiple
listings.  Also, all addresses deemed unusable
were removed.  The final definition of the
survey population included those 3,171 pri-
vate timberland owners in Wisconsin, where
forest inventory plots were established on
timberland they owned.  A continuous listing
of owner names and addresses was arranged
by survey unit, and a questionnaire was sent
to each owner.

The questionnaire was developed from owner-
ship studies done in the Northeastern States
by Thomas Birch, and was revised to accom-
modate unique Wisconsin data requirements.
A copy of the questionnaire is included in the
Appendix.  A questionnaire was mailed to
owners with an enclosed postage-paid, ad-
dressed return envelope.  A cover letter ex-
plaining the purpose of the study was mailed
with the questionnaire to each selected owner;
those who did not respond in approximately 3
weeks received a second letter and question-
naire.  To check for nonresponse bias, a
sample of owners who did not reply to the mail
questionnaire was randomly selected from
each unit to be interviewed over the phone
using a modified version of the mail question-
naire.  Analysis of responses from the 45
completed phone interviews did not reveal a
nonrespondent bias, and those respondents
are included in the final data tabulations.

After the initial mailing and one mail followup,
1,754 questionnaires were returned.  Of the
returned questionnaires, 414 were not usable
primarily because the owner had either moved
and could not be located, had died, had sold
the land, or had returned the questionnaire
without answers.  These owners were removed
from the sample base.  Therefore, the informa-
tion presented is based on the responses of
1,340 owners representing a 49-percent
response rate when unusable replies are
excluded.  The findings from the sample
population were statistically expanded to
estimate the total population of private timber-
land owners and the acreage they own in
Wisconsin.  Responses to the questionnaire
provided the basis for the estimates presented
in this report.  The design of the study is land
oriented, and the probability that a particular
forest ownership would be sampled depended
on the rate of sampling and the acreage of
timberland owned.

Estimation Procedures

The estimate of total acreage of timberland in
private ownership was obtained from the forest
resources inventory.  The area of timberland in
large acreage ownerships was then subtracted
to form a separate stratum.  The remaining
private timberland area in each unit was
divided by the number of small acreage field
plots represented by the remaining valid

APPENDIX
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questionnaires to determine the area repre-
sented by each plot.

Since the sampling scheme is area-based,
there is a low probability of inclusion for
owners of small parcels of timberland.  To
estimate the total number of ownership units
in Wisconsin, it was necessary to weigh the
number of ownership units obtained in the
sample.  The procedure can be stated as:

Tp    1
N = ___   Σ   ____

Nr    Ai

Where:
    N = estimated number of private ownership

units in the sampling strata.
    Tp = the acres of timberland in the sampling

strata.
    Nr = number of respondents in the sampling

strata.
    Ai = acres owned by individual respondents.

The N then equals the estimated number of
private ownership units in the State or unit.
This is an unbiased estimate of the total
number of ownership units that hold timber-
land in Wisconsin.  Owners having more than
one survey plot on their land were sent only
one questionnaire, and their response was
weighed proportional to the acreage they own.
The private timberland base and number of
private timberland owners in each Forest
Survey Unit in Wisconsin are shown below:

Unit All private ownerships
(acres)  (number)

Northeastern 2,432,300 36,918
Northwestern 3,165,700 70,661
Central 2,394,900 61,749
Southwestern 1,888,200 38,149
Southeastern   930,800 54,757

10,811,900 262,234

Data were tabulated with the cooperation of
the Forest Inventory and Analysis Program of
USDA Forest Service’s Northeastern Research
Station under the direction of Thomas Birch
(deceased).

Sampling Errors

It is important to have a measure of the varia-
tion associated with the estimate shown in the
tabulation because every owner and every acre
were not sampled.  The data presented are
estimated.  A measure of the reliability of an
estimate based on the sample is given by
sampling error.  Sampling errors were calcu-
lated for the estimated number of timberland
owners and acreage of timberland.  The sam-
pling error for the number of acres of timber-
land in private ownership is calculated as part
of the forest inventory and is designed to
achieve a national standard of plus or minus 3
percent at a million acres of timberland.
Because this study has a much smaller
sample size than the normal forest inventory,
sampling errors rise rapidly for smaller areas
of timberland.

