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Executive Summary
This report analyzes the New York State Department of 
Agriculture and Markets (NYSDAM) New York State 
Rural Landowner Survey. The objective of this survey 
was to provide information on how current owners of 
undeveloped land view that resource, their reasons for 
owning the land, and their plans for its future. A pre-
liminary descriptive report, released as a joint New York 
State Department of Agriculture and Markets/National 
Agricultural Statistics Service publication in September 
2005, is posted on the New York State Department of 
Agriculture and Markets web site.

Although the first of its kind for those agencies, the 
New York State Rural Landowner Survey addresses is-
sues and databases with a long history in the academic 
and professional literature. Along with academic inter-
ests, the federal government has a fragmentary but long-
standing history of collecting land ownership data that 
relate to farm and forest resources. This report builds on 
the initial NYSDAM summary of the Rural Landowner 
Survey and incorporates information from two follow-
on NYSDAM surveys of respondents who indicated they 
owned idle agricultural land and forest land. Finally, an 
exhaustive list of literature pertaining to farm and forest 
land ownership was assembled based on literature sur-
veys and reviews of published annotated bibliographies. 
(See http://www.agmkt.state.ny.us/rl_survey.pdf).

Background
Very vocal and widely chronicled debates over land and 
water use for agriculture and forestry are deeply embed-
ded in American history and continue today. Though 
patterns of ownership and control of natural resources 
are closely intertwined with land and water policy is-
sues, the information base describing the changing pat-
terns of landownership--whether that focus is on farm-
land or forestland-was both fragmentary and out of date 
throughout the 1900s. Turning to farming, information 
on farm tenure has been collected in conjunction with 

the Census of Agriculture since 1880 and was augment-
ed in 1900 and 1920 to provide some limited informa-
tion on all farmland owners. Comprehensive national 
studies of all farmland owners were conducted by the 
USDA in 1946, 1978, 1988, and 1999. With respect to 
forestland, the USDA’s Forest Service instituted a Na-
tional Woodland Owner Survey (NWOS) in 2001. Three 
other national surveys of forest-land owners’ conducted 
by the USDA Forest Service preceded the NWOS and 
were published in 1958, 1982; and 1996. Beyond agency 
sponsorship, throughout the 20th century, university re-
searchers and extension specialists have conducted epi-
sodic forestland or farmland owner surveys. The scope 
of most of these studies was a state or sub-state area and 
closely tailored to the shared interests of local communi-
ties, individual researchers, and their funders.

The Literature
A comprehensive list of references and citations was as-
sembled for the purposes of this report. The discussion 
around forest landownership is more robust than that for 
farmland, as evidenced by dozens of articles and studies 
dealing with patterns of forestland ownership and the 
intentions of these landowners. Much of this literature 
has accumulated over the past quarter-century. 

Another difference in the forestland and farmland lit-
erature goes to definitions. Literature on farmland own-
ership has relatively more concordance because of a uni-
form definition of land in farms and ranches; forestland 
surveys and discussions of forest management swerve 
between “private” owners, “family forest owners”, “non-
industrial” forest owners, and so on. Similarly, surveys of 
forest owners are typically organized around land cover 
or landownership units such as a tax parcel, rather than 
an economic entity, such as a “farm” or a “firm”.

Several major themes emerge from the forest land-
ownership literature, including the following general 
points:
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• The number of family forest owners is increasing 
annually, with greater parcelization of forestlands 
throughout the US (though there is variance with re-
gard to growth of different parcel sizes regionally).

• Family forest owners tend to be older, better educated 
and more wealthy than the general population.

• The values, motivations and objectives for owning for-
est vary widely, reflecting the huge diversity of family 
forest owners.

• Generally, however, it appears that family forest own-
ers in much of the country share a greater affinity with 
the general public than they do with professional for-
esters in terms of their views on environmental issues 
and their knowledge of forests and forestry.

• Most family forest owners rank things like aesthetics, 
recreation, wildlife viewing, and part of residence as 
the most important reasons for owning forestland; 
timber production is usually a low priority, although 
many owners surveyed in the various studies reviewed 
have harvested timber.

• Most family forest owners do not have written man-
agement plans.

A general sense of the themes predominant in the 
farmland ownership literature includes the following:
• The bulk of US farmland is held by individuals, de-

fined to include sole proprietors and joint ownerships 
by husband-and-wife.

• Other tenure forms, including partnerships and cor-
porate ownerships, are increasingly common but of-
ten held or controlled by members of a single-family 
to facilitate the assembly of economic-sized business 
units and/or the orderly transfer of farm assets to 
younger generations.

• Farmland ownership has diverged from farming as 
an occupation, with increasing amounts of farm acre-
age held by individuals and families concerned with 
meeting lifestyle rather than necessarily meeting eco-
nomic or business objectives.

• Significant farmland held by older and more wealthy 
Americans.

• The role of gender in farmland ownership is not well 
understood.

• Purchase is the predominant method of farmland  
acquisition.

The New York State Rural  
Landowner Survey 
According to a 2005 preliminary report, the NYSDAM 
statewide survey was based on the premise that “closer” 
management of the New York’s idle and under-utilized 
land and forest resources can potentially contribute sig-
nificantly to the economy of rural areas of the state”. To 
that end, survey forms were mailed to owners of a sam-
ple of 6,600 parcels out of 291,022 tax parcels classified 
by local assessors as agricultural land, rural residences 
with acreage, other rural land, or private wild and for-
ested. The parcels surveyed are thought to represent all 
land currently used for agriculture and forest product 
production and account for approximately 17 million 
acres. The response rate to this survey was 47 percent. 

The preliminary report on the New York Rural Land-
owner survey (NYSDAM 2005) included the following 
key findings for the entire state:
• 90% of the state’s undeveloped rural land could be 

classified as active agriculture (41%), forest land 
(41%) or idle farm land (8%).

• Both the track record of recent subdivisions and the 
plans of current owners of undeveloped land suggest 
that the conversion of undeveloped and farm land to 
low-density residential use is and will remain com-
mon.

• Financial considerations, including the property tax 
burden and the desire to generate income, are the 
most important reason undeveloped land is sold.

• About one third of responding owners hold the land 
primarily because it is the site of a current or future 
residence or second home, with agricultural use given 
as the next most common reason for ownership.

• Individuals, not partnerships or corporations, own 
most (four-fifths) of rural land, while four-fifths of 
owners live within the same county as the property.

• More recent owners do not appear to differ greatly 
from longer-term owners.

Regional Survey Results
• As a point of departure in this report, the NYSDAM 

preliminary survey results are partitioned to contrast 
survey responses in metropolitan, micropolitan, and 
nonmetropolitan counties. Although all the parcels 
in the survey sample are designated as “undevel-
oped rural land”, fully 57% of responses were about 
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properties located in metropolitan counties. An-
other 29% were for properties in micropolitan coun-
ties. Only 14% were for parcels in rural counties. Sim-
ilarly, almost half of the referenced acreage (47%) was 
located in metropolitan counties, with less than a fifth 
(17%) in the rural counties and about a third (36%) 
in the micropolitan counties. Parcels in metropolitan 
counties were the smallest (41 acre average, 24 acre 
median), but parcels in rural counties were not the 
largest: the average parcel in a micropolitan county 
was 62 acres (41 acre median), and a little smaller in 
a rural county (60 acre average, 36 acre median). 

• Four-fifths or more of all parcels surveyed are owned 
by one or more related individuals who hold the 
property as a sole proprietorship. Only a small mi-
nority of parcels are in corporate or other forms of 
ownership. Micropolitan parcels are the most likely 
to be owned by individuals, with metropolitan par-
cels more likely to be held by corporations, partner-
ships, and so on.

• The proportion of parcels with owners in residence 
varies by metro status, with about half of the parcels 
in both the metropolitan and micropolitan counties 
including the residence of their owners. This com-
pares to only 37% of parcels in the rural counties. 

• Considering all parcels, 83% that had been farmed 
by a previous owner had also been farmed during 
the past decade. Also suggesting continuity of use, 
a large but somewhat smaller proportion (68%) of 
the parcels that had not been farmed by the previous 
owner had not been farmed during the past decade. 
The remaining parcels were, apparently, more likely 
to have moved into or out of crop or pasture use. 
Nearly a third of parcels that had not been farmed by 
the previous owner had nevertheless been in active 
agriculture within the past decade, and nearly a fifth 
of the parcels that had been farmed by the previous 
owner had been not been actively farmed for at least 
a decade. 

Reasons for Owning Undeveloped Land
• The two most commonly stated reasons for owner-

ship, which apply across each county type, are to 
use the land for farming and as a place the owner 
currently lives. Together, these two uses comprise 
61% of the parcels in metropolitan counties, 56% in 

micropolitan counties and 43% in rural counties.
• Compared to the metropolitan counties, open land in 

rural counties was more likely to be primarily used 
for second homes, hunting or fishing, and timber 
management. These three uses combined accounted 
for 31% of parcels in the rural counties versus only 
10% in the metropolitan counties. At 22% of parcels 
for these three combined uses, the micropolitan coun-
ties are in the middle.

