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Executive summary

Nine million acres of 
private woodlands, 
controlled by 

352,000 individuals and 
families, account for 26% of 
Wisconsin’s total land area 
and 56% of its forests. These 
lands provide important 
economic, ecological, and 
sociocultural benefits. 
For example, they supply 
the largest share of the 
wood used by the state’s 
wood and paper product 
industries. For this and 
other reasons, helping 
people actively manage 
woodlands to keep them 
sustainable is a state policy 
goal. This goal has been 
partially reached through 
the Managed Forest Law 
program (MFL), in which 
2.4 million acres have been 
enrolled by roughly 33,000 
woodland owners. But over 
140,000 eligible landowners 
are not enrolled, and 
their reasons for owning 
woodland, and their 
willingness to sustainably 
manage it, are unclear. It is 

uncertain how these more 
“typical” landowners will 
use their woodlands, or 
how well they will maintain 
them to assure regional 
timber supplies, wildlife 
habitat, and a pleasing rural 
scene.

“Ecosystem services” are 
benefits an ecosystem can 
confer, such as clean water, 
waste decomposition, and 
flood prevention. Paying 
landowners to manage 
land in ways that enhance 
such benefits might 
be one way to expand 
sustainable forestry in 
Wisconsin. Some industries, 
particularly those burning 
coal and petroleum for 
electric power generation 
or home heating, have 
expressed interest in 
offsetting their own 
greenhouse gas emissions 
by paying for projects that 
increase carbon storage 
(sequestration) elsewhere. 
These industries might pay 
landowners to manage 

their woodlands in ways 
that measurably increase 
the amount of carbon that 
is sequestered in forest 
trees and soils. Landowners 
would need to satisfy the 
“additionality” requirement 
by showing that the 
increases they claimed to 
have achieved would not 
have occurred anyway. 

The present study sought 
to determine whether 
payments to landowners 
for enhancing ecosystem 
services could increase 
sustainable forestry 
practices in Wisconsin (see 
sidebar “Payments…”). 
Data gathered during the 
study makes it possible 
to compare “typical” 
landowners and MFL 
participants to see how 
they differ (see sidebar 
“Key differences…”). Lastly, 
implications for forest 
policy suggested by this 
study are summarized 
below in the sidebar “Key 
Implications.”

Payments for ecosystem services: 
preferences and constraints
•	 Roughly	one-third	of	typical	landowners	

are	interested	in	being	paid	to	enhance	
ecosystem	services.		

•	 They	indicate	no	clear	preference	as	to	which	
of	three	possible	ecosystem	services	they	
prefer	to	enhance—carbon	storage,	bird	
habitat,	or	water	quality.	

•	 They	indicate	no	clear	preference	as	to	
whether	the	scheme	should	operate	
through	a	government	program	or	a	market	
mechanism.

•	 Their	interest	is	substantially	reduced	
by	a	payment	scheme’s	administrative	
requirements,	except	when	those	
requirements	directly	relate	to	on-the-
ground	forest	management.	They	view	as	
particularly	burdensome	the	reporting	
requirements	that	assure	the	services	were	
actually	provided.	

Key differences between typical 
landowners and MFL participants
•	 The	average	MFL	participant	owns	more	

woodland	than	the	average	“typical”	
landowner.	Large	parcels	are	associated	with	
more	active	forest	management.

•	 Typical	landowners	are	likely	to	see	real	
estate	value	as	more	important	than	timber	
income.	Both	groups	highly	value	land	
ownership	for	the	privacy,	hunting,	and	
other	natural	and	recreational	benefits	it	
provides.					

•	 All	MFL	participants	have	a	written	
management	plan,	for	the	program	requires	
this.	Only	4%	of	typical	landowners	have	
a	written	plan;	23%	have	at	least	a	mental	
plan.	

•	 MFL	participants	report	relatively	high	
educational	attainment,	a	characteristic	
typical	of	incentive	program	participants	in	
previous	studies.	

Methodology
•	 Data	came	from	two	mail	surveys,	one	of	

typical	landowners	in	2010	(n	=	831)	and	one	
of	MFL	participants	in	2008	(n	=	949).

•	 Response	rates	in	both	studies	exceeded	
66%.

•	 Typical	landowners	were	asked	to	consider	
one	of	six	different	payment	scenarios.	Each	
scenario	combined	one	of	three	ecosystem	
services	(bird	habitat,	carbon	storage,	or	
water	quality)	with	one	of	two	institutional	
arrangements	(government	program	or	
market	opportunity).	