Because this survey was conducted using a
land-area sample, the estimates of area have
smaller sampling errors than the estimates of
number of owners.  Estimates for the State as
a whole are the most reliable (having the
smallest sampling errors in percent), followed
by units.  The inclusion of small timberland
parcels (fewer than 10 acres) in the survey
substantially increases the sampling error for
the estimated number of owners.  Sampling
errors appear in some tables of this report and
are presented for each unit.  The sampling
errors (in percent) are shown in the tabulation
on the top of the next page.
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Survey Unit Estimates of Estimates of Estimates of the
acres of private number of number of

timberland owners of private owners holding
timberland 10 or more acres

Northeastern 0.8 10.0 7.6
Northwestern 0.7 15.0 5.7
Central 0.6  8.5 6.4
Southwestern 0.6 18.4 6.8
Southeastern 0.4 14.1 7.4
   All Survey Units 0.3 6.2 3.0
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DEFINITION OF TERMS

Commercial species.—Tree species presently
or prospectively suitable for industrial wood
products.  (Note:  Excludes species of typi-
cally small size, poor form, or inferior qual-
ity.)

Cord.—One standard cord is 128 cubic feet of
stacked wood, including bark and air space.
Cubic feet can be converted to solid wood
standard cords by dividing by 79.

Corporate.—Lands owned by a private corpo-
ration not in the business of operating
primary wood-using plants.

Farm.—Any place from which $1,000 or more
of agriculture products were produced and
sold during the year.

Farmer-owned land.—Land owned by persons
whose primary occupation is farming.

Forest industry land.—Land owned by com-
panies or individuals operating primary
wood-using plants.

Forest land.—Land at least 10 percent
stocked.  (Note:  Historically 16.7 percent
was used based on full stocking equaling 167
percent.  Consequently, this was equal to a
standard of 10 percent based on a 100-
percent scale that is now used) by forest
trees of any size, or formerly having had such
tree cover, and not currently developed for
nonforest use.  (Note:  Stocking is measured
by comparing specified standards with basal
area and/or number of trees, age or size, and
spacing.)  The minimum area for classifica-
tion of forest land is 1 acre.  Roadside,
streamside, and shelterbelt strips of timber
must have a crown width of at least 120 feet
to qualify as forest land.  Unimproved roads
and trails, streams, or other bodies of water
or clearings in forest areas shall be classed
as forest if less than 120 feet wide.  (See
Tree, Land, Timberland, Reserved forest
land, Other forest land, Stocking, and Water.)

Forest type.—A classification of forest land
based on the species forming a plurality of
live tree stocking.  The associated species for
each forest type are based on net volume of
growing stock and all live biomass by species
group from the 1996 inventory of Wisconsin
forests.

Growing-stock tree.—A live tree of commer-
cial species that meets specified standards of
size, quality, and merchantability.  (Note:
Excludes rough, rotten, and dead trees.)

Growing-stock volume.—Net volume in cubic
feet of growing-stock trees 5.0 inches d.b.h.
and over, from 1 foot above the ground to a
minimum 4.0-inch top diameter outside bark
of the central stem or to the point where the
central stem breaks into limbs.

Individual private land.—Privately owned
land held in individual or joint ownership.

Industrial wood.—All roundwood products
except residential fuelwood.

Land.—(a) Bureau of the Census.  Dry land
and land temporarily or partly covered by
water such as marshes, swamps, and river
flood plains (omitting tidal flats below mean
high tide); streams, sloughs, estuaries, and
canals less than one-eighth of a statute mile
wide; and lakes, reservoirs, and ponds less
than 40 acres in area.

       (b) Forest Inventory and Analysis.  The
same as the Bureau of the Census, except
minimum width of streams, etc., is 120 feet
and minimum size of lakes, etc., is 1 acre.

