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Woodlots have long played an 

important role in the development of 

the United States.  As forests were 

cleared for agriculture often a small 

patch of forest, or woodlot, was 

retained for ---  wood.  The woodlot 

provided the wood for shelter, warmth, 

and cooking and it served as habitat 

for forest wildlife that provided 

sustenance to early settlers.  

The woodlots of today provide much 

more for their owners, including 

income from selling wood and non -

wood products, forest -based income 

opportunities such as lease hunting and 

recreation, solitude and escape from 

emotional pressures and stress of 

modern living and working, and simply 

the pride of owning and caring for the 

land.  

More than half of all the forestland in 

the U.S. (423 million acres) is owned 

by 11 million private forest landowners.  

Of those private owners, 92 percent ---  

10 million ---  are classified as ñfamily 

forest owners.ò 

Most of the forest east of the 

Mississippi River is in private 

ownerships and much of the remainder 

is public land held by villages, cities, 

counties, states and the federal 

government.  West of the Mississippi, 

the ownership pattern is reversed.  

Much of the forest is publically held, 

largely as national forests managed by 

USDA Forest Service.  

Regardless of where your forest, or 

ñwoodlot,ò is located or your reasons 

for owning it, your forest makes vital 

contributions to the nationôs economy, 

wood ñappetite,ò and quality of the 

environment.  Consider these facts:  

41.4 billion metric tons of carbon is 

currently stored, or sequestered, in 

the nationôs forests, and due to 

both increases in the total area of 

forest land and increases in the 

carbon stored per acre, an 

additional 192 million metric tons 

of carbon are sequestered each 

year. The additional carbon 

sequestered annually offsets 

roughly 11% of the countryôs 

industrial greenhouse gas 

emissions, the equivalent of 

removing almost 135 million 

passenger vehicles from the 

nationôs highways. And privately 

owned forestlands store more 

carbon than national forests.  

About 80 percent of the Nationôs 

freshwater originates on forest 

lands.  

(Continued on page 3) 
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More than 90 percent of the wood 

for the nationôs forest product 

industry comes from private land.  

The forest products industry 

accounts for approximately 5 

percent of the total U.S. 

manufacturing GDP. The industry 

produces about $175 billion in 

products annually and employs 

nearly 900,000 men and women, 

exceeding employment levels in 

the automotive, chemicals and 

plastics industries. The annual 

payroll is approximately $50 billion.  

Your woodlot is worthy of your 

attention!  If well - cared for, it can 

provide you with the benefits you 

desire indefinitely and can be passed 

from generation to generation.   

This issue of Small Farms Digest  

provides information about exploring  

 

your woodlot to get familiar with what 

you have, how to get the best price for 

your timber if you decide to conduct a 

timber harvest, considerations for 

passing your land on to future 

generations, income -generating ideas 

for your forestland, where and how to 

get assistance from various types of 

foresters, and innovative approaches to 

meet the unique needs of particular 

groups of forestland owners with the 

focus being on women who own and 

manage forestland.  

You can find professionally trained and 

experienced foresters in your state to 

assist you with almost anything you 

are considering.  Engaging the services 

of a professional forester, either free or 

for a fee, will help you ensure that you 

and your forest take care of each 

other.  

(Continued from page 2) 
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Many landowners end up being 

woodland owners by accident.  Woods 

either ócame with the farmô or perhaps 

were something they inherited without 

really knowing what they were getting.  

However you acquired your piece of 

Americaôs woodland heritage you now 

hold the reins to an important piece of 

our natural resource puzzle.  Now what 

do you do?  

There are many ways to look at the 

property.  However, the first step is 

asking yourself some important 

questions:  

Why did you purchase the 

property?  

What do you enjoy about the 

woodland acreage?  

What do you want to get from 

this woodland acreage?  Is this to 

be an income generator, a 

recreational spot or a place for 

you to enjoy wildlife (watching 

and/or hunting)?  

What are your goals and 

objectives for the property?    

These can be tough questions for the 

novice or even sometimes a long time 

woodland owner.  If you are walking 

into this project with little knowledge 

about the property and your own goals 

then you need to start gathering 

information!   

A good place to start is to gather some 

historical information about the 

woodland.  When the property came 

into your possession did it come with 

any records?  Look for old timber sale 

records, management plans written for 

past landowners or records of past 

conservation practices recommended 

for the farm, some of which may have 

helped to establish your current 

woodland.   Sometimes you will have 

the benefit of old aerial photos.  They 

can tell you a lot about the past history 

of your property.  In my case we have 

photos that go back to 1959 (1959, 

1969, 1974, 1981 and 2000) when the 

farm consisted of 15 acres of woodlands 

and 105 acres of pasture and cropland.  