Key implications 
•	 Preventing	woodlands	from	being	

converted	to	other	land	uses	is	a	
continuing	policy	challenge.	MFL	
participants	face	significant	barriers	
that	deter	them	from	converting	
woodlands	to	other	use.	Typical	
landowners	do	not	face	these	restraints	
and,	in	addition,	tend	to	see	real	estate	
value	as	more	important	than	timber	
income.

•	 While	additional	research	should	
further	define	respondents’	unwritten	
plans,	these	mental	plans	would	seem	
to	present	an	opportunity	to	expand	
sustainable	forestry	by	targeting	
nascent	planners.	This	may	not	lead	
in	every	case	to	a	written	plan,	but	it	
might	connect	nascent	planners	to	
resources	that	encourage	sustainable	
practices.

•	 Programs	that	pay	landowners	for	
practices	that	enhance	ecosystem	
services	should	offer	flexible	
management	options	that	allow	
landowners	the	possibility	of	obtaining,	
in	addition	to	the	ecosystem	services,	
other	benefits	that	are	usually	more	
important	to	them,	such	as	better	
hunting.	

•	 As	landowners	decide	whether	to	
participate	in	a	payment	scheme,	
constraints	such	as	being	required	to	
make	plans	and	to	monitor	progress	
appear	to	weigh	more	heavily	
than	possible	benefits.	To	attract	
participants,	programs	will	need	to	be	
carefully	and	thoughtfully	designed.
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Introduction

Nine million acres of woodlands, 
controlled by 352,000 private 
individuals and families, account 

for 26% of Wisconsin’s total land area and 
56% of its forests.1 These lands provide 
innumerable benefits to landowners 
and society. For example, landowners 
benefit financially through the sale of 
timber that supports a vital Wisconsin 
economic sector. The wood and paper 
sectors employ 56,533 workers who yearly 
produce products valued at $16 billion.2 
These woodlands also provide ecological, 
economic, and social benefits in the form 
of so-called “ecosystem services,” which 
include such things as wildlife habitat, 
higher water quality, natural beauty, and 
recreational opportunities. 

Sustainable land management practices 
that benefit society by increasing these 
beneficial ecosystem services are typically 
not rewarded in the marketplace,3 
but efforts are under way to measure 
ecosystem services in the hope of 
eventually establishing payment schemes 
through which the beneficiaries of 
the services will pay landowners4 for 
their efforts to enhance those services. 
For example, forests and woodlands 
can become large carbon sinks if they 
are managed so that trees take more 
carbon out of the atmosphere through 
photosynthesis than they release into it 
through respiration. Carbon markets, both 
mandatory and voluntary, seek to make use 
of this potential. Industries that emit large 
amounts of carbon (for example, those that 
exceed their carbon cap) may offset their 
own emissions by buying carbon credits to 
pay for carbon to be sequestered in forest 
trees and soils. Other ecosystem services 
that have garnered attention include water 
quality5 and wildlife habitat.6

Private woodlands can contribute to 
societal goals by providing increased 
ecosystem services. Tentative efforts have 
been made to enhance certain of these 
services, notably carbon sequestration7 
and watershed protection.8 If landowners 
were paid for these enhancements, they 
would receive direct, financial benefits. 
However, receiving payments would 
require effort on the part of the landowner. 
Additionality refers to the amount of 
an ecosystem service that would not 
have occurred normally but is the result 
of special forest management efforts. 
Most current and envisioned ecosystem 
services payment schemes require active 
management that results in additionality, 
and require audits to measure those added 
results. In essence, landowners must show 
how they are going to produce more of 
the ecosystem service, must document 
their actions in that regard, and must allow 
auditors to check the books. In many ways, 
participating in an ecosystem services 
payment scheme closely resembles 
enrolling in the Managed Forest Law 
program (MFL).
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Managed Forest Law program
The MFL is a property tax incentive 
program for landowners in which they 
receive a substantial reduction in annual 
property taxes. In exchange for this 
tax break, participants agree to pay a 
tax on the value of harvested timber 
and to follow a written 25- or 50-year 
forest management plan (prepared at 
the landowner’s expense) that typically 
prescribes timber harvesting and 
compliance with all state-approved forestry 
best management practices and guidelines 
(for example, those relating to water 
quality, invasive species, and silviculture). 
Landowners may enroll their lands as 
either open or closed to public access for 
recreation, but may only close up to 160 
acres. In 2012, open and closed acreage 
fees (payments in lieu of property taxes) 
were $1.67 and $8.37 per acre, respectively. 
The MFL allows for a range of landowner 
objectives, but timber production through 
sustainable forestry must be among 
them. Failure to comply with program 
requirements may result in involuntary 
withdrawal, which entails a substantial cost 
to landowners. Involuntary or voluntary 
withdrawal requires repayment of all back 
taxes, penalties, and fees. 