Native American land.—Land held in trust by
the United States for tribes or individual
Native Americans (Indians).

Nonforest land.—Land that has never sup-
ported forests, and land formerly forested
where use for timber management is pre-
cluded by development for other uses.  (Note:
Includes areas used for crops, active Christ-
mas tree plantations as indicated by annual
shearing, orchards, nurseries, improved
pasture, residential areas, city parks, im-
proved roads of any width and adjoining
clearings, powerline clearings of any width,
and 1- to 40-acre areas of water classified by
the Bureau of the Census as land.)  If inter-
mingled in forest areas, unimproved roads
and nonforest strips must be more than 120
feet wide and more than 1 acre in area to
qualify as nonforest land.

Nonforest land without trees.—Nonforest
land with no live trees present.

Nonforest land with trees.—Nonforest land
with one or more trees per acre at least 5
inches d.b.h.
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Nonresident owner.—An owner whose pri-
mary residence is more than a mile from the
nearest tract of timberland owned.

Other forest land.—Forest land not capable of
producing 20 cubic feet per acre per year of
industrial wood crops under natural condi-
tions and not associated with urban or rural
development.  Many of these sites contain
tree species that are not currently used for
industrial wood production or trees of poor
form, small size, or inferior quality that are
unfit for most industrial products.  Unpro-
ductivity may be the result of adverse site
conditions such as sterile soil, dry climate,
poor drainage, high elevation, and rockiness.
This land is not withdrawn from timber use.

Owner tenure.—The length of time a property
has been held by an owner.

Ownership size class.—The amount of tim-
berland owned by one owner, regardless of
the number of parcels.

Ownership unit.—All types of legal entities
having ownership interest in land, regardless
of the number of people involved.  The
ownership unit is the focus of decision-
making for each parcel whether an indi-
vidual (sole proprietor), group of individuals
(partnerships or individual estates), or legal
person (corporation or trust).

Plantation.—An artificially reforested area
sufficiently productive to qualify as timber-
land.  The planted species is not necessarily
predominant.  Christmas tree plantations,
which are considered cropland, are not
included.

Poletimber stand.—(See Stand-size class.)

Poletimber tree.—A live tree of commercial
species at least 5.0 inches d.b.h., but
smaller than sawtimber size.

Posted land.—Ownerships displaying signs
indicating public trespass or admittance is
not allowed.

Primary wood-using mills.—Mills receiving
roundwood or chips from roundwood for
processing into products.

Pulpwood.—Any log from which wood pulp is
to be made; usually measured in bolts of 4
or 8 feet.

Private timberland.—All timberland other
than that owned by Federal, State, or local
government or their agencies.

Public timberland.—
    County and municipal land.—Land owned
by counties and local public agencies or
municipalities, or land leased to these
governmental units for 50 years or more.
    Miscellaneous Federal land.—Federal
land other than National Forest land ad-
ministered by agencies of the Federal
government.
    National Forest land.—Federal land that
has been legally designated as National
Forest or purchase units, and other land
administered by the USDA Forest Service.
    State land.—Land owned by the State of
Wisconsin or leased to it for 50 years or
more.

Reserved forest land.—Forest land withdrawn
from timber use through statute, adminis-
trative regulation, or designation.  Note:
Christmas tree plantations were once classi-
fied as reserved forest land.  Now however,
they are classified as cropland.

Resident owner.—An owner whose primary
residence is within a mile of the nearest tract
of timberland owned.

Sapling.—A live tree 1.0 to 5.0 inches d.b.h.

Sapling-seedling stand.—(See Stand-size
class.)

Sawtimber stand.—(See Stand-size class.)

Sawtimber tree.—A live tree of commercial
species containing at least a 12-foot saw log
or two noncontiguous saw logs 8 feet or
longer, and meeting regional specifications
for freedom from defect.  Softwoods must be
at least 9.0 inches d.b.h.  Hardwoods must
be at least 11.0 inches d.b.h.

