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Over 41% of Idahoisforested. Roughly 16% of the
forestlandin ldahoisheld by private owners (11%
non-industrial and 5% industria). Accordingtoa
1996 U.S. Forest Service study by ThomasW.
Bircht, the number of ownersmanaging Idaho private
forestshasmorethan doubled, from 21,700 forest
ownersin 1978, to 47,400 forest ownersin 1993. Of
these, 34,000 forest ownersheld lessthan 10 acres,
nearly 6,900 owners held between 10 and 100 acres,
and 6,500 held over 100 acres.

Thisdataisno surpriseto thosewho havewatched
forest propertiesbeing divided into smaller unitsin
responseto demand from peoplewilling to pay higher
pricesfor adiceof therurad lifestyle. However, there
areanumber of implicationsrelated to thisnewsthat
bear reflection:

Small acres going out of timber base? We often
tend to assumethat decreasing forest ownership size
equatesto land “ going out of thetimber base”’. How-
ever, during thisperiod of forestsbeing divided into
smdller units, timber harvestson privateland were
higher than ever. It seemsthat when pricesare high,
even 5-acreforest ownersareinterested in harvesting
timber, cons stent with other values. Onaper acre
basis, these properties could be even more productive
than larger properties. Ownersof smaller forest tracts
often have moretime (per acreowned) toinvestin
intens veforest management practicessuch asthinning,
pruning, and wildlife habitat enhancement.

Shrinking private forestland base? Thereport cited
aboveal so noted adight increasein theamount of

1 Birch, ThomasW. 1996. Private Forestland Ownersin the
United States, 1994. Resource Bulletin NE-134. Radnor, PA:
U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service Northeastern
Forest Experiment Station. 183p.

|daho’ sprivateforestland, from 3.1 millionto 3.2
million acres. Thisincreasemay bedight, but it
dampensfearsthat wearelosing Idaho forestland to
development. That may be dueto former pastureor
marginal cropland being actively planted back into
trees, or naturally coming back into forest through
succession after farming stopped. Depending on what
happenswith federal agricultural commodity support
programs, thistrend could continue or accel erate.

Forest ownerswill have more neighbors. The
current trendisto consider forest management inthe
context of larger ecosystems, then work together with
adjacent forest ownersto sustain shared ecosystem
values(e.g. providing habitat for speciesthat cross
property lines). Doing thisbecomesprogressively
more challenging with morelandownersto cooperate
with. Ontheother hand, smaller landownersoften
placewildlifeand smilar ecosystemvauesat a
premium, so they may be more motivated to work
together (and again, may have moretimeto make
related improvements, onaper acrebasis). Rural
interface conflicts (domestic catskilling songbirds,
coyoteskilling domestic cats, etc.) couldincrease,
however.

Greater demand for logging contractors who can
work on smaller parcels. Asmorelandownerstry to
actively mangetheir property to achieveand maintain
thetype of forest they want, thereisanincreased
demand for forest contractorswho can do thework.
However, there hasbeen atrend inlogging towards
highly mechanized equipment, such asforwardersand
cut-to-length machines. Currently, these machines
must move alot of wood to be profitable, soagrow-
ing number of loggerscan't afford towork on smaller
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jobs. Loggerswho can affordably work on smaller
properties(perhapsby using“small scale’ technolo-
gies, commonly used in Europeand eastern Canada)
have agrowing market for their services.

Greater demand for forestry services. Larger
numbersof forest ownerscreate agreater demand for
forestry education and assistance. Inlight of increased
reliance on privatetimber, public and privateinvest-
ment in these propertiesby expanding education,
assistance, cost share programs, and tax incentivesis
worth considering. Inthe absence of increased funding
for forestry education and assi stance programs, it may
be up to knowledgeableforest ownersto help spread

theword about good forestry practicesthrough
forestry organizations (such asthe ldaho Forest
Owners Association), and other means.

Moreforest ownersand smaller forest parcelsdo not
necessarily bode poorly for timber production, wild-
life, and other forest valuein Idaho. Onthecontrary,
they bring new issuesand even greater returnsif the
Stuationisaddressed deliberately and creatively.

Thisinformation first appeared in Woodland NOTES, Val. 9,
No. 1.
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