The MFL is a popular program. Roughly 
33,000 of the state’s 174,000 eligible 
landowners are enrolled, and program 
growth averages 3% per year. Of the 3.1 
million acres enrolled, 2.4 million acres are 
owned by woodland owners. A handful 
of the state’s largest landowners (wood 
products firms or timber investment and 
management organizations) own the 
remainder. The MFL is typically viewed as 
both one of the most successful forestry 
incentive programs in the USA, and one of 
the most rigorous. Nearly all MFL-enrolled 
woodlands are certified by two major third-
party forest certification systems that seek 
to define and recognize sustainable forest 
management, the American Tree Farm 
System (ATFS) and the Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC). Ecosystem service payment 
schemes use these certification systems 
as prototypes and in some cases require 
certification by them.9 

Project history and goals
The proposal for this project emphasized 
the potential of private woodlands, 
specifically those not enrolled in the MFL 
program, to offset carbon emissions from 
other sectors (for example from coal-
burning power generation) through carbon 
markets. We chose to focus on non-MFL 
lands because it was not known how 
prepared these landowners were to engage 
in the active forest management and 
reporting required by carbon markets. For 
landowners enrolled in the MFL, the hurdles 
to participating in ecosystem service 
payment schemes are few: they already 
have plans that they are required to follow, 
have experience with required reporting, 
have connections with natural resource 
professionals (public and private), and are 
familiar with how such schemes might 
work. Most “typical” landowners—those 
not in the MFL—face greater challenges, 
for they often lack forestry planning and 
program experience. Whether they would 
be willing to tolerate the requirements of 
active management, of additionality, and of 
auditing, we did not know.

During the initial stages of this project, 
it became apparent that a singular focus 
on carbon storage (sequestration) might 
not be an adequate framing for the study. 
The topic of carbon markets is politically 
charged as a result of the global climate 
change issue. To avoid potential bias, 
we included two additional ecosystem 
services, bird habitat and water quality, as 
part of our design. It also became apparent 
that different kinds of institutions might 

initiate and oversee ecosystem service 
payment schemes. For example, the 
Chicago Climate Exchange is a private 
voluntary market, while government is the 
key actor overseeing water quality and 
quantity from the Adirondack Mountains 
to New York City.10 Again, not wanting to 
presume a particular policy design, we 
allowed for both market and government 
offerings. Our design allowed us to address 
three research questions.

1. Does the ecosystem service that is being 
enhanced (carbon storage, bird habitat, 
or water quality) affect a landowner’s 
willingness to participate in a payment 
scheme?

2. Does the institutional arrangement 
(market or government) affect a 
landowner’s willingness to participate in 
a payment scheme?

3. How do different constraints (such 
as requiring a management plan and 
reports of results) affect a landowner’s 
willingness to participate in a payment 
scheme?

This project presented an additional 
opportunity. We completed a survey of 
MFL participants in 2008. Because we 
duplicated many questionnaire items 
from that survey in this one, we are able 
to provide a general comparison between 
“typical” landowners and those enrolled in 
the MFL. 
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Survey methodology and analysis

This report relies on results of 
two mail surveys of Wisconsin 
woodland owners. Data about 

woodland owners who do not participate 
in the MFL—they are the primary focus 
of this report—were collected in 2010. 
Questions primarily focused on how willing 
participants were to consider payments 
for ecosystem services under a mix of 
program options and requirements. Six 
questionnaire versions (see appendix) 
were distributed randomly, and each 
version presented a respondent with a 
single hypothetical ecosystem services 
arrangement involving one of three 
ecosystem services (bird habitat or carbon 
storage or water quality) in combination 
with one of two institutional arrangements 

(government or market). The program 
requirement items were modeled on a 
previous Minnesota study of landowner 
interest in third-party forest certification 
systems such as those sponsored by the 
American Tree Farm System and the Forest 
Stewardship Council.11 Additional survey 
data that permit comparisons to those 
enrolled in the MFL were collected in 2008. 
The studies are similar in that both relied 
on a multiwave mailing that included a $2 
incentive to maximize response.12 Both 
questionnaires used the same wording 
and format for many questions, making 
possible the comparisons presented in this 
report. But the methodologies also differed, 
and the differences are described in table 1.

This report includes primarily descriptive 
statistics. When statistical test results 
are presented, significance is reported 
at α= 0.02. Comparisons between MFL 
participants and typical landowners are 
not statistically comparable, primarily due 
to the two-year difference in the times 
when the data were collected.

Findings

Report findings are divided into two 
parts. First, we compare the “typical” 
woodland owners (those not 

enrolled in the MFL) to MFL participants. 
We present land tenure characteristics, 
reasons for ownership, management 
experiences, and landowner demographics 
for both groups. Second, we test how 
different institutional arrangements, 
ecosystem services, and program 
requirements affect the willingness of 
typical landowners to participate in a 
payment scheme.