Seedling.—A live tree less than 1.0 inch d.b.h.
that is expected to survive.  Only softwood
seedlings more than 6 inches tall and hard-
wood seedlings more than 1 foot tall are
counted.
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Softwoods.—Coniferous trees, usually ever-
green, having needles or scale-like leaves.

Stand.—A group of trees on a minimum of 1
acre of forest land that is stocked by forest
trees of any size.

Stand-size class.—A classification of stocked
(see Stocking) forest land based on the size
class of live trees on the area; that is, saw-
timber, poletimber, or seedlings and sap-
lings.
    Sawtimber stands.—Stands with half or
more of live tree stocking in sawtimber or
poletimber trees, and with sawtimber stock-
ing at least equal to poletimber stocking.
    Poletimber stands.—Stands with half or
more of live tree stocking in poletimber and/
or sawtimber trees, and with poletimber
stocking exceeding that of sawtimber.
    Sapling-seedling stands.—Stands with
more than half of the live tree stocking in
saplings and/or seedlings.

Timberland.—Forest land that is producing,
or is capable of producing, more than 20
cubic feet per acre per year of industrial
wood crops under natural conditions, that is
not withdrawn from timber use, and that is
not associated with urban or rural develop-
ment.  Currently inaccessible and inoperable
areas are included.  (Timberland was for-
merly called commercial forest land.)

Urban and other areas.—Areas within the
legal boundaries of cities and towns; subur-
ban areas developed for residential, indus-
trial, or recreational purposes; school yards;
cemeteries; roads; railroads; airports;
beaches; powerlines and other rights-of-way;
or other nonforest land not included in any
other specified land-use class.

Urban forest land.—Land that would other-
wise meet the criteria for timberland but that
is in an urban-suburban area surrounded by
commercial, industrial, or residential devel-
opment and not likely to be managed for the
production of industrial wood products on a
continuing basis.  Wood removed would be
for land clearing, fuelwood, or esthetic
purposes.  Such forest land may be associ-
ated with industrial, commercial, residential
subdivision, industrial parks, golf course
perimeters, airport buffer strips, and public
urban parks that qualify as forest land.

Water.—(a) Bureau of the Census.—Permanent
inland water surfaces, such as lakes, reser-
voirs, and ponds at least 40 acres in area;
and streams, sloughs, estuaries, and canals
at least one-eighth of a statute mile wide.
     (b) Noncensus.—Permanent inland water
surfaces, such as lakes, reservoirs, and
ponds from 1 to 39.9 acres in area; and
streams, sloughs, estuaries, and canals from
120 feet to one-eighth of a statute mile wide.
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consin, 1997

Table 7.—Estimated number of farm and
nonfarm ownerships and acres of timber-
land by form of ownership, Wisconsin,
1997

Table 8.—Estimated number of private owners
and acres of timberland owned by occupa-
tion and Forest Survey Unit, Wisconsin,
1997

Table 9.—Estimated number of private indi-
vidual owners and acres of timberland
owned by age class and Forest Survey
Unit, Wisconsin, 1997
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Table 21.—Estimated number of harvesters
and acres of timberland owned by reason
for harvesting and form of ownership,
Wisconsin, 1997

Table 22.—Estimated number of private
owners on whose land products have been
harvested and acres of timberland owned
by timber products harvested and size
class of ownership, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 23.—Estimated number of private
owners that have not harvested and acres
of timberland owned by reason for not
harvesting and Forest Survey Unit, Wis-
consin, 1997

Table 24.—Estimated number of private
owners that have not harvested and acres
of timberland owned by reason for not
harvesting and form of ownership, Wis-
consin, 1997

Table 25.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
size class and expected time of future
harvest and size class of ownership,
Wisconsin, 1997

Table 26.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
primary reason for owning and expected
time of future harvest, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 27.—Estimated number of non-forest
industry owners and acres of timberland
owned by ownership class and expected
time of future harvest, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 28.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
occupation and expected time of future
harvest, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 29.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
size class of ownership and agency that
owners would contact for forestry assis-
tance, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 30.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland by owners
who have requested forest management
assistance and by size class of ownership,
Wisconsin, 1997