• Fewer than 10% of parcel owners reported they had 
subdivided and sold any part of the parcel within 
the past five years. Differences across county types 
were not dramatic. 

• Future sales plans of the owners varied little across 
the county groupings, with about 10-12% expect-
ing to sell the entire parcel within a five to ten year 
period, and with the majority of these expecting 
to sell sooner rather than later. An additional 4-7% 
anticipated selling only part of the parcel during the 
upcoming decade. 

• Approximately half of the sales were expected to be 
to individuals interested in a residence; of these, a 
third were expected to build while the remainder 
were expected to move into a house already on the 
site. A small proportion of the sales were expected 
to be to farmers (8-13%), business establishments 
(2-4%), and municipal governments (1-3%). While 
about 8% of sales in both the rural and micropolitan 
counties were expected to be to residential develop-
ers, 20% of the expected sales in the metropolitan 
counties were seen as going to residential developers.

• Two financial reasons (tax burden and need for 
cash) dominate reasons cited for a pending sale, 
with the tax burden motivating about two out of five 
owners considering a sale. 

Access and Recreational Uses
Over the years, structural changes in agriculture and 
shifting patterns of population settlement have led to 
numerous subdivisions of open-space land. Land own-
ership has become increasingly fragmented, with in-
creasingly diffuse control over decisions on use. This 
means, among other things, that the uses of land and 
non-owner access to the land have become increasingly 
conditional, with large blocks of owners taking proac-
tive steps to restrict land access.
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• More than two-thirds of the parcels are posted as 
rescricted access in rural counties, with significantly 
smaller but still large majorities of the parcels in the 
other county types also posted. Many rural counties 
are Adirondack, Catskill and Tug Hill counties that 
host destinations for out of area outdoor recreation-
ists and are attractive locations for second home buy-
ers.

• Recreational access is not permitted at all on ap-
proximately three-fifths of the parcels in the sam-
ple. Concern about lawsuits was cited for about 40% 
of the parcels, with the desire to keep strangers off the 
land trailing closely in each of the county types. Con-
cern about property damage was the motivating fac-
tor in a smaller portion, 10%, of the parcels for each 
county type.

• Focusing on the percent of parcels on which recre-
ational access is allowed without restriction, hunting, 
cross country skiing and hiking are unrestricted 
on the greatest percentage of parcels. In general, 
the differences across metropolitan status are only a 
few percentage points. The largest percentage spread 
is for hunting: 18% of parcels are accessible without 
restriction in the micropolitan counties, as compared 
to 13% in the rural counties. 

The Forestland Follow Up Survey
Survey respondents who reported some acreage de-
voted to forest were contacted with a second survey to 
gather more details on their ownership interests. Own-
ers of 1,104 parcels of forestland responded to the fol-
low up survey designed to elicit information specifically 
from forestland owners. Follow up questions focused on 
reasons for owning the property and the owners’ forest 
management practices. 
• Consistent with other extensive research on forest-

land owners, aesthetic and environmental reasons 
for owning forest land are prevalent, cited as a rea-
son for ownership by 61% of forestland owners and as 
the most important reason by 12%. The second most 
common reason that was given for ownership was 
that the forestland served as part of “my primary resi-
dence” (49%); this reason was listed as the “most im-
portant” more often than any other (29% of respons-
es). Direct use of the out doors through “hunting and 
fishing” (44%) and the “opportunity for recreational 
activity” (42%) were other frequently stated reasons. 

• About half of the parcels had been harvested, at 
least for firewood, within the past decade by either 
the current or a previous owner. A nearly equal pro-
portion of parcels were owned by someone expecting 
to harvest in the future.

• Our analysis indicates no significant statistical rela-
tionship between the length of tenure and the prob-
ability that forest products were harvested from the 
land parcel. Within the group of parcels that had 
been harvested, three reasons were most often re-
ported: producing products for the owner’s use, 
improving forest growing conditions, and generat-
ing a financial return. Generating the cash needed 
to pay local property taxes, which might be thought 
of as a specific example of generating a financial re-
turn, and improving wildlife habitat, which might be 
though of as a specific example of improving forest 
growing conditions, were also listed by a large mi-
nority of parcel owners, with property tax payments 
listed as “most important” by more than 10%. 

• Loggers and private forestry consultants were the 
most common source of advice; each of them had 
been contacted by owners of about a quarter of the 
forested parcels. DEC foresters were next in line in 
percentage terms, while a number of other sources of 
information had been turned to by a small number of 
owners. More than one-fourth (29%) of the harvested 
forest parcels had been harvested by owners who had 
done so without the benefit of any consultation. 

• Numerous owners (59%) had been contacted by 
someone interested in harvesting their woodlots. 
There was a strong relationship between this con-
tact and a harvest having occurred.

• Plans for future harvest suggest that, if the plans are 
realized, most (20%) would be harvested within 5 
years, a smaller number (16%) within 10 years, and, 
finally, 14% after an even longer time period. 

• Only one out of ten forestland parcels is covered by a 
management plan. However, if a harvest is planned, 
the parcel is significantly more likely to have a man-
agement plan than otherwise: 16% of those who 
plan to harvest have a management plan, but only 4% 
of those who don’t plan to harvest have one. 
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The Idle Agricultural Land  
Follow-Up Survey
Idle agricultural land comprised at least some part of 
817 parcels, or 26.5% of all parcels surveyed. However, 
it was listed as the predominant land use on slightly less 
than 10% of parcels constituting 8% of the area in the 
sample. A follow-up survey was sent to owners of all 
parcels including any idle agricultural land. A total of 
448 responses (55% response rate) were returned about 
parcels that had a median size of 31.4 acres. 
• Although at least some part of the property in 

question was idle, owners of 30% of these parcels 
also farmed some land actively. It is not clear if the 
farmed land was on the parcel in question, or exactly 
what role the owner played in farming the land. Only 
18% of the parcels with some idle land also include 
some land that is rented out to farmers. Parcels with 
owners who said they farmed “any other part of your 
property” were more likely to say they rented part of 
their property to a farmer as well. 

• The most common idle land management plan, se-
lected by well over a third (38%) of parcel owners, 
is to maintain the land through occasional mow-
ing. Almost as common, at 31%, were the parcels 
with owners who had no plans at all for the parcel. 
Less that one in five parcels were expected to be re-
turned to active agricultural use. 

• Parcels with idle farmland whose owners were antici-
pating selling them averaged 41 acres and were small-
er than the 50 acre average for all parcels that include 
some idle farmland. Among the minority of all own-
ers of idle land who were planning to sell, financial 
reasons shaped the dominating motivations. The tax 
burden was the leading reason given for selling idle 
land, with 41% of parcel owners saying it was the 
most important reason for the planned sale. Fully 
half of the parcel owners indicated they planned to 
sell, at least in part, because they couldn’t afford the 
taxes, a proportion equal to the number who said 
they needed the money for something else. 

• Owners of small groups of parcels planned to  
return the land to hay (33%) most often, while about 
half as many (16%) were planning on field crops, and 
16% also planned on nursery or greenhouse produc-
tion. 

• Fully 71% of the owners of parcels with idle agricul-
tural land had no plans to sell or to return the land 
to active agriculture. Among the half-dozen reasons 
listed on the survey, the most frequently selected con-
tributing factors were cost and lack of time. Poor soil 
or drainage was also a contributing factor for more 
than 20% of parcels. A basic lack of experience and 
lack of knowledge were each cited as contributing fac-
tors by owners of 18% of these parcels.  
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Introduction
The New York State Department of Agriculture and 
Markets (NYDAM) recently decided to use local prop-
erty tax records to identify landowners holding farm-
land and/or forestland and then contact them with a 
mail survey. Entitled the New York State Rural Land-
owner Survey, the objective of this effort was to provide 
information on how current owners of undeveloped 
land view that resource, their reasons for owning the 
land, and their plans for its future. A preliminary, de-
scriptive report on preliminary survey data was released 
as a joint New York State Department of Agriculture and 
Markets/National Agricultural Statistics Service report 
in September 2005 and is posted on the New York State 
Department of Agriculture and Markets web site.

The NYSDAM survey effort is unprecedented in that 
agency. Although the first of its kind, the survey address-
es issues and databases long discussed in the academic 
and professional literature and within federal agencies. 
In addition, as this report will show, the federal govern-
ment has a fragmentary but longstanding history of col-
lecting land ownership data that relate to farm and forest 
resources. Also reported here is an extensive literature 
on the implications patterns of ownership and control 
of farm and forest resources have for public policy. 

The objective of this report is to add value to the ini-
tial NYSDAM survey summary and to look for addi-
tional insights into the status and future of open land 
now classified as idle farmland or forestland. Additional 
information is likely to be useful to New York State poli-
cymakers seeking means to encourage more intensive 
use of the state’s land and forest resources. This report 
builds on the initial NYSDAM summary of the Rural 
Landowner Survey and incorporates information from 
two follow-on NYSDAM surveys of respondents who 
indicated they owned idle agricultural land and forest 
land. Finally, an exhaustive list of literature pertaining 
to farm and forest land ownership was assembled based 
on literature surveys and reviews of published annotat-
ed bibliographies. 

