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Research findings revealed great concern by Northern Forest residents and visitors 
regarding the impacts of land tenure change and access to forest lands. These findings, 
disseminated through roundtables and a project website, have served as a starting point for 
Northern Forest landowners, planners, natural resource agencies, and recreational interests 
to better understand landowner decisions and improve communications between diverse 
stakeholders. 
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Project Summary
Rationale: Land tenure changes, globalization of the timber industry, growing recreational demand, and new conservation 
easements have all contributed to the changing landscape of the Northern Forest region. To effectively cope, adapt, and 
plan, Northern Forest communities need a better understanding of how social and economic forces are affecting rural 
development prospects, particularly with respect to tourism and recreation on private lands.

Methods: Four methods for research and outreach were used in this study:
1. Web-based Stakeholder Involvement Tool: This tool was used to gather public input regarding land tenure change, 

recreational access, landowner liability, and changes within Northern Forest communities.   
2. Analysis of Limited Liability Recreation Statutes:  Each of the Northern Forest states has a limited liability statute 

that protects landowners.  A  re-examination, comparison, and critique of these statutes was conducted focusing on the 
successes and challenges in each state.

3. Landowner Mail Surveys:  This study surveyed two distinct groups of landowners: private landowners owning 10 
acres or more and large investment landowners with greater than 1,000 acre parcels.  

4. Roundtables: To disseminate research findings and develop recommendations, each state hosted its own roundtable.  
Roundtables were organized with the help of study collaborators and included landowners, natural resources agencies, 
non-governmental organizations, tourism and recreation interests, town planners, elected officials, and chambers of 
commerce. A project web site was developed to continue the discussion and share results with a wider audience.

Findings and Outcomes: Results indicate that almost half of private landowners have not limited or denied recreational 
access to their lands in the past ten years, and less than 10% have closed off their land completely.  Large investment 
landowners also allow the public to recreate on their lands, with 87% of landowners allowing public recreation.  Despite this
level of access, the perception held by the majority of private landowners and the public sentiment from the stakeholder 
involvement tool suggests that public access in the Northern Forest has decreased over the same ten years.  Results also 
suggest that many private landowners are not well informed about the liability protection offered them by state statutes, 
while large investment landowners tend to be much more familiar with landowner liability statutes.

Implications for the Northern Forest region: Findings were disseminated through roundtables and a project website, 
serving as a starting point for Northern Forest landowners, planners, natural resource agencies, and recreational interests 
to better understand landowner behaviors and perceptions and improve communications between diverse stakeholders.  
By gaining insight into landowners’ perspectives, interested parties will be better able to promote recreational access and 
tourism throughout the Northern Forest region, thus benefitting the local economy, traditional culture, and forested 
landscape.



• Northern Forest economies are 
changing.

• Traditional forest-based 
economies focusing on timber 
and paper production are less 
prominent.

• Communities are seeking to 
diversify their economies 
through nature-based tourism 
and recreation.

• Nature-based tourism and 
recreation is becoming a more 
important economic driver in the 
rural communities of the 
Northern Forest.

Background and Justification

Presenter
Presentation Notes
 The economy of the Northern Forest region is transitioning from reliance on timber production to value-added forest products and other rural development diversification strategies. Outdoor recreation and tourism are particularly important components of transitioning rural economies (Brown 1994b) and the development of recreation and tourism services creates ways that landowners can realize supplemental or even primary income from public use of their lands.



• As nature-based tourism and 
recreation becomes a more 
significant economic force, 
access to forest land for 
recreation is essential to 
sustain that economy.

• With more than 85% of land 
in the Northern Forest 
privately owned, maintaining 
public access to privately 
owned forest land is critical 
for economic and cultural 
sustainability. 

Background and Justification

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Given that 85% of the land in the Northern Forest is privately held (Governors' Task Force on Northern Forest Lands 1990), maintaining access to forest lands is important for the maintenance and development of quality recreation and tourism experiences in the Northern Forest. Posting of private land increased substantially between the 1960’s and 1991 in Northern New York (Siemer and Brown 1993) and anecdotal evidence suggests that the increase in posting has accelerated in recent years in other areas of the Northern Forest. However, current scientific research examining land tenure and access trends does not exist for much of the Northern Forest region.



• As forest-based economies 
have declined, new patterns of 
land ownership have emerged.

• Large industrial landowners 
have been disinvesting land, 
selling to a variety of new 
owners.

• Landowners, some new to the 
area, are making land-use 
decisions that may vary from 
traditional land-use decisions.

• Such land ownership changes 
may have an impact on the 
amount of recreational land 
available in the Northern Forest.

Background and Justification

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Globalization pressures in the forestry industry have forced a trend among timber companies with extensive land holdings to disinvest. These companies have subdivided tracts of land among a mosaic of buyers – federal, state, community, and private. The changes in ownership have often led to more regulated or restricted access to formerly open lands (Brown 1994a), leading to a change in the long-standing tradition of free and open access to private forest land. The forces affecting the Northern Forests are in large part affecting those of forest land throughout the Eastern U.S. Changing land tenure of these forests has increased in recent decades and will continue to increase. Nearly 40% of the current forest owners have acquired their property since 1978, and 25% of all owners are over 65 years of age (Birch 1997).There is considerable anecdotal evidence, but sparse literature, suggesting that the conflict between the rights of the landowner and traditional public uses grows as new landowners from outside purchase land and restrict access to places that were previously open. According to this widely held perspective, the emerging mosaic of land ownership in the Northern Forest region is producing new patterns of attitudes about public access and recreational use of forested areas. For example, Dennis (1993) noted in a 1983 study of Vermont’s non-industrial forest owners that posting increased with age, education, and professional-managerial level of employment. Posting was also inversely associated with size of parcel, which suggests that increased posting is accompanying the subdivision of forest holdings. This could mean that new residents to an area are more likely to post their land than long-term residents.