Table 10.—Estimated number of private
individual owners and acres of timberland
owned by annual income class and Forest
Survey Unit, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 11.—Estimated number of corporate and
nonindividual owners by nature of busi-
ness and form of ownership, Wisconsin,
1997

Table 12.—Estimated acres of timberland in
corporate and nonindividual ownerships
by nature of business and form of owner-
ship, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 13.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
date of acquisition and form of ownership,
Wisconsin, 1997

Table 14.—Estimated number of private non-
forest industry owners and acres of
timberland owned by date of acquisition
and Forest Survey Unit, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 15.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
primary and secondary reason for owning,
Wisconsin, 1997

Table 16.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
primary reason for owning and Forest
Survey Unit, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 17.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
form of ownership and harvest history,
Wisconsin, 1997

Table 18.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
occupation and harvest history, Wiscon-
sin, 1997

Table 19.—Estimated number of harvesters
and acres of timberland harvested by year
of last harvest, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 20.—Estimated number of harvesters
and acres of timberland owned by reason
for harvesting and Forest Survey Unit,
Wisconsin, 1997
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Table 31.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
requests for forestry assistance and
Forest Survey Unit, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 32.—Estimated number of private
owners who have received forest assis-
tance and acres of timberland owned by
type of assistance, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 33.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned, by
owners who have sought assistance and
those who have not, and by agency that
would be contacted for future forestry
assistance, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 34.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
primary reason for owning by harvesters
and nonharvesters, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 35.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
primary benefit received in the last 10
years and harvest history, Wisconsin,
1997

Table 36.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
primary benefit expected in the next 10
years and harvest history, Wisconsin,
1997

Table 37.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
request for forest assistance and harvest
history, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 38.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
availability for recreation, Wisconsin,
1997

Table 39.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
type of recreational use by owner, owner’s
family, or immediate circle of friends,
Wisconsin, 1997

Table 40.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
type of public use permitted, Wisconsin,
1997

Table 41.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
availability for recreation and size class,
Wisconsin, 1997

Table 42.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
availability for hunting, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 43.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
whether land is posted or not posted and
Forest Survey Unit, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 44.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
size class and whether land is posted or
not posted, Wisconsin, 1997

Table 45.—Estimated number of private
owners and acres of timberland owned by
reason for posting and use permitted,
Wisconsin, 1997
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Table 5.--Estimated number of private owners and acres of timberland owned 

by distance from residence and number of tracts, Wisconsin, 1997

Owners of more than one tract

Distance from Owners of Distance to:

residence one tract Nearest tract Farthest tract

(miles) Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent

Owners

Less than 1 105,685 55 46,940 66 26,623 38

2-25 17,735 9 8,909 12 17,915 25

26-100 14,808 8 4,903 7 8,007 11

100+ 39,792 21 9,709 14 17,716 25

No answer 13,153 7 600 1 800 1

Total 191,173 100 71,061 100 71,061 100

Acres

Less than 1 2,408,054 52 3,624,864 58 1,382,065 22

2-25 684,912 15 1,414,110 23 1,807,019 29

26-100 412,992 9 403,006 6 788,045 13

100+ 974,204 21 732,073 12 2,183,059 35

No answer 121,669 3 36,016 1 49,881 1

Total 4,601,831 100 6,210,069 100 6,210,069 100
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Table 15.--Estimated number of private owners and acres of timberland