The literature search was conducted with two objec-
tives in mind: 1) to determine whether previous surveys 
and studies in New York State provide the possibility of 
making some longitudinal comparisons with informa-

tion gleaned from the Rural Landowner Survey; and 2) 
to determine whether there have been recent studies of 
rural landowners conducted elsewhere in the Northeast 
or the entire United States that can provide useful points 
of comparison.

Review of the Literature

A Brief Historical Overview1 
Any nation’s land and water resources are absolutely 
critical assets. In broad historical perspective, indepen-
dence from England, land cessions, purchases, and the 
settlement of border disputes with other countries gen-
erated territorial expansion in the coterminous United 
States until just prior to the Civil War. These new lands 
fell within the public domain, a territory that initially 
comprised almost 1.5 billion acres or 76 percent of the 
land area of the coterminous U.S. Efforts to dispose of 
the public domain by transferring lands into private 
ownership dominated U.S. economic and political life 
through much of the 19th century and dictated the 
growth of American agriculture. New land was taken up 
in large measure for farm and ranch use. The availabil-
ity of virgin land resources suited for farming triggered 
rapid expansion in the nation’s capacity to produce food 
and fiber. Institutional arrangements that evolved with 
settlement of the frontier are imprinted upon the cur-
rent structure of the Nation’s food and fiber industry.

Just before the Civil War, settlement had pushed the 
frontier west of the Mississippi River. In those years, 
however, New York State was the premier agricultural re-
gion of the nation. In 1860, New York’s cropland acreage 
was about 15.5 million acres, the largest cropland base in 
any single U.S. state. Westward settlement and attendant 
cropland expansion in the Corn Belt and further West 
outstripped acreage in the Northeastern U.S. by 1880; 
however, New York’s cropland acreage crested at about 
17.7 million acres according to reports from that decen-
nial census--about 4 times the current cropland acreage 
reported in the last (2002) Census of Agriculture. 

1 This section is drawn from Bills and Dideriksen, 1980.
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Just a decade later, the 1890 national census counted 
536 million acres of land in farms (cropland, pasture 
and range, woodland and support land) but pointed out 
that the American frontier had largely been captured by 
settlement and that the public domain was exhausted 
for farming “as far as easy use and sure results go”. The 
nation realized a four-fold increase in total farm output 
between 1910 and 1977, largely due to technological 
development and production adjustments in the farm 
sector. Average crop production per acre increased dra-
matically over the 1910-1977 span. 

Total cropland acreage has hovered in the 400 mil-
lion acre range since the early 1900s, but regional ad-
justments have been dramatic. Productive cropland has 
been substituted for less productive cropland in several 
parts of the U.S. Cropland increases in several regions 
have been fueled by irrigation and drainage improve-
ments. Cropland decreases have stemmed from crop-
land abandonment and conversion to new, irreversible 
uses. Abandonment has occurred on a large scale in the 
Southern and Northeastern States. Cropland abandon-
ment was the central feature of shifting land use patterns 
in New York State for many decades; this once farmed 
acreage, for the most part, has reverted to natural forest 
cover. At the same time, population growth and spill-
overs to open country have increased land requirements 
for residential, commercial, industrial, and transport 
uses. However, USDA data series and our own experi-
ence shows that reversion of open land to forest cover 
has trumped land development across many landscapes 
throughout the Northeast, the Appalachians, and fur-
ther south along the Atlantic Seaboard.

Land-Use Dynamics & Landownership
While forestland is a well recognized and valued re-
source, a major premise underlying large-scale transfers 
of the public domain to private ownership during the 
19th century and beyond was that private action would 
assure the nation’s supply of food and fiber commodi-
ties and generate nearly universal farmland ownership. 
By the later 1800s, with a growing perception that the 
American frontier was closing and that the structure 
of agriculture was shifting, both of these notions were 
under increasing vocal attack in the public square. Ap-
prehension over future scarcity and the capacity of the 
U.S. natural resource base to meet future raw material 
requirements spawned numerous debates over federal 

land and water policy. Although few now imagine that 
the U.S. does not have the capacity to feed itself, very 
vocal and widely chronicled debates over land and water 
use for agriculture and forestry continue today. 

Patterns of ownership and control of natural resources 
are closely intertwined with land and water policy issues. 
Along with concerns over scarcity, the nation identified 
urgent concerns in the early 1900s over patterns of land 
tenancy and the destructive aspects of poorly managed 
cropland and rangeland use. However, the information 
base describing the changing patterns of landowner-
ship--whether that focus is on farmland or forestland-
was both fragmentary and out of date throughout the 
1900s. Turning to farming, information on farm tenure 
has been collected in conjunction with the Census of 
Agriculture since 1880 and was augmented in 1900 and 
1920 to provide some limited information on all farm-
land owners (Geisler et al, 1983). But census data focus 
on farm operators and do not describe the expanding 
category of nonfarm owners of farmland. The first com-
prehensive, national study of all farmland owners was 
undertaken in 1946 by the USDA (Inman and Fippin, 
1949). The 1946 study provided unprecedented data on 
the personal characteristics of individuals with owner-
ship interests in the nation’s farmland base.

After a lapse of more than three decades the USDA 
conducted a new national study of landownership sum-
marized in Lewis (1980). This 1978 effort by the then 
Economics, Statistics and Cooperatives Service (now 
the Economic Research Service) was more extensive 
than the 1946 work in that it dealt with the ownership 
of all privately owned land - farm and ranch land, other 
rural land, and urban land. Similarities and contrasts be-
tween the 1946 and 1978 surveys are analyzed in depth 
in Geisler et al (1983).

In the aftermath of the 1987 Census of Agriculture, 
the USDA’s Economic Research Service reverted to form 
and, as in 1949, collaborated with the Census Bureau on 
a survey of farmland owners identified as landlords in 
the 1987 Census. Results from that national follow-on 
survey were reported as the 1988 Agricultural Land-
ownership Survey (ALOS). That survey was repeated as 
a follow-on to the 1997 Census of Agriculture (by then 
the responsibility of the USDA’s National Agricultural 
Statistics Service or NASS) and was reported as the 1999 
Agricultural Landownership Survey (ALOS). 

Turning to forest land, the USDA Forest Service, 
Forest Inventory and Analysis (FIA) Program institut-
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ed the National Woodland Owner Survey (NWOS) in 
2001. Three other national surveys of forest-land own-
ers’ conducted by the USDA Forest Service preceded 
the NWOS (Josephson and McGuire, 1958; Birch et. al., 
1982; Birch 1996). The NWOS is designed to be more 
closely aligned with periodic companion state-level for-
est resource inventories conducted by the Forest Ser-
vice. The forest resource inventories collect information 
related to forest composition, structure, and health. The 
NWOS is charged with determining: who are the forest 
land owners; why are forest lands owned; how are forest 
lands used; and what are the owners’ plans for their for-
est lands. The intent is to arrange comparisons of land 
ownership information with forest resources inventories 
to produce contemporaneous information about the re-
source and the people who own it (Butler, Leatherberry, 
and Williams, 2005).

For the most part, USDA agencies concerned with 
core data on ownership/control of farm and forest re-
sources appear to have operated in polar universes. The 
only, but very noteworthy, exception was a collaboration 
developed within the USDA to exploit data collected in 
the 1978 Landownership Survey. Because, as described 
above, the scope of this study extended to all rural land, 
Forest Service researchers extracted responses from for-
estland owners from the sample and conducted a sepa-
rate analysis (Birch et. al, 1982). This was the first in-
depth, national report on private forest-land owners in 
the United States (Butler et al, 2005). 

Beyond agency sponsorship, throughout the 20th 
century, university researchers and extension specialists 
have conducted episodic forestland or farmland owner 
surveys. The scope of most of these studies was a state or 
sub-state area and closely tailored to the shared interests 
of local communities, individual researchers, and their 
funders. A few examples are referenced in this review, 
e.g., King, 1976, but a full accounting of the scope and 
nature of these disparate, fugitive land ownership stud-
ies extends beyond the time and resources available for 
this report.

The Literature
A comprehensive list of references and citations is pre-
sented in a later section of this report. Because of the 
polarity around data and social discourse for farmland 
and forestland, literature pertinent to each is organized 
into separate subsections. This approach not only fa-

cilitates literature entry for interested readers but also 
helps graphically illustrate the relative weight assigned 
to each category of land resources. Clearly the discus-
sion around forest landownership is more robust than 
that for farmland, as evidenced by dozens of articles and 
studies dealing with patterns of forestland ownership 
and the intentions of these landowners.

The second abiding difference in the forestland and 
farmland literature goes to definitions of the resource. 
Literature surrounding farmland has relatively more 
concordance because the discussion is largely anchored 
in a uniform definition of land in farms and ranches. 
That definition is promulgated by the U.S. Office of Man-
agement and Budget and turns on an annual sales crite-
rion for specified farm commodities. Since 1972, a farm 
is defined as a place with production valued at $1,000 or 
more per year. The farmland base includes land owned 
by the farm operator along with acreage leased from 
others. In sharp contrast, literature surrounding forest-
land is, to some extent, blurred by alternate definitions 
of the forest resource. Agency operatives and academ-
ics alike have seized upon opportunities to be creative 
when defining resources under scrutiny. As a result, 
forestland surveys and discussions of forest land man-
agement can and do swerve between definitions crafted 
around “private” owners, “family forest owners”, “nonin-
dustrial” forest owners, and so on. Similarly, surveys of 
forest owners are typically organized around land cover 
or landownership units such as a tax parcel, rather than 
an economic entity, such as making “farm” the unit of 
study.