Comparing typical landowners 
and MFL participants
Land tenure characteristics
Typical landowners, on average, appear to 
own fewer acres of land and woodlands 
than do MFL participants (see table 2). 
The MFL participants’ median woodland 
acreage is twice that of typical landowners. 
Also, woodlands account for 71% of the 
total land of MFL participants, but only 60% 
of the total land of typical landowners. 

Table 1. Comparison of design characteristics of the two studies that provide 
data for this report

Characteristic MFL participant study Typical landowner study

Study focus Compliance with 
MFL mandatory and 
recommended practices; 
landowner and ownership 
characteristics

Willingness to participate in 
ecosystem service payment 
schemes; landowner and 
ownership characteristics

Sampling protocol Random sample of 
landowners enrolled in MFL; 
used $2 incentive

Random sample of 28 
counties with weighted 
random sample of non-MFL 
landowners; weights based on 
private woodland area; used 
$2 incentive

Sample source Department of Natural 
Resources

Individual county tax rolls

Response rate13 77% 66%

Effective sample size 
for this report

949 831

First mailing September 2008 May 2010

Last mailing November 2008 June 2010

Table 2. Mean and median total land and woodland acres 
owned by typical landowners and MFL participants

 Typical landowners 
n = 831

MFL participants 
n = 949

 Mean Median Mean Median

Total land acres 97 65 150 120

Woodland acres 58 40 107 80
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Typical landowners and MFL participants 
are similar in most other land tenure 
characteristics. One exception (see table 
3) is that a much higher percentage of 
typical landowners (51%) report living 
on or beside their land than do MFL 
participants (34%). As to similarities, in 
both groups roughly two-thirds of all 
land has been acquired (most often 
purchased) since 1980, and in both groups 
inheritance accounts for only 13 to 14% of 
all acquisitions. Both groups are similar, as 
well, in the amount of time they spend on 
their land.  

Reasons for landownership
Both groups placed high importance on 
the natural and recreational values of their 
land (see table 4). Among recreational 
pursuits, both groups rated hunting as 
most important. Differences appear, 
though, in the answers to questions on 
woodland use and disposition: typical 
landowners consistently rated income 
from forest products, personal use of forest 
products, real estate, and family legacy as 
less important reasons for landownership 
than did MFL participants. 

Notable is the difference in how the two 
groups rated the importance of “income 
from forest products.” Typical landowners 
rated the importance (on average) as 1.6 
on a 4-point scale, MFL owners as 2.2. As 
a group, typical landowners were more 
likely to see real estate value as more 
important than selling timber (2.0 versus 
1.6). However, this may reflect typical 
landowners’ greater awareness of real 
estate values as compared to timber values, 
rather than a preference to sell land rather 
than timber. 

Table 3. Distribution of four land tenure characteristics for 
typical landowners and MFL participants

 Typical 
landowners 

(n = 814-822)

MFL 
participants 

(n= 950-959)

Decade of land acquisition

Before 1960 9% 7%

1960s 7% 9%

1970s 18% 15%

1980s 20% 23%

1990s 28% 30%

2000s 18% 16%

Method of land acquisition

Purchased 80% 78%

Inherited 13% 14%

Family transfer (e.g., married into it) 7% 7%

Other 0% 1%

Distance from residence to land

On or beside it 51% 35%

10 or fewer miles away, not on or 
beside it

12% 17%

11-25 miles away 6% 10%

26-50 miles away 3% 6%

51-100 miles away 5% 10%

More than 100 miles away 23% 22%

Frequency of visits to land

Once or twice per week 45% 41%

Once or more per month 26% 28%

Once or twice every three months 14% 16%

Once or twice per year 10% 11%

Less than once per year 5% 4%

Table 4. Relative importance of different reasons 
for landownership for typical landowners and MFL 
participants*

Reason for 
landownership 

Typical landowners 
n = 805–818

MFL participants 
n = 913–949

Mean Median Mean Median

Natural surroundings

Close to nature 3.0 3 3.1 3

Privacy 3.2 3 3.1 3

Retreat 2.9 3 2.9 3

Solitude 3.1 3 3.0 3

Spiritual connection 1.8 1 1.9 2

Recreation

Hunting 2.9 3 3.1 3

Motorized recreation 1.9 2 1.9 2

Quiet recreation 2.6 3 2.8 3

Use and disposition

Income from forest 
products

1.6 1 2.2 2

Personal use of 
forest products

2.2 2 2.4 2

Real estate 2.0 2 2.2 2

Family legacy 2.6 3 2.9 3

*Based on 4-point scale: 1 = not at all important, 2 = somewhat 
important, 3 = very important, 4 = extremely important
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A separate question on the survey of 
typical landowners sought to determine 
the likelihood that their land would be sold 
or transferred in the next ten years (table 
5). Responses suggest that about one-third 
of the respondents may transfer land in the 
next ten years. No similar question was part 
of the MFL survey; however, land transfer 
by MFL participants causes less concern 
about future good forest management 
since MFL enrollment is attached to 
the land and is transferred to the next 
landowner. Landowners who inherit or 
purchase MFL-enrolled land can withdraw 
from the program only intentionally and at 
a substantial cost.