Today we have 80 acres of woodland 

with only a small part of the farm left in 

cropland.  The copies of aerial images 

over time show the gradual reversion of 

pastures into the woodland acreages we 

have today.  The older photos can be 

found in a variety of sources: local soil 

and water conservation districts, USDA 

offices (NRCS, FSA), county engineer 

and even county auditors offices.  

Check with the local governmental units 

that work in the area of conservation ï 

they sometimes are a gold mine for 

copies of old aerial photos.  There are 
(Continued on page 5) 
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also online sites that can yield digital 

aerials, though usually only the more 

current versions (Google Earth, USA 

Photo Maps just to name a few).  Many 

of these sources will also be able to 

give you copies of the topography map 

for your property as well.  

What if I didnôt have the photos?  

Walking the woods now reveals woven 

wire fences down through the middle 

of the woodland with some of that wire 

protruding from the trunks of many of 

the trees.  This is a good indication 

that at some point the previous 

landowner was trying to keep livestock 

either in or out of certain sections.  If I 

go back to those old photos I can 

clearly see those fence rows and get a 

feel for how old those trees that the 

fence was attached to may have been 

at the time.  

Another indicator of past grazing can 

be the presence of wolf trees.  These 

are large trees that have spreading 

crowns and branches that are attached 

low on the main trunk.  These trees 

are good indicators that the area in the 

past was more open and the trees had 

plenty of room to spread out.  

Now, make a copy of an aerial photo of 

your property and go for a walk.  Keep 

in mind that your woodland is a 

dynamic resource that can change with 

the seasons so make sure you walk it 

in all those seasons.  As you walk the 

woods make notations  on the map  

where you see fence, piles of rocks,   

streams, trails, wet areas, old  

 

foundations, unique rock formations, 

scenic vistas, ponds and anything else 

that you feel is a unique feature of the 

property.  This becomes that first walk 

through of your woodland inventory.  

If they arenôt obvious either on the 

photo or on the property locate and 

mark your property boundaries.   

Why pay attention to piles of rocks or 

what look to be rock walls?  As areas 

were cleared and farmed, the rocks 

were sometimes piled at field edges in 

order to get them out of the field.  For 

those rocks that look to comprise small 

walls, rocks were also used in some 

parts of the country to form property 

boundaries.  All of these items lend 

clues to past use of the area.  

Do you have tree stumps, multi -

stemmed trees, damage to the lower 

portion of some trees or visible roads?  

These can all be signs of some sort of       

harvesting operation having taken 

place in the past.  

Many woodland owners want to focus 

on wildlife as a benefit they get from 

their woodland acres.  This aspect can 

be for viewing or hunting or both.  So, 

pay attention to clues that tell you 

what kinds of wildlife you already have 

inhabiting the area.  Another way to 

inventory some of your wildlife species 

is by utilizing a wildlife camera.  These 

cameras can come with lots of bells 

and whistles so do your homework and 

decide which type is best for you.  

However these cameras can capture 

(Continued from page 4) 
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some of those nocturnal species that 

you never realize are around.  I have 

one that has captured images of deer, 

coyotes, skunks, turkeys, raccoons and 

even the occasional bat.  Many of these 

species I would not have seen without 

the aid of the camera.  Clues to other 

types of wildlife that it is worth noting 

include nests, dens, tracks or dead 

trees with large holes in the trunks.  All 

are worth cataloging as they add depth 

to your knowledge of the woodland.  

Looking around the woodland and 

seeing trees lying on the ground where 

they have been completely uprooted is 

good evidence of some type of 

disturbance: wind storm, ice storm?  

Tops broken and hanging in the tree is 

another indication of recent storm 

damage.  This storm damage can 

impact the woodland for years to come 

so it is something to make note of.  

Walking through the woods, look to see 

what types of vegetation you have and 

make notations on your map where 

there are distinct differences.  Is the 

understory dominated by a lot of young 

vegetation ï young tree seedlings and 

shrubs ï that make it difficult to walk 

through comfortably?  Or can you walk 

through it easily with little to no 

vegetation in the understory?  Are there  

lots of large trees or mostly smaller 

trees?  Are the trees in defined rows?  

A woodland that is wide open with very 

little vegetation in the understory can 

be an indicator that the woodland was 

recently disturbed.  This disturbance  

 

can be the result of a fire or grazing 

and in areas with heavy wildlife 

populations such as white tail deer 

there can be a definitive browse line to 

the understory.  This line is the highest 

point in the understory vegetation that 

grazing wildlife can reach ï the height 

of which will vary with the wildlife 

species in question.   