As pointed out in the literature reviews cited, several 
major themes emerge from the forest landownership 
literature. As reported by Hodgdon and Tyrrell (2003), 
these themes include the following general points:
• The number of family forest owners is increasing 

annually, with greater parcelization of forestlands 
throughout the U.S. (though there is variance with 
regard to growth of different parcel sizes regionally).

• Family forest owners tend to be older, better educated 
and more wealthy than the general population.

• The values, motivations and objectives for owning 
forest vary widely, reflecting the huge diversity of 
family forest owners.

• Generally, however, it appears that family forest own-
ers in much of the country share a greater affinity with 
the general public than they do with professional for-
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esters in terms of their views on environmental issues 
and their knowledge of forests and forestry.

• Most family forest owners rank things like aesthet-
ics, recreation, wildlife viewing, and part of residence 
as the most important reasons for owning forestland; 
timber production is usually a low priority, although 
many owners surveyed in the various studies reviewed 
have harvested timber.

• Most family forest owners do not have written man-
agement plans.

Many of those themes resonate to one degree or anoth-
er in the farmland ownership literature. One significant 
difference is that landownership concerns in American 
agriculture were initially rooted in the fundamentals of 
ascension to full farm ownership in adherence with the 
Jeffersonian principles for nationhood. These principles 
influenced policies for disposing of the public domain 
throughout the 19th century and beyond. Increasing 
rates of farm tenancy. (a situation where the farm opera-
tor owns none of the land operated) in the early 1900s 
caused alarm in public policy circles and fueled much of 
the public dialogue about landownership and attendant 
concerns with soil conservation. 

The Great Depression exacerbated those concerns but 
the World War II years were generally recognized as a 
watershed for American agriculture and patterns of land 
tenancy. The nation’s first farmland ownership survey, 
conducted in 1946, provided unprecedented data on 
the personal characteristics of individuals with own-
ership interests in the U.S. farmland base (Inman and 
Fippin, 1949). Although the U.S. Census Bureau and 
the USDA have made substantial investments in farm-
land ownership data since the mid-1970s, enthusiasm 
in the research community for questions involving pat-
terns of landownership -- whether inside government 
or outside--is much less evident than for forestland as-
sets. Based on counts of articles and reports inventoried 
in this report, the trajectory of professional interest in 
exploiting landownership data for research/educational 
pursuits appears to be trending down markedly in the 
farmland arena. While academic interest in factors in-
fluencing farmland values continues unchecked, the cir-
cumstances around ownership receive limited attention. 
The USDA’s Economic Research Service, for example, 
appears to be conducting essentially no applied research 
on ownership patterns and their implications for food 
and fiber production. Similar ambivalence is evident in 

the wider academic community. This trend is somewhat 
ironic insomuch as Census data clearly indicate that 
steadily increasing shares of the U.S. farmland base are 
owned by individuals or other entities who lease land to 
active farmers but have no direct farm interests of their 
own. 

A general sense of the themes predominant in the 
farmland ownership literature include following:
• The bulk of U.S. farmland is held by individuals, de-

fined to include sole proprietors and joint ownerships 
by husband-and-wife.

• Other tenure forms, including partnerships and cor-
porate ownerships, are increasingly common but of-
ten held or controlled by members of a single-family 
to facilitate the assembly of economic-sized business 
units and/or the orderly transfer of farm assets to 
younger generations.

• Farmland ownership has diverged from farming as 
an occupation, with increasing amounts of farm acre-
age held by individuals and families concerned with 
meeting lifestyle rather than necessarily meeting eco-
nomic or business objectives.

• Significant farmland acreage is held by older and 
more wealthy Americans.

• The role of gender in farmland ownership is not well 
understood.

• Purchase is the predominant method of farmland ac-
quisition.

The Statewide Survey2 
According to a 2005 preliminary report, the NYSDAM 
statewide survey was based on the premise that “closer” 
management of the New York’s idle and under-utilized 
land and forest resources can potentially contribute 
significantly to the economy of rural areas of the state”. 
The report went on to assert that this potential can only 
be realized if the interests and motivation of those who 
control this property are better understood and better 
served; further, anecdotal evidence has suggested that 
the profile of rural landowners is changing, and that the 
motivation and interests of newcomers might vary from 
those of long-time rural residents. This survey was un-
dertaken to provide a comprehensive, current view of 

2 This section is drawn from the New York State Department of Agriculture and 
Markets, 2005.
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how the current owners of the state’s private open land 
resources are using their land holdings, and what they 
plan to do with them. 

To allow the NYSDAM Commissioner a better van-
tage point for addressing these questions, a, a mail sur-
vey of landowners was organized to gather insight into 
what is happening to open and forested land throughout 
New York State.  Survey forms were mailed to a sample 
of 6,600 parcels out of 291,022 tax parcels classified by 
local assessors as agricultural land, rural residences with 
acreage, other rural land, or private wild and forested 
land (see Appendix I for further details). These land cat-
egories are referred to collectively in the report as unde-
veloped rural land. The parcels surveyed are thought to 
represent all privately owned land currently used for ag-
riculture and forest product production (except licensed 
harvesting of timber on state land), as well as other land 
with the capability of use for agriculture or forest pro-
duction. 

Many include a year-round or seasonal residence, but 
with an average parcel size of about 50 acres, the resi-
dence, lawn and associated outbuildings generally occu-
py a small percentage of the land area. Together, the land 
classifications surveyed account for approximately 17 
million acres out of the 31 million acres that fall within 
the geographic boundaries of New York State. They ex-
clude state and federal land, wild, conservation and park 
land, land used to provide community services, and land 
developed for industrial, commercial and higher density 
residential use. 

The response rate to this survey was 47 percent. This 
rate permits interpretation of results with some confi-
dence at the state level. Analysis reported here looks at 
several substate relationships as well.3    

The preliminary report on the New York Rural Land-
owner survey (NYSDAM 2005) included the following 
key findings for the entire state:
• 90% of the state’s undeveloped rural land could be 

classified as active agriculture (41%), forest land 
(41%) or idle farm land (8%).

• The conversion of undeveloped and farmland to low-
density residential use is and will remain common; 
this conclusion is suggested by both the track record 
of recent subdivisions and the plans of current unde-
veloped land owners.

• Financial considerations, including the property tax 
burden and the desire to generate income, are the 
most important reason undeveloped land is sold.

• About one third of responding owners hold the land 
primarily because it is the site of a current or future 
residence or second home, with agricultural use given 
as the next most common reason for ownership.

• Individuals, not partnerships or corporations, own 
most (four-fifths) of rural land, while four-fifths of 
owners live within the same county as the property.

• Newer owners do not appear to differ greatly from 
longer-term owners.

Regional Survey Results
In this section, the NYSDAM preliminary survey results 
are partitioned to contrast survey responses in metro-
politan, micropolitan, and nonmetropolitan—desig-
nated here as rural--counties, as shown in Map 1. These 
county designations are made by the U.S. Census Bureau 
based on urban population concentrations and com-
muting patterns.4 The basic designations are commonly 
used by the research community to take urban influence 
into account.

While the interest in urban influence for New York 
State is almost reflexive, application of the idea to the 
survey data requires some elaboration. The concentra-
tion of parcel subdivision activity, and the general loca-
tion of “undeveloped rural land”, at least as read through 
the lens of this standard classification system for coun-
ties as used by the Census, can be seen in the simple 

3 Chi-square tests of difference were performed on all comparisons of results by 
region. As a general rule, regional differences that varied by more than about 
5% were statistically significant at 95% confidence levels for variables involving 
the entire sample.  Larger differences (e.g. variations greater than about 10%) 
were required for differences to be significant in subsamples involving smaller 
numbers of observations. Details are available from the authors.

4 As defined by the U.S. Census, each metropolitan statistical area must have 
at least one urbanized area of 50,000 or more inhabitants. Each micropolitan 
statistical area must have at least one urban cluster of at least 10,000 but less 
than 50,000 population. The county (or counties) in which at least 50 percent of 
the population resides within urban areas of 10,000 or more population, or that 
contain at least 5,000 people residing within a single urban area of 10,000 or 
more population, is identified as a “central county” (counties). Additional “outly-
ing counties” are included if they meet specified requirements of commuting to 
or from the central counties.  See http://www.census.gov/population/www/es-
timates/aboutmetro.html (as of 9/18/06) for more information. The designation 
as “rural” of counties that are neither in metropolitan or micropolitan statistical 
areas is our own, not that of the Census.
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geographic distribution of these parcels. Though the 
parcels in the sample are designated as “undeveloped 
rural land”, fully 57% of responses were about properties 
located in metropolitan counties. Another 29% were for 
properties in micropolitan counties. Only 14% were for 
parcels in rural counties. 

