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The Northern Forest spans New York and three New England states and contains over 26 million ac,
making it the largest contiguous forest east of the Mississippi. Most of the forestland is privately owned
and public access to private land is a time-honored tradition in the region. Residents fear this tradition
of open access may be threatened by recent acceleration in land tenure change across the region. We
surveyed those who own 1,000 ac or more in the four-state region and found that newer owners were
not more likely to post their land. There was, however, a correlation between the owner’s land-
management priorities and recreational activities permitted on the parcel. Results indicated that
timber/forest product companies and Real Estate Investment Trusts allowed more public access for
traditional wildlife activities such as hunting and fishing, as well as trail-riding activities such as
snowmobiling and all-terrain vehicle riding, than landowners managing for recreation or for nature
conservation. Results also indicated that new landowners in the Northern Forest currently maintain the
tradition of free public access to their lands.
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T he Northern Forest is one of the
largest contiguous forests in the na-
tion, at 26 million ac, and includes

portions of Maine, New Hampshire, Ver-
mont, and New York (Northern Forest
Center 2009). Twenty-two million acres of
the Northern Forest is privately owned
when compared with roughly 4 million ac in
public ownership, which is a high propor-
tion of private land compared with other

parts of the United States (Davis et al.
2005). Much of this land is held in large
parcels of 1,000 ac or more, a defining char-
acteristic of the Northern Forest region since
the 1800s (Figure 1). Historically, these
landowners are involved in the timber or
pulp and paper industries, which have
served as the “backbone” of the Northern
Forest’s economy (Northern Forest Lands
Council 1994). More recently, other types of

large landowners such as Timber Investment
Management Organizations (TIMOs), Real
Estate Investment Trusts (REITs), and con-
servation groups such as The Nature Con-
servancy have invested in Northern Forest
lands. This trend is likely to play an impor-
tant role in the Northern Forest’s economy,
conservation initiatives, and outdoor recre-
ation opportunities.

Large intact private forests across the
nation provide not only environmental
benefits and economic value related to for-
est products but also opportunities for
recreation activities including hunting,
hiking, camping, all-terrain vehicles/
off-highway vehicles (OHV) riding, cross-
country skiing, and more (Brown and
Daigle 2009). Recreation on private lands
has long been an “accepted tradition” in
northern New England, in part because
private land is more plentiful than public
land (Davis et al. 2005, Lyman 2007).
Public access to private lands in the
Northeast has traditionally been free of
charge (Gentle et al. 1999). By compari-
son, landowners in the southeastern
United States have not traditionally al-
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lowed access to private land free of charge.
Access is more likely to be granted on a fee
basis (e.g., hunting leases). In the West,
private landowners are more open to al-
lowing public access and in some cases free
of charge. Decisions about open access
versus fee-based access are made relative to
the abundance of public recreational land
in the West (Gentle et al. 1999).

In the Northern Forest region, how-
ever, there is a heavy dependence on private
land to fulfill recreation demand. Moreover,
the forest is within a day’s drive for 70 mil-
lion people (Harper et al. 1990). Because of
changing economic demand and the growth
of global timber markets, recent land sales in
the Northern Forest have been unprece-
dented. As an influx of new landowners en-
ter the region, many people in the region
such as outdoor recreationists, second hom-
eowners, foresters, and local community and
many businesses that rely on outdoor recre-

ation and nature-based tourism question
whether open access to private lands will
continue. Many believe that access among
other issues such as transportation infra-
structure and coordination of private and
public entities to develop economic growth
will be one of the most difficult issues facing
the region in the coming years (Irland 1999,
Lyman 2007, Short and Hayes 2008).