For more information on 
intergenerational land transfer and 
tomorrow’s woodland owners, see 
Wisconsin’s Private Forestland Owner 
Offspring study at www.pinchot.org/
uploads/download?fileId=196.14

Management activities
The two groups differ in their land 
management experience. All MFL 
participants have a written management 
plan, for the program requires such a plan. 
But only 4% of typical landowners report 
having a written plan (table 6). Typical 
landowners with written plans owned 
significantly more woodlands that did 
those without plans (102 acres versus 56 
acres). An additional 23% indicate having at 
least a mental plan for their land. A timber 
harvest is a common recommendation in 
a forest management plan. However, there 
are considerable differences between the 
harvesting experience of MFL and typical 
landowners: 69% of MFL participants have 
harvested timber in the past, but only 
39% of typical landowners have done 
so. Timber harvesting occurred on the 
larger typical landholdings. Six percent of 
typical landowners, accounting for 8% of 
woodlands in the survey, lease their land 
for activities such as hunting. Leasing is 
currently prohibited on MFL lands.

Table 5. Distributions of likelihood that typical 
landowners will sell or transfer their land to someone 
else in the next 10 years (n = 821)

Likelihood 
Percent 

landowners 

Percent weighted 
by the number of 

acres owned

Very unlikely 48% 45%

Somewhat unlikely 13% 14%

Neither likely nor unlikely 7% 7%

Somewhat likely 19% 20%

Very likely 13% 14%

Table 6. Distribution of three management characteristics of typical 
landowners and MFL participants

Typical landowners MFL participants

Percent of 
landowners

Percent weighted 
by the number of 

acres owned
Percent of 
landowners

Management plan

No 73% 68%
All have written 
plan as required

Yes, unwritten 23% 25%

Yes, written 4% 7%

Past timber harvest

No 61% 49% 31%

Yes 39% 51% 69%

Lease woodlands

No 94% 92% None, leasing is 
prohibited. Yes 6% 8%

http://www.pinchot.org/uploads/download?fileId=196
http://www.pinchot.org/uploads/download?fileId=196
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Landowner demographics
The mean age of respondents in the 
two groups is nearly identical, 60 for 
typical landowners (n = 777) and 59 for 
MFL participants (n = 939). Respondent 
gender was predominantly male for both 
groups (table 7). This is not to imply that 
most landowners are men, but the cover 
letters and questionnaires asked that the 
survey be completed by the individual 
most involved in, or knowledgeable about, 
land management decisions. Income 
distribution is also roughly similar, but 
the different years in which the surveys 
were delivered limited our comparison 
across groups, for the economy was highly 
unsettled during the time between the 
surveys (first recession, then slow recovery). 

Sixteen percent of typical landowners 
report their primary residence as suburban 
or metropolitan, with the remaining 
respondents indicating more rural settings; 
the location of primary residence was not 
asked on the MFL survey.

The groups appear to differ in average 
educational attainment. Fifty-one percent 
of MFL participants, but only 37% of 
typical landowners, have at least a college 
degree. This is consistent with past studies 
that indicate that those who participate 
in incentive programs often have higher 
educational attainment than those who do 
not participate.15

Typical landowners and 
ecosystem service payments
Now we shift focus to explore the 
willingness of typical landowners to 
participate in hypothetical programs that 
would pay them to enhance ecosystem 
services.

Institutional arrangement and 
ecosystem services preferences
Typical landowners’ willingness to 
participate in such a payment scheme 
was the same regardless of institutional 
arrangement (government or market) 
and regardless of the specific ecosystem 
service to be provided (bird habitat or 
carbon storage or water quality). Payment 
levels were not specified, but were implied: 
participants would receive payments for 
enhancing the ecosystem service and, at a 
minimum, all costs would be fully covered 
by those payments. Mean willingness 
was 2.2 on a 4-point likelihood scale, with 
37% indicating that they were somewhat 
or very likely to participate (table 8). 
These findings suggest modest interest 
in participation. Those somewhat or very 
likely to participate owned 41% of the total 
woodland area represented in the survey, 
suggesting that ecosystem services might 
appeal to those owning larger parcels. This 
would be consistent with past research, 
which has identified a strong positive 
correlation between timber management, 
incentive program participation, and parcel 
size.16, 17