Moreover, almost half of the referenced acreage (47%) 
was located in metropolitan counties, with less than a 
fifth (17%) in the rural counties and about a third (36%) 
in the micropolitan counties. And though parcels in 
metropolitan counties were, as expected, 
smallest (41 24 acre median), parcels in ru-
ral counties were not the largest (see Fig-
ure 1): the average parcel in a micropolitan 
county was, at 62 acres (41 acre median), a 
little larger than that in a rural county (60 
acre average, 36 acre median). 

There is, in other words, ample reason 
for exercising care when putting the whole 
concept of “undeveloped rural land” into 
the context of any given issue, and it is un-
likely that adequate understanding of rural 
land and rural landowners can be achieved 
if only land in New York’s most rural coun-
ties are examined. Any designation of “ru-
ralness” that uses county as the fundamen-
tal classification unit is likely to be subject to 
the same caution.

Ownership
As shown in Figure 2, four-fifths or more 
of all parcels surveyed are owned by one 
or more related individuals who hold the 
property as a sole proprietorship. Only a 
small minority of parcels are in corpo-
rate or other forms of ownership. While 
this result does not vary dramatically by 
county type, the differences are statisti-
cally significant. Micropolitan parcels 
are the most likely to be owned by indi-
viduals, with metropolitan parcels more 
likely to be held by corporations, part-
nerships, and the like. 

However, individuals tend to own par-
cels that are, on average, notably smaller 
(47 acres) than parcels in other owner-
ships (62 acres). This observation holds 

regardless of metropolitan or nonmetropolitan status. It 
is also consistent with another result across metro class-
es, namely that individuals are more likely to own par-
cels that serve as their principal residence, while parcels 
in other ownership types are more much more likely to 
be used for agriculture or forestry, or owned primarily 
for other investment purposes. 

The difference in average parcel size is most striking 
in the rural counties, where the average parcel owned 
by individuals was only 56% as large as those owned by 

Map 1: County classification: 
Metropolitan, Micropolitan, 
Nonmetro (Rural)

Figure 1: Parcel size, by metropolitan status
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trast, only 75% of rural county parcel own-
ers residing outside of the county are fami-
lies or individuals. 

There is little variation by county type 
in the length of tenure. Although 8% of re-
spondents provided no data on length of 
tenure, other parcels in each county group 
had been held by their current owner since 
1987 (the median time). The propensity to 
purchase or inherit property also varied 
little by county type, as about four out of 
five parcels were purchased in each kind of 
county.

Farming and Parcel History
Survey respondents were asked if a) their 
parcel had been farmed by the previous 
owner, and b) if any part of the parcel had 
been farmed in the prior 10 years. There 
was, as expected, much overlap between 

the responses to these questions. Considering all parcels, 
more than four-fifths (83%) of the parcels that had been 
farmed by the previous owner had also been farmed dur-
ing the past decade. Also suggesting continuity of use, 
a significant but somewhat smaller proportion (68%) 
of the parcels that had not been farmed by the previ-
ous owner had not been farmed during the past decade. 
The remaining parcels were, apparently, more likely to 

others (54 v. 96 acres). In micropolitan areas, the ratio 
was 67% (58 v. 88 acres) and in metropolitan counties 
the ratio was 85% (40 v. 47 acres). Overall then, the vast 
majority of acreage in micropolitan areas was owned by 
individuals (82%), while a somewhat smaller portion of 
the land (about three fourths) was owned by individuals 
in both rural and metropolitan areas (see Figure 3)

Figure 4 shows how the proportion of parcels with 
owners in residence varies by metro status, 
with about half of the parcels in both the 
metropolitan and micropolitan counties in-
cluding the residence of their owners. This 
compares to only 37% of parcels in the ru-
ral counties. Indeed, in the rural counties 
more than a third of the parcels had own-
ers who can be classified as nonresidents 
because they live outside the county alto-
gether, as compared to a fifth or fewer in 
the metropolitan (21%) and micropolitan 
(15%) counties. In each county type parcel 
owners living in the county are more likely 
than those living outside to be related in-
dividuals as opposed to corporate or other 
non-individual owners. This difference is 
greatest in the rural counties, where 89% of 
owners living in the same county as their 
parcel are families or individuals. In con-

Figure 2: Type of ownership, by metropolitan status

Figure 3: Acreage owned by individuals
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these to questions, was found in the micro-
politan counties, and the lowest proportion 
was found in the rural counties. This result 
is consistent,6 however, with the observa-
tion that relatively more productive land, 
whether for food or forestry production, is 
often situated near urban population con-
centrations. Another reason that farming 
on undeveloped land in rural counties does 
not rank higher is the greater prevalence of 
forestland. Considering the undeveloped 
study acreage in the rural counties, parcels 
that constituted 58% of the total acreage 
were “predominantly” forested. The com-
parable figure was 35% in metropolitan, 
and 39% in micropolitan counties.

Reasons for Owning  
Undeveloped Land

Figure 6 extends our understanding of the owners’ in-
tended uses of the land with a focus on the primary 
reason the land is held. The two most commonly stated 

5 The results cannot be directly interpreted as a compari-
son between the practices of the current versus previous 
owner, as nearly one-third of the parcels had been ac-
quired within the previous ten years.  However, drop-
ping these more recently acquired parcels ensures that 
any farming by a previous owner would have been more 
than a decade earlier, and farming within the decade 
would be by the current owner.  Analysis of this modified 
sample shifted the cited percentages by only a few points.  

have moved into or out of crop or pasture use. Nearly a 
third of parcels that had not been farmed by the previ-
ous owner had nevertheless been in active agriculture 
within the past decade. Nearly a fifth of the parcels that 
had been farmed by the previous owner had not been 
farmed for at least a decade.5  

  Figure 5 shows that the undeveloped parcels in each 
county group were more likely to have been farmed in 
the most recent decade than they were to have been pre-
viously owned by an active farmer. It also 
shows that a higher proportion of unde-
veloped parcels were farmed in the micro 
and metropolitan counties than in the rural 
counties. This result, somewhat unexpect-
ed from the perspective of urban influence, 
continues to hold if acreage rather than the 
number of parcels is considered: the highest 
proportion of undeveloped acreage that had 
been in farming, according to responses to 

Figure 5: Farming history, by metropolitan status

6 The percent of undeveloped acreage within each county type that 
had been farmed within the decade was 52%, 61% and 63% for 
rural, metropolitan and micropolitan respectively. The percent of acre-
age that had previously been owned by an active farmer was 41%, 
44% and 50% for rural, metropolitan and micropolitan respectively. 
 

Figure 4: Owner’s residence, by metropolitan status
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reasons for ownership, which apply across each county 
type, are to use the land for farming and as a place the 
owner currently lives (presumably on an adjacent par-
cel, since the parcel in question is designated by ORPS 
as undeveloped). Within each county type, the number 
of parcels devoted primarily to farming is roughly the 
same as the number devoted to a primary residence.7 

However, together these two uses comprise 
61% of the parcels in metropolitan coun-
ties, 56% in micropolitan counties and only 
43% in rural counties.8

Compared to the metropolitan counties, 
open land in the rural counties was more 
likely to be primarily used for second homes, 
hunting or fishing, and timber manage-
ment. These three uses combined accounted 
for 31% of parcels in the rural counties ver-
sus only 10% in the metropolitan counties. 
At 22% of parcels for these three combined 
uses, the micropolitan counties are in the 
middle. Most of the difference between the 
micropolitan and rural counties is that ru-
ral counties have a major portion of parcels 
(11%) assigned to second homes.

Parcels with Land Sold off within  
Past Five Years
Fewer than 10% of parcel owners reported 
they had subdivided and sold any part of 
the parcel within the past five years. Dif-
ferences across counties were not dramatic. 
T he percentage that had undergone such 
a sale was smallest in the rural counties 
and metropolitan counties (5% and 7% re-
spectively) and largest in the micropolitan 
counties (9%). Figure 7 indicates that the 
undeveloped parcels that were sold were 
generally intended for conversion to resi-
dential use. Though the number of sales in 
the rural counties is probably too small to 
support a general conclusion, it is notable 
that none of the sales in that sample were 
for agricultural uses. In contrast, agricul-
tural sales constituted a distinct if minor-
ity portion of the number of sales in both 
the metropolitan (10%) and micropolitan 
(17%) counties. 

Figure 6: Primary reason this parcel is owned, by metropolitan status

7 Of course, parcels used in agriculture tend to be significantly larger than those 
used for a primary residence. Despite the even split in number of parcels, the to-
tal acreage of parcels reported to be devoted to a primary residence was there-
fore half the acreage devoted to farming in the rural counties and 57% in mic-
ropolitan counties.  In metropolitan counties, the ratio was the highest at 69%.  
 
8  The distribution of acreage is very similar.

Figure 7: Use of parcels sold last five years, by metropolitan status
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Approximately half of the sales were ex-
pected to be to individuals interested in a 
residence; of these, a third were expected 
to build while the remainder were expected 
to move into a house already on the site. A 
small proportion of the sales were expected 
to be to farmers (8-13%), business establish-
ments (2-4%), and municipal governments 
(1-3%). The only large variation by type of 
county was for expected sales to residential 
developers and sales to the “other” category. 
Whereas about 8% of sales in both the rural 
and micropolitan counties were expected 
to be to residential developers, 20% of the 
expected sales in the metropolitan counties 
were seen as going to residential develop-
ers.