However, a woodland with defined rows 

indicates that the stand didnôt naturally 

regenerate, someone took the time to 

establish the woodland.  One thing to 

pay attention to if it is a planted stand 

is the species mix.  Sometimes what is 

planted on the site isnôt necessarily 

what would naturally grow there.  This 

can impact what you want to do with 

the woods in the future and therefore 

may cause you to modify any plans you 

may have had.  

This last thought leads to one of those 

skills it is handy for a landowner to 

have ï tree identification.  Knowing 

what tree and shrub species you have 

in the woodland is a huge part of the 

woodland ownership puzzle.  Do one or 

two species seem to dominate or do 

you have a wide variety of species?  

Why does it matter?  Ask those 

landowners in the 14 states now 

dealing with Emerald Ash Borer (EAB).  

Think about it like thisé.if 60% of the 

trees in your woodland are ash and 

along comes EAB your woodland stand 

will contain 60% dead ash trees in the 

(Continued from page 5) 
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not too distant future.  Not something 

we necessarily want to think about but 

it is happening and understanding the 

risk for EAB infestations starts with 

understanding the percentage of ash 

you have in your stand.  EAB is just 

one of the many invasive species 

issues that woodland owners across the 

country are dealing with.   

So, you have collected all this 

information about your woodland, 

worked on expanding your woodland 

owner knowledge base whatôs next?  

Go back to that goals and objectives 

question that we talked about in the 

beginning.  You know what you have; 

now you need to match it with what 

you would like to receive from the 

woodland (income generation, wildlife 

habitat, recreational opportunities 

etc.).  You may find that what you 

thought you wanted no longer applies 

to the woodland you have gotten to 

know.  Perhaps those original thoughts 

on goals and objectives donôt fit well 

with the reality that is your woodland.  

Take some time to make some 

adjustments to those goals and  

objectives so they are more realistic.    

There are many tools in a woodland 

ownerôs toolbox that can help make 

your goals and objectives happen.  

There are a variety of natural resource 

professionals available to walk your 

property with you to help you gather 

some of this information and hopefully 

make sense of it.  Also look to see if   

there are any local woodland owner   

 

interest groups around.  Many of these 

groups have regular meetings with 

some type of informational speaker 

that can help you gather some more 

woodland knowledge.   

There also may be many different 

types of woodland related classes 

offered through your local Extension 

service, forestry service other 

conservation oriented agency.  Many 

states have Extension programs that 

focus on the topics that woodland 

owners need to know and offer a 

variety a classes, fact sheets and other 

publications that are geared towards 

helping woodland owners make well 

informed decisions when it comes to 

dealing with their woodland.  Take 

advantage of the resources that are 

available to you but donôt skip the step 

of getting to know your woodland.  The 

better you know your woodland the 

more likely you will be able to spot 

problems early and the better 

woodland owner you will be.   

  

(Continued from page 6) 
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Many farms have woods that can be 

relied upon to provide income from 

time to time. While management of 

farm woodlands may not have been a 

priority for many farmers it is wise to 

spend a little time and effort if you are 

planning a timber harvest.  

Because timber is not something most 

farmers deal with on a day - to -day 

basis, unfamiliarity with the process 

can lead to a loss of income and 

generate problems when timber is sold. 

To further complicate things there is no 

centralized market or pricing system 

for timber and determining the value of 

standing timber is difficult if you are 

not a forester or logger who is engaged 

in timber harvesting on a daily basis. 

However, all of these issues can be 

successfully dealt with by following 

several simple rules that can help 

ensure that: revenue is maximized 

through reducing taxes and maximizing 

gross receipts; liability is limited; and 

your land and property is protected. 

Note: The 5 rules below are provided 

primarily to those selling stumpage 

(standing timber and pulpwood.)  

Some farmers have the capacity to cut, 

skid and possibly haul timber, but while 

this might be appropriate for timber 

that is used for on - farm purposes, it is 

a risky business when your objective is 

to get top dollar. While this may seem 

counter intuitive the rules below and 

the section on ñSelling Logs or 

Stumpageò will provide some examples 

of when cutting your own timber might 

be appropriate as well as examples 

that underscore when you might want 

to reconsider undertaking it yourself.  