owned by primary and secondary reason for owning, Wisconsin, 1997

Primary reason Secondary reason

Reason for owning Number Percent Number Percent

Owners

Land investment 12,328 5 8,153 2

Recreation 68,429 26 39,526 15

Timber production 3,800 2 7,132 3

Farm or domestic use 21,980 8 23,591 9

Esthetic enjoyment 49,685 19 48,324 19

Part of farm 31,226 12 18,850 7

Part of residence 36,253 14 21,863 9

Estate to pass on 8,050 3 14,720 6

Other 6,196 2 2,926 1

No secondary reason given - - 52,862 20

No answer 24,287 9 24,287 9

Total 262,234 100 262,234 100

Acres Owned

Land investment 679,152 6 592,162 5

Recreation 3,334,057 31 1,732,902 16

Timber production 1,450,323 13 801,015 7

Farm or domestic use 1,035,883 10 1,139,790 11

Esthetic enjoyment 1,126,467 10 1,939,677 18

Part of farm 1,178,938 11 592,059 5

Part of residence 969,756 9 724,565 7

Estate to pass on 377,003 4 930,021 9

Other 403,416 4 79,349 1

No secondary reason  given - - 2,023,455 19

No answer 256,905 2 256,905 2

Total 10,811,900 100 10,811,900 100
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Table 19.--Estimated number of harvesters and acres of timberland harvested 
by year of last harvest, Wisconsin, 1997

Year since Owners Acres owned

last harvest Number Percent Number Percent

1990-1997 98,267           82              6,908,276      87              
1980-1989 14,978           12              613,602         8                
1970-1979 2,885             2                135,811         2                
1960-1969 683                1                47,877           1                

Before 1959 41                  ** 8,183             **
No year given 3,296             3                96,219           1                

Total 120,150         100 7,809,968      100            
** Less than 0.5 percent.
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Table 30.--Estimated number of private owners and acres of timberland
by owners who have requested forest management assistance

and by size class of ownership, Wisconsin, 1997

Size class of All private Owners that Percent of
ownership owners requested assist. size class
(acres) Number Percent Number Percent Percent

Owners

Forest industry
(all sizes) 450 ** 319 ** 71

Nonindustrial
1-49 200,426 76 41,137 55 21
50-499 60,401 23 32,203 43 53
500+ 957 ** 821 1 86

Total 262,234 100 74,480 100 28

Acres owned

Forest industry
(all sizes) 1,066,819 10 981,184           16 92

Nonindustrial
1-49 3,014,260 28 907,252 15 30
50-499 5,929,811 55 3,496,527 57 59
500+ 801,010 7 706,278 12 87

Total 10,811,900 100 6,091,241 100 56
** Less than 0.5 percent.
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Table 32.--Estimated number of private owners who have received forest assistance
and acres of timberland owned by type of assistance, Wisconsin, 1997

Owners assisted Acres owned
Type of assistance Number Percent Number Percent

Information about forestry 10,500           4                758,274         7                
Help with tree planting 6,160             2                501,197         5                
General forest management 10,614           4                881,228         8                
Information about wildlife 4,484             2                587,656         5                
Help with timber sales 2,620             1                214,995         2                
Help with insect or diseases 1,261             ** 124,063         1                
Information on taxes 16                  ** 13,740           **
All types 1 48,771           19              5,026,489      46              

No assistance/no answer 213,463         81              5,785,411      54              

Total 262,234         100            10,811,900    100            
1 Columns do not add to total because some owners have received

more than one type of assistance.
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Table 34.--Estimated number of private owners and acres of timberland

owned by primary reason for owning by harvesters and nonharvesters, Wisconsin, 1997