Figure 9 displays responses to a question 
about the most important reason the owner 
was planning to sell the property. The two 
financial reasons (tax burden and need for 
cash) dominate consistently across county 
types, with the tax burden motivating about 
two out of five owners considering a sale. 
Although the proportions of owners moti-
vated to sell by the tax burden are statisti-
cally indistinguishable across municipal 
types, the observed difference is probably 
smaller than warranted by the actual varia-
tions in tax rates. 

Land Types on Parcels 
Many land parcels are used for more than 
one purpose. Figures 10 and 11 reflect the 
distribution of uses on surveyed parcels. 
Forest cover is most common in each of the 
three county classes, and also the most vari-
able. Some forest acreage is accounted for 

on 80% of the rural parcels, 70% of micropolitan parcels 
and  58% of metropolitan parcels (Figure 9). It is the 
predominant land type (Figure 10) on more than half 
of the rural parcels, where active agricultural parcels are 
the distant runner up as the predominant land type on 
only 25% of the parcels. In contrast, on the micropolitan 
parcels, active agriculture and forest are predominant 
on nearly equal numbers of parcels, while on the metro-

Figure 8: Most likely future buyer, by metropolitan status

Figure 9: Reason for selling, by metropolitan status

Future sales plans of the owners varied little across the 
county groupings, with about 10-12% expecting to sell 
the entire parcel within a five to ten year period, and 
with the majority of these expecting to sell sooner rather 
than later. An additional 4-7% anticipated selling only 
part of the parcel during the upcoming decade. 

Most of those planning to sell were asked to specu-
late on the interests of prospective buyers (Figure 8). 
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Access and Recreational Uses
Over the years, structural changes in agri-
culture and shifting patterns of population 
settlement have led to numerous subdivi-
sions of open space land. Land ownership 
has become increasingly fragmented, with 
increasingly diffuse control over decisions 
on use. This means, among other things, 
that the uses of land and non-owner access 
to the land have become increasingly con-
ditional. Large blocks of owners take pro-
active steps to restrict land access.

To help illuminate these developments, 
this section focuses on the recreational 
uses that are permitted on parcels in the 
three county types. As a point of depar-
ture, Figure 12 shows that more than two-
thirds of the parcels are posted with access 
restrictions in the rural counties, with sig-
nificantly smaller but still large majorities 
of the parcels in the other county types 
also posted. It seems likely that the reason 
more parcels in the rural than metropolitan 
counties are posted is related to the charac-
ter of the rural counties: many are Adiron-
dack, Catskill and Tug Hill counties that 
host destinations for out of area outdoor 
recreationists and are attractive locations 
for second home buyers.

Recreational access is not permitted at 
all on approximately three-fifths of the par-
cels in the sample. Figure 13 gives the ma-
jor reasons recreational use is not allowed. 
Concern about lawsuits was give for about 
40% of the parcels, with the less specific de-
sire to keep strangers off the land trailing 
closely in each of the county types. Con-
cern about property damage was the moti-

vating factor on a smaller portion (10%)  of the parcels 
for each county type.

The proportion of parcels on which recreational use 
is allowed under various circumstances is exhibited in 
Figures 14-16. As can be seen in Figure 14, the overall 
numbers are near 40% and variation by county classi-
fication is slight. Figure 15 disaggregates responses by 
activity for all parcels on which some kind of recreation 
is allowed, focusing on the percent of parcels on which 

Figure 10: Parcels with current uses, by metropolitan status

Figure 11: Parcels with predominate use, by metropolitan status

politan parcels active agriculture edges past forest land 
as the most prevalent predominant land type. In com-
parison, there is relatively little variation across county 
classes for any of the other land use types, though brush 
and scrubland is only found on 35% of metropolitan 
parcels as compared to 42% of rural and 46% of micro-
politan parcels.
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recreation is allowed without restriction. 
Of the half-dozen activities listed, hunting, 
cross country skiing and hiking are unre-
stricted on the greatest percentage of par-
cels, at least in one of the county types. 

However, no activity is unrestricted on 
more than about a fifth of the parcels. In 
general, the differences across the county 
types are only a few percentage points. The 
largest percentage spread is in fact for hunt-
ing: 18% of parcels are accessible without 
restriction in the micropolitan counties, as 
compared to 13% in the rural counties. 

Figure 16 focuses on the parcels on 
which recreation is allowed, but with re-
strictions. For nearly all activities, there is 
only minor percentage variation across ei-
ther activity or county type, with restricted 
access allowed on about a fifth to a quarter 
of parcels. Again, the obvious exception is 
for hunting, which is allowed only under 
restricted circumstances on nearly three-
quarters of parcels in rural and micropoli-
tan counties, as compared to just under 
two-thirds of parcels in the metropolitan 
counties.

The Forestland Follow Up Survey
Survey respondents who reported some 
acreage devoted to forest use were con-
tacted with a second survey to gather more 
details on their ownership interests. Own-
ers of 1,104 parcels of forestland responded 
to the follow up survey (see Appendix II) 
designed to elicit information specifically 
from forestland owners. Follow up ques-
tions focused on reasons for owning the 
property and the owners’ forest manage-
ment practices. 

Consistent with other extensive research 
on forestland owners, Figure 17 shows that 
aesthetic and environmental reasons (“en-
joyment of environment and scenic beau-
ty”) for owning forest land are prevalent, 
being cited as a reason for ownership by 
61% of forestland owners and as the most 
important reason by 12%. The second most 
common reason that was given for owner-

Figure 12:  Posted parcels, by metropolitan status

Figure 13: Why recreational uses are prohibited, by metropolitan status

Figure 14: Parcels with recreational use permitted, by metropolitan status
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ship was that the forestland served as part 
of “my primary residence” (49%); this rea-
son was listed as the “most important” more  
often than any other (29% of responses). 
Direct use of the outdoors through “hunt-
ing and fishing” (44%) and the “opportu-
nity for recreational activity” (42%) were 
other frequently stated reasons. No other 
reason applied to even a third of the own-
ers of forestland parcels considered, though 
the investment and forest management 
benefits, as well as the fact of family inheri-
tance, were reasons given for ownership by 
owners of nearly a third of the parcels.

About half of the parcels had been har-
vested, at least for firewood, within the past 
decade by either the current or a previous 
owner (Figure 18). A nearly equal propor-
tion of parcels were owned by someone 
expecting to harvest in the future (Figure 
23).

Our analysis indicates no significant sta-
tistical relationship between the length of 
tenure and the probability that forest prod-
ucts were harvested from the land parcel. 
Within the group of parcels that had been 
harvested, Figure 19 addresses the ques-
tion of why the harvest occurred.9  Three 
reasons were most often reported: produc-
ing products for the owner’s use, improving 
forest growing conditions, and generating 
a financial return. Each of these reasons 
was reported for about half or more of the 
harvested parcels, and each of these rea-
sons was also considered the “most impor-
tant” for approximately a fifth to a quarter 
of the parcels. Generating the cash needed 
to pay local property taxes, which might be 
thought of as a specific example of generat-
ing a financial return, and improving wild-
life habitat, which might be thought of as a 
specific example of improving forest grow-
ing conditions, were also listed by a large 
minority of parcel owners, with property 

Figure 15: Unrestricted recreational use permitted, by metropolitan status

Figure 16: Restricted recreational use permitted, by metropolitan status 

Figure 17:   Why do you own forestland?

9 This chart also shows that correcting for inconsistent answers 
does not change the overall pattern of responses substantially. 
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tax payments listed as “most important” by 
more than 10%. Land clearing was a reason 
noted only by a relatively small minority of 
survey respondents.

Figure 20 addresses the issue of whether 
or not owners are seeking advice about for-
est management practices and to whom they 
are speaking. Loggers and private forestry 
consultants were the most common source 
of advice; each of them had been contacted 
by owners of about a quarter of the forested 
parcels. DEC foresters were next in line in 
percentage terms, while a number of other 
sources of information had been turned to 
by a small number of owners. Not shown in 
Figure 20 is the result that more than one-
fourth (29%) of the harvested forest parcels 
had been harvested by owners who had 
done so without the benefit of any consulta-
tion. Moreover, as shown in Figure 21, only 
a fairly small minority of parcels (17%) were 
owned by someone who had done their own 
research into woodlot harvesting or forest 
management. 

Quite a few owners had been contacted 
by someone interested in harvesting their 
woodlots (59%, as shown in Figure 22). 
There was a strong relationship between 
this contact and a harvest having occurred, 
as 63% of parcels that had been harvested 
were owned by someone who had been con-
tacted, while only 31% of parcels that had 
not been harvested were owned by someone 
who had been contacted.

Plans for future harvest are on display 
in Figure 23. As noted above, owners have 
plans to harvest just under half of the for-
estland parcels in the future. If the plans are 
realized, most (20%) would be harvested 
within 5 years, a smaller number (16%) 
within 10 years, and, finally, 14% after an 
even longer time period. 