Table 8. The likelihood, according to typical 
landowners, that they would participate in an 
ecosystem services payment scheme (n = 791)

Likelihood
Percent 

landowners 

Percent weighted 
by the number of 

acres owned

Never would 25% 23%

Not likely 38% 36%

Somewhat likely 32% 35%

Very likely 5% 6%

Table 7. Distribution of four landowner demographic 
characteristics of typical landowners and MFL participants

Landowner demographics

Typical 
landowners  

(n = 648 –815)

MFL 
participants  

(n = 836 – 949)

Respondent gender 

Female 18% 13%

Male 82% 87%

Highest education level

Grade 11 or less 5% 2%

High School graduate or GED 34% 28%

Some college 24% 19%

College graduate 21% 27%

Graduate or professional school 16% 24%

Pretax household income

Less than $25,000 12% 6%

$25,000-$34,999 11% 9%

$35,000-$49,999 13% 16%

$50,000-$74,999 23% 25%

$75,000-$99,999 15% 19%

$100,000-$149,999 15% 15%

$150,000 or more 11% 10%

Primary residence

Rural area 58%

No similar 
question 
on MFL 

participant 
study

Small rural town  
(less than 5,000 people)

17%

Large rural community  
(5,000 people or more)

9%

Suburb of a metropolitan area 10%

Metropolitan area 6%



8 

Expanding Sustainable Forestry on Wisconsin Woodlands

Effects of constraints on willingness  
to participate
Reported willingness probably 
overestimates the likelihood that typical 
landowners will actually participate. All 
schemes to enhance ecosystem services 
expect landowners to actively manage 
the woodlands and to report on their 
management activities. The effect of 
imposing constraints is predominantly 
negative: it reduces the likelihood of 
participation (table 9). But there are 
notable exceptions. Requirements to 
plant trees or remove invasive species 
were associated with increased likelihood 
to participate; a requirement to use a 
logger certified in environmentally benign 
practices (for instance, a Master Logger) 
had no effect. Of the remaining constraints, 
those related to reporting (such as 

mandatory inspections) tended to lower 
likelihood more than did those related to 
management practices (such as removing 
trees). 

The statistical differences are mirrored 
in the percentage of those respondents 
who are either somewhat or very likely to 
participate, which range from 16% willing 
to participate when required to allow the 
public to see their inspection reports, to as 
high as 51% willing when required to plant 
trees or remove invasive species (table 9). 
The amount of woodland area owned is 
associated with modest differences in the 
effects that certain requirements (such 
as using professional services) have on 
willingness to participate, but none of 
these differences suggest a clear trend 
related to landholding size. 

Implications

The findings in this report reveal 
key differences between typical 
landowners and those enrolled in 

the MFL, despite many similarities. Our 
findings also speak to efforts to expand 
sustainable forestry through ecosystem 
service payments to typical landowners 
(i.e., landowners who have, so far, chosen 
not to participate in the MFL). Four 
implications of this study seem most 
relevant to the problem of furthering 
sustainable forestry on private woodlands. 
Each is discussed below.

Table 9. How willingness of typical landowners to participate in an ecosystem services payment scheme changes 
when specific requirements are imposed