Sampling Sampling

Primary reason Owners error Acres owned error

for owning Number Percent Percent Number Percent Percent

Harvesters

Land investment 4,164 3 18.4 394,159 5 14.0

Recreation 34,320 29 11.2 2,101,395 27 6.1

Timber production 2,978 2 15.8 1,411,056 18 18.5

Farm of domestic use 17,113 14 11.8 884,305 11 8.6

Esthetic enjoyment 15,442 13 15.2 707,182 9 10.0

Part of farm 15,000 12 17.4 817,296 10 8.6

Part of residence 17,620 15 17.0 692,978 9 10.2

Estate to pass on 4,784 4 25.8 284,694 4 16.1

Other 4,427 4 37.0 348,101 5 25.7

No answer 4,302 4 34.1 168,802 2 20.2

Total 120,150 100 5.2 7,809,968 100 1.9

Nonharvesters

Land investment 8,164 6 21.1 284,993 10 15.7

Recreation 34,109 24 15.8 1,232,661 41 7.6

Timber production 822 1 68.7 39,268 1 41.2

Farm or domestic use 4,867 4 28.2 151,579 5 21.0

Esthetic enjoyment 34,243 24 27.4 419,284 14 12.8

Part of farm 16,226 11 21.2 361,642 12 13.1

Part of residence 18,633 13 40.6 276,778 9 15.5

Estate to pass on 3,266 2 43.5 92,308 3 26.9

Other 1,769 1 48.9 55,315 2 35.7

No answer 19,985 14 41.1 88,104 3 28.0

Total 142,084 100 11.1 3,001,932 100 4.8

All Owners

Land  investment 12,328 5 15.8 679,152 6 10.5

Recreation 68,429 26 9.5 3,334,056 31 4.9

Timber production 3,800 2 19.3 1,450,324 13 17.9

Farm of domestic use 21,980 8 11.0 1,035,884 10 7.9

Esthetic enjoyment 49,685 19 19.4 1,126,466 10 7.9

Part of farm 31,226 12 13.5 1,178,938 11 7.0

Part of residence 36,253 14 22.4 969,756 9 8.5

Estate to pass on 8,050 3 23.3 377,002 4 13.9

Other 6,196 2 29.8 403,416 4 22.6

No answer 24,287 9 34.3 256,906 2 16.4

Total 262,234 100 6.2 10,811,900 100 0.3



Table 35.--Estimated number of private owners and acres of timberland owned by
primary benefit received in the last 10 years and harvest history, Wisconsin, 1997

Harvest history
Did not Sampling

Primary benefit Harvest harvest All owners error

 received Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Percent

Owners

Land value increase 5,582 5 9,972 7 15,554 6 16.5
Recreation 32,809 27 33,364 23 66,173 25 9.9
Timber income 6,577 5 - - 6,577 3 18.4
Farm or domestic use 7,961 7 9,396 7 17,357 7 15.8
Esthetic enjoyment 47,754 40 66,132 47 113,886 43 11.3
Firewood 12,618 10 - - 12,618 5 15.9
Other 2,036 2 7,116 5 9,152 3 64.0
No answer 4,813 4 16,104 11 20,917 8 29.4

Total 120,150 100 142,084 100 262,234 100 6.2

Acres Owned

Land value increase 499,669 6 317,660 11 817,329 7 9.4
Recreation 2,185,533 28 1,180,082 39 3,365,615 31 4.8
Timber income 1,569,200 20 - - 1,569,200 15 16.6
Farm or domestic use 599,986 8 200,528 7 800,514 7 9.0
Esthetic enjoyment 2,012,511 26 1,109,210 37 3,121,721 29 4.8
Fuel wood 510,241 6 - - 510,241 5 11.4
Other 150,493 2 73,086 2 223,579 2 18.0
No answer 282,335 4 121,366 4 403,701 4 22.2

Total 7,809,968 100 3,001,932 100 10,811,900 100 0.3



Table 36.--Estimated number of private owners and acres of timberland owned by
primary benefit expected in the next 10 years and harvest history, Wisconsin, 1997

Harvest history
Did not Sampling 

Primary benefit Harvest harvest All owners error
expected Number Percent Number Percent Number Percent Percent

Owners

Land value increase 10,869 9 10,774 8 21,643 8 12.7
Recreation 35,710 30 28,951 20 64,661 25 9.6
Timber income 4,920 4 846 1 5,766 2 14.4
Farm or domestic use 7,443 6 7,885 6 15,328 6 14.3
Esthetic enjoyment 40,829 34 65,733 46 106,562 41 12.2
Firewood 12,000 10 2,042 1 14,042 5 15.6
Other 1,976 2 2,218 1 4,194 2 22.2
No answer 6,403 5 23,635 17 30,038 11 28.8