1. Time Your Sale Correctly  

Knowing when to sell timber based on 

local market trends is critical to getting 

the best price. To time your sale 

properly you need to know the species, 

product type (pulpwood, cants, tie 

logs, sawtimber by grade, stave logs, 

and veneer), amount of each product 

type, and the market condition and 

price for each. A consulting forester 

can cruise your timber and provide 

information on the quantity (tonnage 

or board footage) that you have by 

species and product type. The 

consultant will also be abreast of the 

local markets and trends and can make 

an informed recommendation to you 

about when to sell. The situation might 

require that you sell one product type 

now (such as veneer) and wait on 

cutting other trees until market 

conditions improve for the products 

and grades they contain.  
(Continued on page 9) 
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Of course individual situations may 

require that you sell when markets are 

not the best. If this is the case the 

other rules in this article still apply.  

2. Sell to Minimize Taxes  

The way you sell your timber can 

significantly affect the taxes you pay 

on your timber revenue.  

Unless you are in the business of 

selling timber on a regular basis you 

should sell your timber using the 

capital gains tax provisions.  This 

means that the timber is a capital asset 

and can gain or lose value.  The key to 

using capital gains and losses is to 

know the value of the timber at the 

time you purchase it. This is called the 

ñbasisò and it is the fair market value 

of the standing timber when you 

purchased it. If you have recently 

acquired the woods, the timber may 

have had a significant amount of value, 

or basis, when you purchased it.  

Individuals who invest in timberland 

commonly have the timber value 

assessed when they buy property in 

order to develop a basis account for 

the timber on that piece of property. If 

you did not do this when the property 

was purchased, a forester can 

determine the size of the timber when 

your acquired it and develop a fair 

market value that can be used for your 

basis.  

 

If you do not have a basis or it is trivial 

because you acquired the timber a long 

ago when the timber had little value 

you can still treat the revenue as 

capital gains. To claim capital gains you 

must have held the timber for at 

least12 months, and you have to sell 

timber and not a timber product.  Logs 

and pulpwood are considered timber 

products and you cannot use the 

capital gains tax provisions. You have 

to ñrelease your interestò in the timber 

at the stump which means you must 

sell the timber as it stands; this is 

called ñstumpage.ò 

Sometimes loggers would like to cut on 

a ñsharesò arrangement, meaning that 

they get a percentage of the delivered 

log price and you get a percentage.  

There are a couple of problems with 

this.  From an income tax perspective, 

you are selling a product and not 

stumpage so you cannot claim capital 

gains.  Secondly, you as the seller 

might not really know what is being 

paid to the logger and thus you may 

not get the full value of your 

percentage share.  

In summary, it is important in 

minimizing taxes that you sell 

stumpage and claim capital gains. 

Competent consulting foresters are well 

aware of these issues and can guide 

you through them (a CPA may not be). 

(Continued from page 8) 
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If you contact a forester who is not 

aware of these issues, find another 

one.  

3.  Let Competition Work ï 

Maximize Your Sell Price  

Most of the time using a well -

advertised sealed bid is the best way to 

let competition help you get the 

highest price for your timber. 

Consultants know how to develop a 

sale package, construct a sale 

prospectus, and who to advertise it to. 

Consultants often get a percentage of 

the gross sale price as their fee, and it 

is in their best interest to know how to 

handle the prospects, the advertising, 

and ultimately the entire sale package 

to your advantage and theirs.  

There are times and situations when 

developing a negotiated sale might be 

in your best interest. This is especially 

true if the volume is small or the 

timber is degraded and abused. 

However, for most situations a sealed 

bid is best.  

4.  Use a Timber Sale Contract  

Using a timber sale contract is a must. 

Consultants and most forestry agencies 

and organizations have examples of 

sale contracts that can be used as a 

ñboilerplate,ò or starting point. 

However, the devil is always in the 

details and a valuable contract will 

contain specifics associated with: your 

needs; the condition of woods and your 

property; the start and ending dates,  

 

taking into consideration access,  

season and markets; and specifics 

related to responsibility for adherence 

to county, state, and federal laws.  

Most arrangements with consulting 

foresters will require that they ensure 

that the provisions in the contract are 

being adhered to and that your 

interests are being protected. Without 

the written contract you increase your 

liability and decrease your control over 

the harvest.  

5.  Harvest to Improve or 

Regenerate Your Woods  

While a harvest provides valuable 

income it should be conducted in a 

manner that will promote the future 

growth and development of valuable 

woodlands. This is accomplished by 

ensuring that the timber harvest is 

marked ---  either individual trees or 

boundaries ---  or stipulations are 

placed on the harvest based on sound 

principles of silviculture (the science of 

growing and tending a forest). Sound 

silvicultural practices will ensure that 

(Continued from page 9) 
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enough young, potentially high quality 

trees are left to restock the woods after 

a ñselectiveò harvest is conducted. 