Willingness to 
participate 

n = 785-792

Change in 
willingness due to 

required constraints* 
n = 769-775

Percent of 
respondents 

somewhat likely 
or very likely to 

participate

Percent of respondents 
somewhat likely or very 

likely to participate, 
weighted by acres 

owned

GENERAL WILLINGNESS 2.2 37% 41%

Required management practices

Forester-prepared written management 
plan

2.0 -0.2 32% 35%

Remove trees to enhance ecosystem 
services

2.1 -0.1 36% 40%

Plant trees to enhance ecosystem 
services

2.4 +0.2 51% 53%

Remove invasive species that degrade 
ecosystem services

2.4 +0.2 51% 49%

Required professional services

Hire a forester to assist with 
management activities

1.9 -0.3 25% 28%

Use trained, environmentally 
responsible loggers to remove trees

2.2 0.0 39% 44%

Required reporting

Report woodland management 
practices to program sponsor

1.8 -0.4 24% 25%

Mandatory on-site inspections 1.9 -0.3 26% 26%

On-site inspection findings available to 
the public

1.7 -0.5 16% 17%

*Shown as differences (in bold) between the mean score (2.2) for general willingness and the mean score for willingness under each 
specific requirement. Scores are based on a scale in which 1 = never, 2 = not likely, 3 = somewhat likely, and 4 = very likely. Differences 
are significant at p < 0.02. 
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Landholding size and other 
characteristics make a difference
The most notable difference between 
typical landowners and MFL participants 
is the amount of land they hold. Our 
data indicate that MFL participants 
own considerably more land. Given the 
substantial reduction in property taxes 
available through the MFL, this makes 
sense. The MFL expects a lot in terms 
of management, but for large parcels 
the cost and effort are likely justified 
due to the more positive economies of 
scale. However, past literature suggests 
that other landowner characteristics are 
often associated with and, in some cases, 
predictive of program enrollment. These 
other landowner characteristics also 
seem apparent in our analysis. The higher 
educational attainment of MFL participants 
and the importance to them of timber 
income are consistent with the findings 
of past studies.18 Somewhat surprisingly, 
more typical landowners reside on 
their land than do MFL participants. 
Further study, particularly through direct 
comparisons of MFL landowners and 
typical landowners, would provide more 
direct evidence and further insights.

While MFL participants place great 
importance on real estate value, this is 
often of little concern to policymakers 
as the land is likely to remain in the MFL 
and remain actively managed. The same 
is not true for lands owned by typical 
landowners. Thirteen percent of typical 
landowners indicated that some type 
of land transfer is likely in the next ten 
years. It isn’t clear what such a statistic 
means in practice, and future research and 
monitoring would do well to pay attention 
to trends in woodland transfer and to the 
factors (such as taxes, income, inheritance, 
and so on) associated with them.

Typical landowners may be 
nascent planners
In most studies of woodland owners, 
considerable concern is expressed at 
their lack of active forest management. 
Interpreted in the typical way, our survey 
data would suggest that such a concern 
is justified: just 4% of typical landowners 
reported having a written forest 
management plan. However, 23% indicated 
having a plan, albeit not a written one. One 
could imagine that such unwritten plans 
could range from the simplistic (“sell it” 
or “do nothing”) to the complex (multiple 
objectives and some sense of what 
might happen over time). A written forest 
management plan, as operationalized 
by professional foresters, is an involved, 
data-intensive, and expensive document.  
One can easily imagine such a plan as 
being beyond the knowledge and need 
of a landowner. Moreover, the time, effort 
and expense required, not to mention 
the prospect of making a commitment to 
substantive engagement in forestry, might 
be intimidating.

Lower-level forestry opportunities for 
typical landowners might provide a 
way to expand active forestry on their 
woodlands. A question for the forestry 
community to consider is this: To what 
degree must a “plan” be formalized to 
encourage sustainable forest management 
and accountability? One could imagine 
this less intense engagement in forestry 
as a continuum in which a landowner may 
begin by preparing a vision statement and 
building sustainable forestry competencies 
(species identification, field skills, forestry 
practices, and so on), then move toward a 
goal of obtaining a professionally written 
management plan.

But a professional plan need not be the 
only goal or even a primary one. Many 
landowners don’t feel the need for or 
want such a plan. It may be enough for 
them to participate in the Wisconsin 
Woodland Owners Association or 
to attend a landowner educational 
conference periodically. Although these 
landowners would likely be excluded 
from opportunities such as joining the 
MFL program, or receiving payments 
for ecosystem services, they would be 
connected to forestry and likely better able 
to contribute to expanding sustainable 
forestry by avoiding harmful decisions 
(such as high-grading or forgoing best 
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management practices). Alternatives to 
comprehensive, professionally-written 
management plans or MFL enrollment 
are less certain of achieving sustainable 
forestry, but do offer the possibility of 
engaging more landowners in forestry—a 
prospect that policy- and decision-makers 
might ponder. 

Typical woodland owners 
are only mildly interested in 
ecosystem payments 
A key focus of the “typical” landowner 
survey was to assess potential interest 
among landowners in a scheme that would 
pay them to enhance ecosystem services—
particularly carbon sequestration. The 
study design took great care to illuminate 
possible differences both in the types of 
ecosystem services that might be provided 
(carbon sequestration or bird habitat or 
water quality) and the type of institutional 
arrangements under which such a scheme 
might be organized (government or 
market). In the end, differences along these 
dimensions were largely (and statistically) 
inconsequential, and general interest was 
modest (table 8). This isn’t to say that these 
elements are not important, but it does 
suggest that landowners don’t have strong 
preferences at this point. 