As seen in Figure 24, only one out of ten 
forestland parcels is covered by a manage-
ment plan. However, if a harvest is planned, 
the parcel is significantly more likely to have 
a management plan than otherwise: 16% of 
those who plan to harvest have a manage-

Figure 18: Any timber cuts, extractions, or sales (including firewood),  
in the last 10 years?

Figure 19:  Reason for forest harvest over the last decade, if harvested.

Figure 20: Have you consulted with any of the following about forest  
management or harvest?
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ment plan, but only 4% of those who don’t 
plan to harvest have one. More direct un-
derstanding of the reasons owners chose 
not to have management plans can be gar-
nered from Figure 25. Among those parcel 
owners without management plans who 
responded, the most common rationale 
given (39%) was that the owners preferred 
to let the forest grow “naturally”. More re-
spondents also listed this reason as “most 
important” (19%) than any other. Other 
reasons that were cited relatively often were 
that the trees wouldn’t produce enough to 
justify the management cost (28%) and lack 
of knowledge of the subject (26%).  While 
the majority of respondents had defined 
preferences that explained why they didn’t 
actively manage their forestland, more than 
10% of the parcels were owned by individu-
als clearly without adequate information to 
make decisions: the 10% who listed lack of 
knowledge and the 2% who listed lack of 
familiarity with forest management plan-
ning as their most important reasons for 
not having a plan.

Earlier Studies
Several studies and inventories have been 
conducted in New York State by the U.S. 
Forest Service over the years. New genera-
tion surveys of forestland owners are un-
derway with results arranged for record-
ing at the national and multistate level. The 
study of most interest for purposes here is 
the Birch and Butler (2001) report on New 
York forestland for 1980 and 1994. That re-
port divides New York State into the four 
regions shown in Map 2. 

The current results are not strictly com-
parable to the Birch and Butler results, in 
part because the current survey excluded 
parcels containing less than 5 acres, where-
as Birch and Butler’s 1994 survey included 
parcels down to 1 acre. The sampling meth-
odology also differs, with the survey data 
reported here drawing on tax parcels as a 
unit of observation while Birch and But-
ler worked with a photo base to develop a 

Map 2: Regions of New York used 
in forest ownership studies

Figure 21: Have you done any library or online research about woodlot  
harvesting or management?

Figure 22: Have you been contacted by someone interested in harvesting your 
woodlot?



22             CARDI REPORTS/ISSUE NUMBER 1/MARCH 2007

point sample of forested land parcels before 
contacting individual landowners.

With these significant limitations in 
mind, we consider several statewide points 
of comparison with the results reported by 
Birch and Butler:
• In the 1994 sample, 85% of the parcels 
were 50 or fewer acres. In the 2005 sample, 
63% of the parcels were 50 or fewer acres.
• 6% of privately owned parcels had writ-
ten management plans in 1994. 10% of par-
cels in the 2005 sample had such plans.
• In 1994, the most common reason for 
owning private forest land was that it was 
part of the owner’s residence (26%), aes-
thetic enjoyment (20%), and recreation 
(19%). In 2005, the lead response was 
similar, with 29% indicating that the land, 
most importantly, was part of the owner’s 
primary residence. Only 12% reported that 
enjoyment of the environment and scenic 
beauty constituted the most important rea-
son to own forestland, while a mere 11% 
mentioned either recreational activities or 
hunting and fishing as their most impor-
tant reason. However, each of these reasons 
was in the top four mentioned by respon-
dents as one of the reasons for owning for-
estland.
• In 1994, being part of a residence was 
the leading reason that forestland was 
owned in the Adirondacks, Lake Plain and 
Southeast regions, but “recreation” was, by 
far, the leading reason in the Southwest. 
In 2005, the Lake Plain region had a much 
higher percentage of parcels that were 
owned because they were a primary resi-
dence, whereas the Adirondacks and the 
Southwest regions had relatively high pro-
portions of parcels owned for hunting and 
fishing or recreation.

In considering these comparisons, most 
of the differences between the two survey 
results are consistent with what might be 
expected from the differences in sampling 
strategies. For example, the exclusion of all 
parcels less than five acres from the 2005 

Figure 23:  Do you plan to harvest any timber in the future?

Figure 24:  Do you have a written management plan for your woodlot?

Figure 25: Why aren’t you actively involved in managing woodland?



CARDI REPORTS/ISSUE NUMBER 1/MARCH 2007             23 

sample is the most likely factor behind the lower frac-
tion of parcels that are less than 50 acres, the higher 
proportion of parcels with management plans, and the 
lower proportion of owners who report recreational or 
aesthetic reasons for ownership. 

The following results highlight regional variation in 
the 2005 sample.10 
• Median parcel size was smallest in the Southeast (24 

acres) and largest in the Adirondacks (46 acres). Lake 
Plain (36 acres) and Southwest (40 acres) parcels fell 
in between.

• The smallest percentage of parcels harvested within 
the decade was in the Southeast (41%) and the largest 
percentage was in the Southwest (57%). In the Ad-
irondacks and Lake Plain regions, 53% and 49% had 
been harvested respectively. 

• In the Southeast, the most common reasons given 
for harvesting were to use the products (60%) and to 
improve the forest (53%). Generating a financial re-
turn ranked a distant 3rd (33%). In the Lake Plain re-
gion, the order was the same but the percentages were 
higher (66% harvested for own use, 57% to improve 
the forest, 51% financial return). In the Southwest and 
Adirondacks, improving forest conditions ranked first 
(61%/56%), followed by generating a financial return 
in the Southwest (55%) and own use in the Adiron-
dacks (55%). 

• In terms of the “most important reason” to harvest, 
the leading reason in the Southwest was financial re-
turn (28%). In the Lake Plain region it was improv-
ing forest conditions (23%). In the Adirondacks and 
Southeast it was producing products for the owner’s 
use (32% and 36%).

• Land clearing was a significantly more important rea-
son for harvesting in the Southeast than in other re-
gions.

• Private foresters and DEC foresters were the most 
commonly consulted management resources in all re-
gions. However, private foresters had been consulted 
regarding 36% of parcels in the Southwest, 24% in the 
Adirondacks, 21% in the Lake Plain region, and only 

10 Chi-square tests of difference were performed on all comparisons of results by 
region. As a general rule, regional differences that varied by more than about 5 
or 6% were statistically significant at 95% confidence levels for variables involv-
ing the entire sample.  Larger differences (e.g. variations greater than about 13 
to 15%) were required for differences to be significant in subsamples involving 
smaller numbers of observations. Details are available from the authors.

16% in the Southeast. Regional variation in consulta-
tion with sawmill representatives was also noticeable, 
ranging from a high of 11% in the Lake Plain region 
to a low of 4% in the Southeast.

• Contacts with parcel owners by someone interested 
in harvesting timber were highest in the Southwest 
(67%) and Adirondacks (64%) followed by the Lake 
Plain region (58%).  They were much lower in the 
Southeast (48%).

• Similarly, plans to harvest were most common in 
the Southwest (67%) and the Adirondacks (59%), 
followed by the Lake Plain parcels (52%), with the 
smallest proportion of parcels subject to harvest plans 
in the Southeast (34%).

• Though not widespread anywhere, written manage-
ment plans were least common in the Lake Plain re-
gion (5%), most common in the Southwest (15%), 
and in the middle in the Adirondacks (11%) and 
Southeast (10%). 

• Some of the reasons given for not having a manage-
ment plan varied little by region, while others did. 
Awareness and knowledge of forest management, for 
example, varied only modestly by region, being slight-
ly higher in the Adirondacks. Land in the Southwest, 
on the other hand, was more likely to have been re-
cently harvested (19%) than in the Southeast (9%), 
with the other two regions in the middle of this range. 
Owners in the Lake Plain and Southeast regions were 
also more likely to say harvesting wasn’t worth the 
trouble (22%/20%) than in the Southwest (12%), with 
the Adirondack parcel owners in the middle (18%). 
The difference between the Southwest and Southeast 
is highlighted yet again by the difference between the 
39% of parcel owners in the Southeast who prefer to 
let the forest grow naturally versus only 29% in the 
Southwest (34% in the Adirondacks, 37% in the Lake 
Plain region)..

The Idle Agricultural Land Follow-Up Survey
Idle agricultural land comprised at least some part of 
817 parcels, or 26.5% of all parcels surveyed. However, 
it was listed as the predominant land use on slightly less 
than 10% of parcels constituting 8% of the area in the 
sample. A follow-up survey was sent to owners of all 
parcels including any idle agricultural land. A total of 
448 responses (55% response rate) were returned about 
parcels that had a median size of 31.4 acres. 
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Figure 26 shows that although at least 
some part of the property in question was 
idled, owners of 30% of these parcels also 
farmed some land actively. It is not clear if 
the farmed land was on the parcel in ques-
tion, or exactly what role the owner played 
in farming the land. However, much of 
the land on the parcel itself probably was 
farmed, if not necessarily by the own-
ers themselves, given the observation that 
36% of parcels including idle farm land 
also contained some actively farmed acre-
age. Figure 27 adds to this picture with the 
knowledge that only 18% of the parcels 
with some idle land also include some land 
that is rented out to farmers. Parcels with 
owners who said they farmed “any other 
part of your property” were more likely to 
say they rented part of their property to a 
farmer as well (28% of those who farmed 
also rented to a farmer, as opposed to 13% 
who didn’t farm). 

