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Virginia Forest Ownership

The What, Where, Who, Why, and How
of Woodland Owners in Virginia



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Our first presentation today is an overview of Virginia’s forests and their owners.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
We’ll start with the what:

16 Million acres, or about 60%, of Virginia is forested. These forests are extremely diverse, but can be grouped into a few, broad, economically important categories.

The first is pine forest. Pine forests naturally occur in areas that were recently openland, like abandoned farmland, and areas that are frequently disturbed, such as by storms or fire. Most types of pine need full sunlight, but can grow very well where the soil is low in nutrients. They typically grow faster than most hardwoods, or broadleaf, deciduous trees.  Their short rotation time – years from planting until harvest - and ability to grow on low quality sites make them a valuable timber type, and they are often planted as a crop or investment. Planted pine forests are called pine plantations and account for about 2/3rds of Virginia’s pine forests.

While pine forests make up about 20% of Virginia’s woodland, over 60% is mixed hardwood. In this pie chart, mixed hardwood is identified as oak-hickory, because oaks and hickories are some of the most common and economically valuable species that grow in these woodlands. Other species you might find in an oak-hickory forest are maples, gums, tulip poplar, and beech. Mixed hardwood is also sometimes called upland hardwood, to differentiate it from bottomland hardwood. About 5% of the state’s woodlands are in the swampy or frequently flooded category called bottomland hardwood.

Finally, about 10% of the state’s woodlands are classed as pine-hardwood, aka oak-pine. While it is common to have scattered hardwoods in a pine forest or occasional pines in a hardwood forest, this 10% is a true mixture of the two. 



- In every county of Virginia
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This map shows where different types of forests grow in Virginia. The white areas in the Shenandoah Valley and I-81 corridor are farmland, and the white areas in the Virginia Beach, Richmond, and Northern Virginia areas are urban or suburban land. The remainder of the state is heavily forested, with over 60% covered in trees.

On this map, the orange color is mixed hardwood forest. This most common forest type in Virginia, is especially prevalent in the northern and western parts of the state. As you travel south and east in the state, there is more and more pine forest, which is the blue color on the map. Soils, climate, and land use history all play a part in this pattern.

The red specks are mixed pine-hardwood forests, which occur in different combinations pretty much everywhere in the state.


Private Individuals and Families
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Who owns Virginia’s forestland? Private individuals and families own about 60% of the commonwealth’s woodland.

It is a common misperception that forest industry owns a large share of Virginia’s forestland. In reality, the big companies that own paper- and saw-mills gradually sold off most of their land in the 90’s and aughts, and now own about 1% of Virginia’s forestland. While some of the land that was sold ended up in the hands of individuals, or even converted out of forest use, much of it was purchased by investment companies called TIMOs and REITs. These companies own forestland and manage timber as an investment and are often included in retirement portfolios. They own about 1/5 of Virginia’s forestland.

Another fifth is owned by government, including the Washington-Jefferson National Forest, Shenandoah National Park, and a variety of state parks, state forests, gamelands, and military bases.

Three fifths is owned by individuals and families. These people are your clients and ours.




of Ownerships by size of forest holding
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The information in the next few slides comes from the National Woodland Owners Survey. The NWOS is a program of the US Forest Service. This is nationwide data, but Virginia tends to be well reflected by these national averages.

Over half of woodland owners own less than 10 acres of forest, and very few own more than 200 acres.  Tract size, the size of one owner’s contiguous forested parcels, has been declining for many years. This splitting of a block of woodland into many smaller ownerships is called parcelization. Parcelization makes forest management more difficult, because fewer harvesters and other contactors are interested in working on small properties.
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- Purchasers of Woodland
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As you can see in this chart, many forest owners inherited or were gifted their woodland, but the great majority, 80% purchased their woodland.

Furthermore, while about 30% of forest owners acquired their woodland from family members (probably many through inheritance), 60% of forest owners acquired their woodland from another, unrelated individual.