In natural hardwood stands small trees 

are not necessarily young trees.  They 

actually may be quire old from having 

been overtopped or are being squeezed 

out by larger canopy trees, thus 

substantially reducing their diameter 

growth.  This is a good reason to not  

sell trees based on their diameter: the 

smaller trees that are not cut may not 

be young vigorous trees and you may 

be left with trees that will not respond 

to release or may simply be slow -

growers. It takes a trained forester to 

deal with this issue and mark the 

woods for harvest in a way that does 

not lead to ñhigh gradingò (taking take 

the largest and best trees and leaving 

poorly formed or low vigor trees).  

The use of sound silvicultural practices 

also means that your woods will 

regenerate the species that are 

appropriate for your long - term 

objectives. Trained foresters can make 

the proper decision on whether a part 

or all of the woods needs regenerating. 

They know how to use silvicultural 

practices such as developing openings 

of a specific size to aid in regenerating 

a small area, or prescribing and 

marking a harvest using a shelterwood, 

seed - tree, or patch or clear cutting  if 

larger areas need regeneration.  

 

 

Selling Logs or Stumpage  

As indicated above, some farmers have 

the capacity to cut, skid and possibly 

haul their own trees. While cutting your 

own logs might make sense, especially 

if you have only a few lower grade 

trees, for the all the reasons below, 

excluding the tax consequences 

discussed above, you might want to 

carefully about these considerations 

before you cut your own timber:  

The trees to be cut should be 

marked by a forester to ensure that 

the proper trees are removed to 

help improve the woods and not 

degrade it  

You should also get a foresterôs 

advice on markets to determine 

which species and grades are 

commanding a good price  

Most farmers, if they cut their own 

logs, will pull them into a field or 

barn lot and have timber buyers 

ñbidò on them. The problem with 

this is that there may be potential 

timber buyers who are not known or 

are not local. Also, how would you 

know whether the bids that you 

receive are the best you can obtain?  

And by selling logs you have to 

treat the revenue as regular income 

not capital gains  

 

 

(Continued from page 10) 
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Further, once high value logs are on 

the ground the clock is ticking. 

Veneer logs can degrade quickly, 

particularly if you cut them in the 

summer time. The end cracking and 

checking that comes from moisture 

loss at this time of year can 

significantly affect value  

It is also important to understand 

the obvious ---  felling large trees 

with a chainsaw is dangerous and 

skidding logs with typical farm 

equipment is extremely dangerous. 

Professional loggers in most states 

have been trained and are familiar 

with safety practices associated 

with felling, or have mechanized 

fellers and have the proper 

equipment to skid and load logs  

It should also be noted that 

incorrectly felling a high value 

veneer tree can ruin its value; 

loggers know how to handle the 

harvesting of high value trees to 

avoid tear out and breakage.                      

 

 

 

In summary, use a forester to get 

advice on timber sales. Develop a plan 

to harvest your timber that will 

minimize taxes, maximize your 

revenue, and improve and protect your   

woods. Use a contract to ensure that 

you are protected and make sure that 

sound silvicultural practices are 

considered when planning a harvest.  

Many states have a state forestry 

agency that has foresters who can 

provide advice and guidance on these 

issues. They can help you develop a 

management plan for your property 

and possibly help mark your timber. 

However, you must get assistance from 

a private, independent consulting 

forester to help you with the specifics 

of a timber sale; and this is money well 

spent. State foresters can advise about 

getting in touch with consulting 

foresters.  

You can also get information on 

forestry assistance from your county or 

state Cooperative Extension Service. 

Get information and get informed. The 

better informed you are about timber 

sales the more satisfying the results.  

(Continued from page 11) 
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You have an idea or a ñpassionò for an 

enterprise you would like to undertake on your 

property. Perhaps you always wanted to buy 

and operate a small sawmill, develop a choose 

ón cut Christmas tree farm, or grow a unique 

crop like mushrooms -  the ideas are endless 

and change with the individual. You may have 

many questions and or be unsure what other 

family members may think, or even if you have 

the assets and skills to be successful. These 

are just some of the thoughts typically running 

through peopleôs minds as they consider a 

natural resource -based enterprise for their 

property.  

Most rural properties are a combination of 

farmland and woodland but natural resource 

related enterprises that use woodland are 

many times not considered, except for the 

occasional timber harvest. Most landowners 

lack sufficient information necessary to make 

an informed decision and getting that 

information will depend on who you ask. An 

agricultural professional will typically focus on 

agriculture - related enterprises, a forester will 

focus on forestry enterprises, an organic 

grower on those activities, etc.  

Unfortunately, many people invest thousands 

of dollars and many hours in developing an 

(Continued on page 14) 
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