During the past 30 years timberland
ownership across the nation has experienced
dramatic change. This change may be more
evident in the Northern Forest than any-
where else because of the higher percentage
of private forestland than in other states
(Hagan et al. 2005). Between 1980 and
2005, over 23 million ac in the Northern
Forest were involved in land sales, a figure
just shy of the total area the forest itself en-
compasses. It is likely some portion of the
aforementioned acres changed hands more
than once during the previously mentioned

period. The poor economy and declines in
newspaper and magazine advertising with
concurrent equipment and high operation
costs of mills to produce the products influ-
enced converting land to cash while securing
future wood needs through long-term sup-
ply contracts with new forest owners (Irland
1999, Block and Sample 2001). The Tax
Reform Act of 1986 has been identified as
another reason for forest product companies
to sell their timberland to groups with lower
tax rates such as TIMOs and REITs (Hagen
et al. 2005, Lilieholm et al. 2010). Another
facet of change in landownership has been





ucts, agriculture, residence, recreation, na-
ture protection, privacy, real estate invest-
ment, tax shelter, and others. Some
landowners (n � 10) gave equal priority to
different land uses (e.g., timber/forest prod-
ucts and real estate investment both listed as
Ò1Ó). Because our goal was to compare land-
owners with different land-use priorities,
those 10 landowners who indicated equal
priority to land-management priorities were
excluded from the analyses. Figure 2 illus-
trates the 57 survey participants who listed a
distinct Þrst priority. One-way analyses of

variance (ANOVA) with TukeyÕs honestly
signiÞcant differences test for multiple com-
parisons was used to examine relationships
between the three attitudes toward public
access dimensions among landowner tenure
groups and land-management priorities. Ef-
fect size (� 2) was calculated to better under-
stand the association between variables
(Kyle et al. 2004). Chi-square analysis was
used to examine relationships of outdoor ac-
tivities permitted among landowner tenure
groups as well as landowner management
priority groups.

Survey Results and Analysis
Of 114 large landowner surveys, 87

were returned, yielding a 76% return rate of
those whom we were able to contact and
they agreed to participate in the study. Pri-
vate landowners who returned their ques-
tionnaires were compared with those who
did not return their mail questionnaires on
acres owned and location of property in the
Northern Forest region. The number of
acres owned was not signiÞcantly different
between respondents and nonrespondents.
About one-half of the respondents (48%)
and the nonrespondents (50%) owned be-
tween 1,000 and 5,000 ac, and the mean
number of acres owned did not differ be-
tween the two groups (ANOVA,P �
0.129). There were also no signiÞcant differ-
ences between respondents and nonrespon-
dents within each state (X2 � 1.470; 3 df;
P � 0.689).

Most respondents from our study de-
scribed their property as a large contiguous
forest (76%); additional descriptions of their
properties included agricultural area (11%)
and other (13%). The total number of acres
reportedly owned by the sample was
8,633,066. Parcel sizes among the sample
ranged from 1,020 to 1,263,604 ac. Nearly
one-half of them (49%) owned between
1,001 and 5,000 ac, although the mean
property size was 99,230 ac. The 43 large
landowners in the sample from Maine ac-
counted for 8,216,650 ac, or 95%, of the
total acreage in our survey. Additional acre-
age by state is as follows: 6 New Hampshire
landowners accounted for 35,064 ac, New
YorkÕs 18 landowners totaled 206,496 ac,
and 20 large landowners in Vermont ac-
counted for 174,856 ac. This is not neces-
sarily reßective of the amount of land each
state contributes to the Northern Forest.
Rather, this reßects the heavier reliance on
industrial forestry in Maine compared with
the other three Northern Forest states.

The majority of large landowners
(87%) allow public access and most of those
who denied public access (13% and ac-
counting for 159,517 ac) allow recreation
but only for exclusive use by clubs, e.g.,
charging a fee for hunting. All the large land-
owners in Maine and Vermont reported that
they permit public access and 5 of 6 large
landowners in New Hampshire do as well.
New York was the anomaly of the Northern
Forest states with 11 of 18 landowners de-
nying public access. Most large landowners
in the Northern Forest (76%) did not charge

Table 1. Principal components factor analysis and reduction of many outdoor activities
into broadly deÞned classiÞcations of outdoor recreation activities.