From a sustainable forestry perspective, 
enhancing and paying for most ecosystem 
services should result in better-managed 
woodlands and multiple public benefits. 
However, selecting certain ecosystem 
services to enhance will result in defining 
a range of sustainable forestry practices 
that may preclude some other ecosystem 
services and landowner objectives. In this 
regard, the MFL is instructive. Assuring 
timber production is the law’s primary 
intent, and while landowners can combine 
timber production with other objectives, 
such as enhancing wildlife habitat, these 
others must be compatible with the timber 
production goal. For example, ecosystem 
service payments to preserve interior-
nesting bird habitat may limit the use of 
certain forest regeneration techniques 
that may adversely affect the habitat 
of those species. Ultimately, a scheme 
aiming to enhance one ecosystem service 
will limit the range of sustainable forest 
management activities that are available 
to landowners. We would expect that 
landowners’ willingness to participate 
in a program providing payments for 
ecosystem services would be affected by 
how the required activities complement or 
impede their other management goals.   

Program requirements matter
The numerous different requirements 
of ecosystem service payment schemes 
elicited distinctly different responses 
from landowners. Nonharvesting and 
on-the-ground requirements (such as 
tree planting and removing invasive 
species) were associated with increased 
willingness to participate, while all other 
requirements (except using trained and 
environmentally responsible loggers to 
remove trees) decreased willingness. It is 
perhaps understandable why reporting 
requirements might be objectionable. They 
require of landowners an additional level 
of effort that would seem tangential to 
actual sustainable forest management. Yet 
such requirements (and the other poorly 
received ones) are central to ecosystem 
service schemes as currently envisioned, 
for they ensure that the services have 
actually been supplied.  

A fundamental challenge in creating a 
mechanism to encourage people to do 
what they may not want to do is this: 
arranging benefits and costs to promote 
meaningful and measurable behavior 
change. Payment schemes for ecosystem 
services require that someone be willing 
to pay for the benefits and be assured of 
receiving them. As currently structured, 
carbon markets expect much, in terms 
of assurances, from landowners who 
participate. They face a challenge similar 
to that which continues to limit the 
growth of forest certification in the United 
States, notably by the Forest Stewardship 
Council.19

There is a need to “right-size” the program 
requirements. What can be expected of 
a very large landowner with substantial 
technical and capital resources will likely 
exceed what someone owning 40, 80, or 
even 300 acres is willing to invest. This 
is actually a significant challenge that is 
often overlooked. However, as the number 
of smaller parcels increases and our need 
for ecosystem services grows, policies 
will need to better reflect the needs and 
interests of typical landowners. 
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Conclusion

Ecosystem services and their 
enhancement are an important 
focus for policymakers, resource 

professionals, landowners, and the public, 
and will be for the foreseeable future. 
That said, it is likely that only a small 
number of ecosystem services will be 
supported fully by policy mechanisms 
or markets that reward their production. 
Wisconsin woodland owners enrolled in 
the MFL are well positioned to respond 
to new ecosystem service schemes, 
with or without active involvement of 
the Department of Natural Resources 
(in seeking, for instance, landowners 
to participate). A portion of remaining 
woodland owners are interested and 
potentially receptive, but to them the 
specific program requirements are likely 
more important than the specific service 
they must enhance. The more prescriptive 
the expectations, the less likely that typical 
landowners will participate. For example, 
managing for carbon sequestration 
may offer a broader range of forest 
management options than managing to 
provide habitat for a wildlife species with 
very specific habitat needs. Regardless of 
the specific ecosystem service, design and 
implementation of protocols to assure 
additionality and accountability will 
require the greatest care, for these cause 
typical landowners the most concern. 

It might be useful to think of a payment 
for ecosystem services not only as a land 
management activity that generates 
economic value for an ecosystem service, 
but also as an exchange of information 
that facilitates and verifies what is being 
transacted. 

Beyond exploring reactions of landowners 
to receiving payments for ecosystem 
services, this study showed that nearly 
one-quarter of typical landowners do 
think about their land to the extent of 
having “a plan.” In the absence of a written 
document, it is easy dismiss the idea that 
such thinking constitutes a real plan, or 
that these landowners qualify as “nascent 
planners.” Future research would do well to 
explore this idea. However, the enhancing 
of ecosystem services requires neither 
a plan nor a payment. It does require 
engagement in dealing with natural 
resources, but that can take many forms, 
including attending extension workshops 
or field days, and joining landowner or 
conservation associations such as the 
Wisconsin Woodlands Owners Association, 
Kickapoo Woods Cooperative, or Trout 
Unlimited. While all these activities may 
eventually lead to a written plan, perhaps 
more thoughtful decision-making and 
well-implemented forestry practices are 
sufficient goals in their own right. 

Appendix: 
Questionnaire
To carry out our experimental plan of 
crossing three ecosystem services (bird 
habitat, carbon storage, and water quality) 
with two institutional arrangements 
(government and market) we created 
six versions of the questionnaire. This 
appendix includes the bird habitat and 
government version. The other versions 
were identical in form. 
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