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By Dave Wells

When a small 
forest land-
owner asks 

me to estimate the 
market value of their 
forestland, they are 
often asking for the tree 
value because that has 
historically been the economic value de-
rived from forestland. Once I meet them 
on the proposed stand to be harvested, 
their secondary request is to finalize the 
market value. Many times, I have seen 
the most ardent forest landowner who 
prioritizes the aesthetics of their forest 
become astonished when timber value is 
discussed.

Trees and timber do matter, but 
increasingly there are other values, such 
as water, recreation, and wildlife and 
perhaps a scenic view or two, that drives 
the real estate value of the forestland and 
sways the decision to purchase. Brett 
Butler, author of the recently SAF-pub-
lished America’s Family Forest Owners, 
explains that the top three reasons for 
owning forestland in the West are beauty, 
wildlife, and nature. He later notes that 
for those who “see financial returns as 
highly important, land investment is 
more commonly cited than timber pro-
duction.” (Butler notes that the owners 
for whom a financial motivation is a 

primary interest, look at the land as “they 
acquired the land as an investment, 
manage it as an investment, and who 
intend to make a reasonable return on 
their investment.”) 

Managing for economic and aesthetic 
values are not incompatible, and there 
are opportunities to increase the aesthet-
ics to increase the value of the forestland 
beyond the timber.

Finding value among the timber
So where can consultants find 

non-timber value in the forest? The 
four sides of the Tree Farm sign provide 
a good starting point: Water, Wildlife, 
Recreation, and Wood. I might also add 
wildfire resiliency to this list because I 
am now being asked how landowners 
can manage their forest to minimize fire’s 
effects. Each of these values can often 
be enhanced with a forest management 
plan that provides an organized pathway 
toward increasing the land market value 
and enhance what many owners con-
sider their primary reasons for owning 
forestland.

Water
A naturally flowing stream’s value 

is easy to observe since it sustains all. 
It’s a gathering place for wildlife, a 
cool spot on a hot day, and where kids 
often choose to play. This value can be 
enhanced by evaluating the riparian 

area, the land adjacent to the stream, and 
enhancing where appropriate with trees 
to provide cooling shade. Oregon Water-
shed Councils may be able to help with 
some of this work. In Oregon, the Alter-
nate Reservoir Process established by the 
legislature in 1995 creates a process for 
pond establishment. There are a number 
of steps and conditions that need to be 
met but a pond is not out of the question 
provided certain conditions are met.

Wildlife
In 2016, the state of Oregon made 

changes to the Forest Practices Act that 
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allows for the establishment of wildlife 
food plots on forest ownerships between 
10 and 5,000 acres in lieu of meeting 
all reforestation requirements. In the 
ORS 527.678, Wildlife food plots rules, a 
portion of the forest may be “planted in 
vegetation capable of substantially con-
tributing to wildlife nutrition.” The value 
of wildlife for viewing and hunting is 
hard to quantify, but I would equate it to 
the smell of freshly baked bread during a 
showing of a home for sale. 

Recreation
Recreation is an important aspect of 

the tree farm program and forest own-

ership, but its economic value is hard to 
quantify. Ponds, access to streams, picnic 
tables and camping sites enable genera-
tions to gather and create connections to 
the forest. The family campsite becomes 
part of a legacy “one of the more import-
ant benefit that owners associate with 
their land,” according to Butler. Trails to 
scenic points or for dog walking become 
infrastructure that is also useful for fire 
patrols, checking on forest health and 
trespass awareness. 

For many small forest landowners, 
non-timber forest products (NTFP) are 
part of the recreation side of the Tree 
Farm sign. These NTFPs include fire-
wood cutting and mushroom gathering 
and can a provide a steady revenue 
stream. Using developed or handed 
down ecological knowledge, NTFPs can 
be sold to classified based on their pur-
pose: (1) edible/culinary, (2) medicinal/
supplement, (3) decorative/floral, (4) 
nursery/landscaping, and (5) arts/craft 
products. In the recent publication, Pro-
ducers, production, marketing and sale of 
non-timber forest products in the United 
States: a review and synthesis, the “SEV 
(soil expectation value) of wild-harvest-
ed mushrooms in the Pacific Northwest 
ranged from about $17/ha to $2,500/ha 
at 4% discount rate,” which could vary 

greatly on the amount of time allocated 
to managing the natural mushroom 
populations.

Wood

For the wood value, apart from the 
obvious timber harvest, carbon capture 
is anticipated to become a more wide-
ly available source of forest value. The 
Family Forest Carbon Program (FFCP) 
is a partnership between the Ameri-
can Forest Foundation and The Nature 
Conservancy to remove barriers smaller 
landowners face to accessing carbon 
markets. Currently the FFCP is available 
to forest landowners in certain Pennsyl-
vania counties who own between 30 and 
2,400 acres of forest land. If successful in 
Pennsylvania, there is a plan to bring this 
program to the Pacific Northwest.  WF
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