Dimension
Factor
loading

Landowners allowing
activity (%)

CronbachÕs
alpha

Nonmotorized 0.95
Hiking 0.86 92
Snowshoeing 0.81 95
Wildlife viewing 0.85 93
Bird watching 0.87 89
Cross country skiing 0.80 92

Traditional wildlife 0.89
Hunting 0.84 89
Fishing 0.84 88
Trapping 0.83 72

Motorized and other trail riding 0.76
Snowmobiling 0.72 80
ATV/OHV riding 0.47 42
Mountain biking 0.59 57
Horseback riding 0.58 53
Boat and camping 0.77
Motor boating 0.63 41
Canoe/kayak 0.72 66
Camping 0.54 47

Total number of respondents in the survey was 87 and 74 landowners indicated they permitted public access.
ATV, all-terrain vehicle.

Table 2. Principal components factor analysis and reduction of many outcomes
associated with allowing public access into broadly deÞned outcome dimensions.



a fee for the public to access their property
and most landowners who charged a fee
(19%) only asked for a nominal fee to main-
tain roads and infrastructure such as camp-
sites.

Tenure and Influence on Public Access
Based on their self-report of years own-

ing land in the Northern Forest region par-
ticipants were divided into four groups (Ta-
ble 3). The first group consisted of
landowners who reported owning land less
than 10 years (group 1, n � 24). The second
group consisted of landowners who reported
owning land between 11 and 25 years
(group 2, n � 23). The third group con-
sisted of landowners owning land between
26 and 50 years (group 3, n � 21) and the
final group were landowners owning land
more than 50 years (group 4, n � 12).
Nearly three of five landowners (58.8%)
were relatively new landowners in the re-
gion, having owned their land for 25 years or
less. The self-reported years of landowner-
ship in group 1 reflects the land sale trend
over the past few decades in the Northern
Forest (Table 3). More than one-half of the
total land area (4,669,357 ac) was owned by
respondents who purchased the land within
the past 10 years. Conversely, 40% of the
landowners who owned 35% of the acreage
in this study were long-term owners, having
held their lands for 25 years or more.

Most landowners rated timber and for-
est products as their top management prior-
ity (Figure 2). Several other large landown-
ers, slightly one-half of the respondents,
indicated recreation, nature protection, or
real estate investment as their top manage-
ment priority. However, as previous re-
search has illustrated (Davis et al. 2005, de-

Gooyer and Capen 2005, Hagan et al.
2005), large landowners typically identified
multiple management priorities and this was
true for not only timber and forest products
landowners but also those who indicated na-
ture protection and real estate investment as
their top management priority. This shows
that landowners are not only interested in
economic returns on their land, but also in
nature protection and recreation, regardless
of land tenure. Shelly Tschinda, Chief Exec-
utive Officer of Quality Services, Inc. (a
company that specializes in helping timber-
land owners mange access in the western
United States) suggests that as more compa-
nies convert to TIMO and/or REIT types of
organizations, landowners recognize that
recreation can be a profitable asset (Forestry
Source 2010). To diversify their portfolios,
TIMOs and REITs may be accepting of rec-
reation for the financial opportunity it af-
fords to their investors.

Overall, landowners in the sample held
similar attitudes about public access regard-
less of their length of ownership (Table 4).
All landowners, regardless of length of ten-
ure, recognize public access as a tradition.
Landowner attitude scores were neutral on
the attitude dimension labeled “manage-
ment aid,” which was composed of variables
such as “way to have eyes on my land” and
“avoid problems with trespass.” However,
these neutral responses were consistent
across all four lengths of ownership catego-
ries. The area where landowner tenure
groups differed most was on the factor we
labeled “management hindrance,” which
was composed of variables “creates expecta-
tions and difficulty in changing land-use”
and “creates challenges for how to manage

land” (Table 2). Specifically, the landowners
owning land longer than 50 years agreed
more strongly (mean � 4.0) with these vari-
ables than the landowners owning land be-
tween 11 and 25 years (mean � 3.4). Land-
owner tenure groups generally agreed that
public access can be a management hin-
drance, but landowners with the longest ten-
ure more strongly agreed. However, even the
newest landowners recognize that there are
some management challenges associated
with providing public access to their lands.

