On belonging to

WOODLAND
OWNER
ASSOCIATIONS

The Value of

SHOWING UP
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by Robbo Holleran

We love the solitude of our woods:
birdsong through the treetops, perhaps the
black-throated green warbler, or the Husqvarna
hummingbird. We enjoy the peace of lunch on a
stump, and the action of felling trees. We like
getting things done, the view from the seat of
the tractor. We like to think that our efforts, and
the growth of trees, are the main forces of
change in our forest. But your woodlot is also
influenced by outside factors and forces: insects,
diseases, invasive plants and … legislatures.
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Coalition, Maine Forest
Products Council, Maine
TREE Foundation, various
watershed or county groups such as
the Hancock County Low-Impact
Forestry Project, and local chapters of
national groups like Quality Deer
Management or Audubon Society.
National organizations with local or state
chapters are often excellent groups to join. For
example, the National Wild Turkey Federation and
Ruffed Grouse Society have chapters in nearly every
state. Quality Deer Management Association has
branches across the eastern US and Canada. These
types of groups have some national exposure and perhaps influence. There will be tremendous expertise on
their focus subject, and national meetings or conferences will be outstanding. Local meetings will be with
your neighbors and peers, local experts, and deal with
local conditions and problems. State chapters of national groups should have a pulse on your state legislature.
The American Tree Farm System is a national group
with committees in every state, established over 75
years ago. State committees are often “housed” in the
state woodlands association and are well-recognized as
Jo
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ow can you
know what is
going on at your
statehouse?
You can do internet searches
and subscribe to email updates, or
check in with social media, but these
are limited. Forestry and landowner
groups are like Baskin-Robbins, they come
in 31 flavors: from organic to industrial, local to
national. This range of groups can stretch your
perspective, keep you informed, and build lifelong
relationships. There are groups for landowners,
foresters, loggers and the forest industry. Most of these
groups will welcome you as a landowner. We all learn
from each other. There are national groups, some with
local chapters and local groups. Most states have a specific “woodland owners” group.
States like Maine, with vibrant forest activity have a
wider range of organizations. Small Woodlot Owners
Association of Maine (SWOAM) is a well-respected
group that represents the interests of non-industrial
private landowners in a state where the forestry politics
is dominated by large industry. There is also the
Sportsman’s Alliance of Maine, The Maine Woods
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excellent groups. You’ve seen the green-and-white
position. Most states have a range of advocacy groups
“Tree Farm” signs as the sign of good forestry. Tree
who monitor and influence this process, and weekly
Farm membership provides an excellent magazine
updates are common. From your perspective, it is
called Woodland Magazine with updates on national
important to check your group’s official position statelegislation, tax and estate issues, and highlights from
ments and particular testimony to be certain they actustate and regional groups. The national group provides
ally represent you.
webinars and other tools for woodland owners, and a
Some issues are particularly contentious, and it is
national presence in Washington to represent landownnormal for there to be a range of viewpoints within a
er issues. Tree Farm certification is fairly rigorous, but
membership, or between various constituents. For
realistic and more affordable than other sustainable
example, exporting raw logs may be good for
forest management certification processes. Tree
landowners, but bad for mills. If an organization
Farm certification is now recognized by the
represents both groups, it may not be able to
Sustainable Forestry Initiative and LEED
take a position. In Vermont, we recently
“green building” standards. This may
had a proposal to require extra paperprovide market preference for your
work for every logging job. This was
wood products and a price premiopposed by the Forest Products
ASK NOT
um in some cases.
Association and many
“What can the group
Local Tree Farm chapters
landowners, but was suphave excellent workshops
ported by the Woodland
can do for me?”, but
and meetings, such as
Owners Association.
woodlot and mill tours, invaAs a consulting forester, I
“What can I do for
sive species control, BMP and
represent landowners and work
the group?
other practices, and wildlife habitat
toward what is best for them. My
work. Annual Meetings often have
own perspective includes support for
award ceremonies, recognizing outstandthe forest products industry. In my opining work. Tree Farm awards a state “Tree
ion, what is good for industry is generally
Farmer of the Year” award at state, regional
good for the owners, but there may be conand national levels. Tree Farm has resources on
flicts. Landowners need a thriving forest prodtaxes of real estate, timber income, capital improveucts industry to compete for their harvests. As