Total 120,150 100 142,084 100 262,234 100 6.2

Acres Owned

Land value increase 763,292 10 435,958 15 1,199,250 11 7.6
Recreation 2,242,602 29 1,086,853 36 3,329,455 31 4.8
Timber income 1,609,151 20 59,216 2 1,668,367 15 15.8
Farm or domestic use 552,159 7 191,481 7 743,640 7 9.4
Esthetic enjoyment 1,728,201 22 942,533 31 2,670,734 25 5.3
Firewood 447,784 6 70,180 2 517,964 5 11.2
Other 216,487 3 70,626 2 287,113 3 15.8
No answer 250,292 3 145,085 5 395,377 3 13.1

Total 7,809,968 100 3,001,932 100 10,811,900 100 0.3
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Table 38.--Estimated number of private owners and acres 
of timberland owned by availability for recreation, Wisconsin, 1997

Recreation Owners Acres owned
availability Number Percent Number Percent

Owner does not 
recreate but
permits public use 14,893         6 1,698,580    16

Owner recreates and 
permits public use 38,668         15 2,492,265    23

Owners recreates
and excludes public 125,465       48 5,157,767    48

Owner recreates and 
did not answer 
on availability 17                ** 15,156         **

Subtotal recreation 179,043       69 9,363,768    87

Not used and not
permitted 66,828         25 1,078,633    10

No answer 16,363         6 369,499       3

Total 262,234       100 10,811,900  100

** Less than 0.5 percent.



Table 39.--Estimated number of private owners and acres of timberland owned
 by type of recreational use by owner, owner's family, or immediate circle of friends,

Wisconsin, 1997

Recreation by owners, Private owners Acres owned
family, and friends Number Percent Number Percent

Hiking 94,796         36 4,567,620    42
Picnicking 46,750         18 2,569,214    24
Camping 45,712         17 2,722,789    25
Hunting 109,429       42 5,492,001    51
Fishing 27,879         11 1,903,817    18
Snowmobiling 40,833         16 2,461,648    23
Winter sports 45,372         17 2,571,271    24
Birdwatching 83,465         32 3,404,263    31
Other 11,243         4 476,317       4

All types1 164,113       63 7,650,032    71
No use indicated 98,121         37 3,161,868    29

Total 262,234       100 10,811,900  100
1 Columns do not add to total because some owners
  report more than one type of use.



Table 40.--Estimated number of private owners and acres
of timberland owned by type of public use permitted, Wisconsin, 1997

Type of public Owners Acres owned
use permitted Number Percent Number Percent

Hiking 6,834           3 1,549,033    14
Picnicking 3,389           1 1,188,652    11
Camping 3,025           1 353,352       3
Hunting 13,612         5 1,871,736    17
Fishing 3,920           1 1,349,594    12
Snowmobiling 14,761         6 1,814,991    17
Winter sports 6,698           3 1,380,005    13
Birdwatching 7,244           3 1,510,625    14
Other 3,474           1 509,935       5
Some type of public

use permitted1 53,561         21 4,190,845    39
Public use not 

permitted 125,465       48 5,157,767    48
No uses indicated 83,208         31 1,463,288    13

Total 262,234       100 10,811,900  100
1 Columns do not add to total because some owners report
  more than one type of recreation.
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Table 42.--Estimated number of private owners and acres of 
timberland owned by availability for hunting, Wisconsin, 1997

Owners Acres owned

Hunting availability Number Percent Number Percent

Owner permits hunting
and does not hunt 13,612          5 1,871,736    17

Owner hunts and permits
hunting 21,856          8 1,346,004    12

Owner hunts and does not 
permit public to hunt 109,429        42 5,492,001    51

Subtotal 144,897        55 8,709,741    80

No answer 117,337        45 2,102,159    20

Total 262,234        100 10,811,900  100
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Identifies and profiles Wisconsin’s private timberland owners.
Estimates the number and distribution of private timberland owners
by owner attitudes and objectives concerning forest ownership, man-
agement, and use.  Provides 45 tables relating owner and property
characteristics for the State and its five survey units.

   KEY WORDS:  Private landowner, owner objectives, owner attitudes,
   harvesting, forestry assistance, recreation.
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