When examining whether new land-
owners restrict access more than landowners
with longer tenure, the results indicate that
there was not a significant difference be-
tween tenure groups. Over 75% of the large
landowner sample permits public access on
their lands. The results showed that new
landowners in the region are no more likely
to restrict recreational access than longer-
term landowners. More than 9 of 10 new
landowners (91.7%) allowed recreational
access, while 78.3% with 11–25 years (n �
18), 85.0% with 26–50 years (n � 17), and
91.7% with landowners owning land for
more than 50 years (n � 11) allowed recre-
ational access.

Furthermore, new landowners were
just as likely as longer-term landowners to
permit nonmotorized activities, traditional
wildlife activities, OHV trail riding, and
boat and camping activities on their land.
Almost all landowners permitted no motor-
ized activities, roughly 9 of 10 permitted tra-
ditional wildlife-related activities such as
hunting, about 4 of 5 permitted trail-riding
activities, and about 7 of 10 landowners per-
mitted boating or camping-related activities.

Landowner Management Priorities
and Influence on Public Access

Table 3 and Figure 2 show that the re-
spondents in this study reported diverse
management priorities, but timber and for-
est products were by far listed most often as
the number one management priority or
colisted as the first priority by large land-
owners in the Northern Forest. A study by
deGooyer and Capen (2005) found that
67% of Northern Forest property owners in-
dicated recreation as one of several manage-
ment priorities. Our findings confirm this
trend because recreation was listed by several
private landowners in our study as their first
priority but more often rated as a lower pri-
ority management area among landowners
who rated timber or nature protection as
their first priority.

Figure 2. Number of survey respondents and distinct first priority land management.
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signifying agreement with these statements.
This illustrates that large landowners are
aware of the importance that public access
on private land holds with communities, de-
spite a growing diversification of new land-
owners.

How does a new large landowner be-
come aware of land-use traditions? Research
has shown that social networks are impor-
tant for landowners when faced with deci-
sions about how to manage their land (Rick-
enbach et al. 2005, Rickenbach and
Kittredge 2009) and we believe that some of
our findings may be explained by neighborly
relations. If a landowner is unsure whether
or not to permit public access on their newly
acquired land, they may seek guidance from
a neighbor that has been in the area for a
longer period time or they may consult their
land manager, who is familiar with policies
in the region. This reliance on a few select
individuals for land-use decisions will have
far-reaching impacts in the Northern Forest
because as more diverse landowners move
in, more land-use decisions will have to be
made and landowners may seek out those
that are familiar with the status quo. We
base this conclusion partly on the fact that
those landowners owning land less than 10
years had similar responses to the tradition
dimension of permitting public access as
those landowners owning land for 50 years
or more.

Although private landowners recognize
the tradition of public access, they also be-
lieve that allowing access for recreation does
incur some negative costs that may conflict
with management priorities. Landowners
that have owned land longest in the region
perceive this more so than other landowner
tenure groups. However, new landowners
also view recreation as a potential hindrance
to management priorities. Minimizing road
damage caused by recreationists driving on
dirt roads during the springtime or creating
safety issues between recreation vehicles and
logging trucks incur costs to the landowner
and require a management response. Recre-
ation ethics programs such as Leave No

Trace and Tread Lightly help to educate
users. In addition, Landowner Relations
Programs will continue to be important
communication links available between rec-
reation users and private landowners. Often,
organized recreation groups are a contact