ments and reforestation, and estate planning. These
landowners, we may want to see logging or milling
things can be critical to your management decisions.
highly regulated. But raising the costs for everyone can
Other groups will have a specialty, such as ruffed
reduce our market opportunity or the return on our
grouse or turkey habitat. Involved landowners say that
investment. Along the same lines, what is good for
they benefit from the learning experience, and the
consulting foresters might not be good for landowners.
relationships. Involvement in a group is a good way to
For example, Vermont just passed a law to license
meet resource professionals, or landowners who have
foresters. I see this as reducing competition for forestry
tried things you have not thought of.
services and raising the cost to landowners. Some
foresters and our landowners’ association supported
State Laws and Forest Politics
this. While it might be good for my own business, I
Keeping abreast of your state laws and forest policies
was opposed. I belong to many state and regional
should be a main concern. You think you are influencforestry organizations, but put most of my efforts into
ing your forest as you cull out poor trees, create openthe Vermont Forest Products Association, and its eduings for wildlife habitat, or plant trees in a recently harcational arm, the Vermont Forestry Foundation. I find
vested area. In some cases, your forest may be more
these support a broad approach. A rising tide lifts all
influenced by the legislators in your state capital who
boats.
have no idea what makes sense to you as an owner.
It’s What You Make It
For example, state policy on renewable energy can
So, do you find a general group like your state “woodhave a huge impact on your markets for low-grade
land owners association” and throw in your lot with
wood, and it can enhance or impede your ability to
them, or do you have a particular interest like ruffed
improve your woodlot. State policy on property taxes
grouse, or songbird habitat? It may be that several
and harvest regulations can have more impact on your
organizations will best meet your needs and interests.
ability to manage your land than you might wish. A
Take a good look at your local groups. Go to some
state landowner group should keep you informed of
meetings and meet the folks. Get a sense of the pulse
any related proposals in the legislature. During the
of the organizations, and check their positions and
legislative session, major changes can happen in a mattrack record. If you can, check their budget and fundter of days. Slight changes in proposed details can
ing sources. If a group is funded by state grant money,
make a bill favorable or unfavorable to your particular
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it may be hard for them to take a strong position
against any state policy.
It is all about what you make it: regular involvement
will give you long-lasting relationships with like-minded folks. Meeting and mingling is well worth the cost
of admission. Best of all is the chance to learn from
others’ experience, either success or failure.
Sometimes there is a good meal involved. And just as
valuable is your relationships with folks who have
widely divergent opinions. For example, if you are a
hunter, it is helpful to have relationship and frank discussion with anti-hunters. There has to be some trust,
and common interest, but it helps me understand why
some people are opposed to hunting. It probably will
not change my mind, or theirs. I can understand that
people are concerned about the animals we hunt. And
it gives them a chance to grasp that we love and study
and even provide particular habitat for game animals.
Now, you are not likely to meet your anti-hunter
friend at the National Wild Turkey Federation (but
you might), your chances are better at the Audubon
Society. If we agree about everything, what is there to
talk about?
All of these groups are non-profit organizations, surviving on membership dues, donations and grants.
Often there is paid staff to handle day-to-day operations, provide services, run meetings and maintain the
website. But the local groups are largely volunteer
efforts. So, ask not “What can the group can do for
me?”, but “What can I do for the group?” If you have a
particular interest, your efforts can be a significant contribution. And your labors carry more weight with sate
regulators, legislators, and other groups as part of an
organization rather that just your individual perspective.
The world, and forestry groups, are run by those
who show up. n
Robbo Holleran is a private consulting forester helping
landowners meet their goals in Vermont and adjacent areas.
His work has him outdoors about 150 days each year, plus
play time. He is one of the authors of the new Silvicultural
Guide for Northern Hardwoods in the Northeast.

A List of National Groups
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Forest Resources Association
American Forest and Paper Association
Forest Landowners Association
Sustainable Forestry Initiative
National Woodland Owners Association
Forest Stewards Guild
Society of American Foresters
Ruffed Grouse Society,
National Wild Turkey Federation,
Trout Unlimited
Audubon Society.
Quality Deer Management
American Tree Farm System
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