This buying and selling of woodland is the reason for the Real Forestry for Real Estate Program. By educating you about forestry, we hope to help you better serve your rural land clients, whether they are the ones buying or selling woodland. We also recognize that you are the first professional that many new woodland owners will interact with. We want you to know where to go for information, and how to direct your clients to reliable sources of information.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Why do people own forests? Why do they buy or hold onto woodland? This chart shows some of the reasons for those who own at least 10 acres of woodland.

Timber production is the main focus of professional forestry and an important part of Virginia’s economy, but it is not the most important thing for most landowners. More landowners say their reasons for owning woodland are scenic beauty, wildlife habitat (whether for hunting or not), privacy, recreation, and protection of natural resources.

This does not mean that they will never harvest timber, or that they don’t take timber value into account when making decisions about purchasing, managing, or selling woodland. But it is important to know that it may not be the most important factor they consider. Every landowner is unique and will have a different mix of goals and priorities, which can change over time and with life circumstances or forest conditions. For example, a landowner who did not plan to harvest timber may decide to do so if they have unexpected financial needs or a forest pest outbreak. It is the job of professional foresters to understand the goals of the landowners they work with, and develop plans to help them reach those goals.


- Forest Management

* Passive Management
* Active Management
* Timber harvesting
* Tree planting
* Herbicide application
* Prescribed fire
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Many landowners hold their woodland passively and do very little to manage it. Unlike farmland, forests can be allowed to grow without human intervention for many years or even decades. Landowners whose main goals are scenic beauty, conservation, or long term investment might do little more than trail maintenance during their whole ownership tenure. Even landowners for whom timber income is a major goal may not conduct any management activities in a given block of woods for many years while the trees grow to optimum size.

However, active forest management is often beneficial for reaching a landowner’s goals. Obviously timber production requires active management, but many species of wildlife, especially the most popular game animals, also benefit from active management. A conservation-minded landowner might actively manage their woodland to reduce invasive species or control pest outbreaks. 

The two main tools we have for actively managing forests are tree harvesting and tree planting. We can either add trees or take trees away. There are a variety of harvesting schemes, from clearcuts to the lightest of partial harvests. What they are and when each should be used is beyond the scope of this program. Just know that there are many options, and there are appropriate times for all of them. Tree planting takes place after a clearcut harvest, or when agricultural land is converted to woodland. Most tree planting is of pines, but hardwoods are sometimes planted along streams or in other specialty projects.

Other tools used in forest management include herbicide applications and prescribed fires. Herbicides are used to reduce or eliminate unwanted vegetation to favor desired trees, typically only once or twice in the life of a forest unit. Prescribed fire may be used to prepare a site for planting, to improve a forest for wildlife, or to reduce unwanted vegetation and fuels.


- With a plan and professional assistance
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Most landowners are not foresters, and do not know the best management activities to take to reach their goals. Fortunately, there are natural resource professionals available to help them. We’ll talk more about sources of assistance later today, but one of the most important things a forester can do for a woodland owner is to develop a written management plan. A good plan describes the forest resource and offers suggestions of activities to take to reach the landowner’s goals. The plan should include a map of the woodland and a schedule showing when activities should take place. A written plan gives a landowner (or their heirs) something to refer back to when they have questions about the path forward for their land.

Nationally, fewer than 10% of woodland owners have a written forest management plan. In Virginia, forest management plans are available from the Virginia Department of Forestry and from private consulting foresters.

Another service provided by consulting foresters is the valuation and sale of timber. Much like realtors, consulting foresters know the factors that go into determining the value of a stand of timber. These are not just the size and type of tree, but tree quality, the size of the tract, site access, local markets, and other factors. They know how to write a timber sale contract that protects both their client and the buyer, and how to disseminate that contract to a large number of potential buyers for consideration. Just as you would always recommend someone use a realtor to sell property, we recommend that woodland owners work with a consulting forester to sell timber. We’ll talk more about finding and working with a consulting forester later today.
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Are there any questions or anything we need to discuss on this topic?
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