Historically, much idle farmland has 
been converted to housing or, more com-
monly, reverted to brush and then wood-
land. In either case, it is probably lost to 
agriculture. Figure 28 shows what owners 
of idle acreage have in mind for the future 
of their parcels. The most common plan, 
selected by well over a third (38%) of par-
cel owners is to maintain the land through 
occasional mowing. Almost as common, 
at 31%, were the parcels with owners who 
had no plans at all for the parcel. Less that 
one in five parcels were expected to be re-
turned to active agricultural use. In sum, a 
little over half of the parcels (55%) look like 
they will continue to be managed either in 
agriculture or as open fields. Because the 
size of parcels doesn’t vary much from 50 
acres in the three largest categories, Figure 
28 would look similar if the percentage of 
parcel acres were depicted instead of the 
number of parcels.

Figure 26: Do you farm any other part of your property? (448 owners of idle 
land)

Figure 27: Do you rent any part of your property to a farmer (448 owners of 
idle land)

Figure 28: Do you have any near-term plans for your idle  agricultural land? 
(448 owners of idle land)
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Figure 29: Which of the following are reasons you want to 
sell your idle agricultural land?

Figure 30: To whom have you talked to about your plans to 
sell this land?

Figure 31: What are you considering as your most likely primary agricultural 
use (75 owners with plans to activate idle land)

Parcels with idle farmland whose owners 
were anticipating selling them averaged 41 
acres and were smaller than the 50 acre av-
erage for all parcels that include some idle 
farmland. Among the minority of all own-
ers of idle land who were planning to sell, 
financial reasons shaped the dominating 
motivations (Figure 29). The tax burden 
was the leading reason given, with 41% of 
parcel owners saying it was the most impor-
tant reason for the planned sale. Fully half 
of the parcel owners said that they planned 
to sell at least in part because they couldn’t 
afford the taxes, a proportion equaled 
by the number who said they needed the 
money for something else. Beyond these fi-
nancial factors, only the notion that “some-
one else could make better use of it” was a 
contributing factor for more than a quarter 
of parcel owners planning to sell. 

Whether or not owners of parcels have 
talked to someone about selling can be an 
indicator of the seriousness of their inten-
tions, as well as providing some indication 
of where they turn for advice about sales. 
Only 22% of parcels had an owner who 
said they planned to sell within five years 
but had not talked to anyone about this 
yet. More than a third of the parcels (35%) 
had owners who had talked to two or more 
sources about selling. As Figure 30 shows, 
nearly two-thirds (64%) of the small num-
ber of parcels in line to be sold were owned 
by someone who had already contacted a 
realtor. Next in rank, about the same num-
ber (a quarter) of owners had talked to ei-
ther a lawyer or a neighbor. As noted above, 
just 17% of the parcels with idle land were 
on a trajectory likely to return them to ac-
tive agricultural use. Owners of this small 
group of 75 parcels (Figure 31) most often 
planned to return the land to hay (33%), 
while about half as many (16%) were plan-
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ning on field crops, and 16% also planned 
on nursery or greenhouse production. As 
seen in Figure 32, very few of these parcels 
were idled as part of a crop rotation (12%). 
The other reasons most often given for re-
turning the land to agricultural use were:
• to not let the land go to waste (61%, with 
25% saying this was the most important 
reason)
• to make some money from the land 
(53%, with 25% saying this was the most 
important reason).
• to keep the land open for a view or ap-
pearance (45%, with 17% saying this was 
the most important reason).   

Figure 33 shows that a substantial mi-
nority of the 75 idle farmland owners 
planning to turn the land back to farming 
had not discussed their plans with others 
(32%). A third had gone so far as to talk to 
a local farmer. Cooperative Extension was 
the most common institutional source to 
which owners (17%) had turned. Figure 34 
indicates that some of the 75 owners also 
had used library and internet research re-
sources, with a few more (20%) turning to 
online research than to the library (15%). 
Nevertheless, 36% of the 75 parcel owners 
had neither consulted anyone nor done any 
library or online research. 

Owners of 71% of parcels with idle agri-
cultural land on them had no plans to sell or 
to return the land to active agriculture. For 
these parcels, Figure 35 presents the reasons 
given for not putting the idle land back into 
production. Among the half-dozen reasons 
listed on the survey, the most frequently 
selected contributing factors were cost and 
lack of time. Poor soil or drainage was also 
a contributing factor for more than 20% of 
parcels. A basic lack of experience and lack 
of knowledge were each cited as contribut-
ing factors by owners of 18% of these par-
cels.  However, when asked about the “most 
important” reason for not putting the land 

Figure 34: Have you done any library or online research about  agricultural 
uses for idle land? (75 owners with plans to activate idle land)

Figure 32: Why are you planning to return idle land to agricultural use? (75 
owners with plans to activate idle land)

Figure 33: Have you discussed plans for activating idle land for agricultural 
use? (75 owners with plans to activate idle land)
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Figure 35: Which reasons for not putting idle agricultural land back into 
production apply to your situation?

back in farming, the leading factor was something other 
than any of the six reasons listed.

Finally, results about idle farmland were compared 
according to their location in metropolitan, micro-
politan, and rural counties. There were 251, 132, and 
65 responses from each of these county groupings, re-

spectively. Only minor variation by region 
was evident. Based on chi-square tests of 
significance at 95% confidence levels, no 
significant differences were found for ques-
tions asked of the entire sample. Some of 
the questions were asked about subsets of 
these parcels defined by their owner’s in-
tentions for future parcel use. 

Nearly all differences across county 
groups for these questions were not sta-
tistically significant, in part because the 
number of parcels considered was small. 
Exceptions were that a) high start-up costs 
were cited significantly more often in rural 
counties as a reason for keeping farm land 
out of production; b) among owners plan-
ning to return idle land to farming, usage 

for dairy cattle and hay was planned significantly more 
often for parcels in rural counties than elsewhere; and c) 
among owners planning to return idle land to farming, 
owners of idle land in metro counties were significantly 
more likely to consult with the Cooperative Extension 
Service than were owners in the other counties. 
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Appendix I:
Rural Landowner Survey - Land Use Categories
The breakdown of land types follows the classification established by the New York State Office of Real Prop-
erty Services (ORPS). The acreage totals for the State should be treated as approximate since there may be 
some variation in how local property assessors interpret the predominant use of a parcel within the ORPS land 
us classification system. These totals, however, are based on summation of acreage by property classification.

 ORPS    Total acres
 Property Description  Statewide
 Code 
 100 Agricultural (not placed in any agricultural subcategory)  21,654
 105 Agricultural vacant land (productive--part of an operating farm)  2,009,224
 110 Livestock and products (not placed in a livestock subcategory)  164,092
 111 Poultry and poultry products  11,485
 112 Dairy products  1,597,942
 113 Cattle, calves, hogs  309,603
 114 Sheep and wool  24,233
 115 Honey and beeswax  1,557
 116 Other livestock (goals, sheep, donkeys)  58,212
 117 Horse farms  76,347
 120 Field crops  1,564,474
 129 Acquired development rights (agricultural land under a conservation easement)  12,957
 130 Truck crops, muckland  35,334
 140 Truck crops, not muckland  46,213
 150 Orchard crops (not placed in an orchard subcategory)  6,506
 151 Apples, pears, peaches, cherries, etc. (tree fruits)  84,975
 152 Vineyards  54,536
 160 Other fruits (strawberries, cane fruits, etc.)  2,720
 170 Nursery and greenhouse  25,214
 180 Specialty farms (not placed in a subcategory)  1,299
 181 Fur products  71
 182 Pheasant, etc.  1,503
 183 Aquatic (oysterlands, fish and aquatic plants)  59,661
 184 Livestock (deer, moose, llamas, buffalo, etc.)  3,627
 190 Fish, game and wildlife preserves  27,275
    AGRICULTURAL SUBTOTAL 6,200,714
 240 Rural residence with acreage (not placed in either subcategory)  3,522,994
 241 Rural residence with 10 or more acres, also used in agricultural production  334,971
 242 Rural residence with 10 or more acres, recreational use  171,367
    RURAL RESIDENTIAL SUBTOTAL 4,029,332
 320 Vacant land, rural (not placed in a subcategory)  154,901
 321 Abandoned agricultural land (not part of an operating farm)  721,768
 322 Residential vacant land over 10 acres (rural)  2,057,601
 323 Other rural vacant lands (waste lands, swamps, brush, etc.)  671,729
   VACANT LAND TOTAL 3,605,999
 910 Private wild and forest lands (except for hunting, fishing clubs)  2,136,678
 911 Forest land under section 480 of real property law  512,201
 912 Forest land under section 480a of real property law  239,110
 920 Private hunting and fishing clubs  212,977
   PRIVATE FOREST LAND SUBTOTAL 3,100,966
   TOTAL FOR ALL SELECTED LAND USE CATEGORIES 16,937,011
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Appendix II: Survey Instruments  
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