Methods: Limited Liability Statutes 
and Stakeholder Input

Limited Liability Statutes
• Court cases were examined in 

each state.  Cases dealt with 
liability issues and landowners. 

• Analysis focused on cases 
decided for the plaintiff, as these 
cases identified possible 
loopholes in statutes.

Stakeholder Input
• Web survey asked participants 

about their perceptions of public 
access, land sales, and 
community changes.

• The perceptions of all 
stakeholders were sought.

Front page of Limited 
Liability publication

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each of the Northern Forest states has a limited liability recreation statute, but the wording of each statute and the range of activities and situations covered varies from state to state.  Some of these statutes have been revised since they were last examined around 1990 by consultants for the Northern Forest Lands Council (Brown 1994b).  Past studies have shown that concerns about landowner liability are an important reason for posting and restricting recreational access (Siemer and Brown 1993).  Limited liability statutes were re-examined to determine how they have held up. The relevant court cases were examined for each state.  All relevant cases from the four Northern Forest states were examined, with special emphasis placed on any cases decided in favor of plaintiffs.The stakeholder component of this study included the design and administration of a web forum to compile a comprehensive database of and to gather input from diverse stakeholders.  Working with study collaborators, stakeholder groups were identified and contacted to participate in the web forum. Examples of stakeholder groups include: recreation outfitters, tree farms, retail stores, tourism attractions, chambers of commerce, and municipalities. The UNH co-investigator coordinated the research and design of the web-based tool in collaboration withother co-investigators and cooperators. The UNH co-investigator has successfully used this public involvement/scoping tool/approach before (Robertson et. al. 2003).Once the complete list of stakeholders was developed and the survey design is complete, each contact person/organization was e-mailed an invitation, asking for their participation in the Public Access on Private Lands Study. The invitation included the web site link where the survey/tool can be accessed as well as some backgroundinformation on the review and public involvement/scoping process. A toll free number was alsoprovided for stakeholders who do not have access to the World Wide Web to request a papercopy of the survey and included a postage-paid reply envelope. 



Methods: Private Landowner 
Survey

• 6 towns in each state were 
selected.

• In each town,100 landowners
were selected.

• Landowners were sent a mail 
survey.

Ashland
Canaan

Farmington
Otis

Greenville

Sumner

Carroll

Stratford
Gorham

Dummer
Clarksville

Dalton Elizabethtown

Schroon Lake
Hope

Long Lake

Stratford
Denmark

Sheldon
Irasburg

Norton
Morgan
Lunenburg
Kirby

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Six towns were selected in each of the four Northern Forest states using a systematic process.  For each state, a list of towns from the counties within the Northern Forest was compiled.  Sampling of Northern Forest towns was based on population density and geographic distribution.  After the sample towns were finalized local property tax rolls were collected.  From the tax rolls, 100 landowners owning 10 acres or more were selected.  The sample was stratified in two ways.  First, landowners were selected proportionately to resident and non-resident owners within each town.  Secondly, for both residents and non-resident landowners, landowners were selected based on the proportion of parcel size categories.  The categories used were 10-20 acres, 21-50 acres, 51-100 acres, 101-200 acres, and more than 200 acres.  Once the sample was finalized a four stage mailing (Dillman 2000) was sent to the sample.  1083 questionnaires were returned, resulting in a 48.7% response rate.



Methods: Large Investment 
Landowner Survey

• A sample of 114 landowners across 
the Northern Forest  was compiled.

• All landowners owned parcels 
greater than 1,000 acres.

• Landowners were sent a mail 
survey.

The Northern Forest
Large Private Landowner Survey

2008

A Research Partnership Between

Funding provided by the Northeastern States Research Cooperative (NSRC), a partnership of Northern Forest states and the USDA Forest Service

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The large landowner survey sampled 114 landowners across the Northern Forest. These landowners own more than 1,000 acres of land throughout the Northern Forest.  To compile the sample, researchers worked with landowner associations and state agencies to identify owners of parcels 1,000 acres or more.  Those selected for the study were mailed a questionnaire. Each questionnaire assessed landowner attitudes toward current land uses, recreational uses, access and/or posting, entrepreneurial opportunities, fees for different types of recreation, land subdivision, land-use conversion, alternative methods of landowner compensation, tourism development, management partnerships, and rural development strategies. It also evaluated landowners knowledge of the limited liability recreation statutes in each state.  85 large investment landowners returned a questionnaire, resulting in a 75% response rate.



Results: Web Forum

Participants in the web forum stated that public access had 
decreased over the past 10 years, while land sales had increased 
over the same 10 years.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Between December 2006 and April 2007, 526 people participated in the web forum.  Most participants stated that public access to private lands for recreation had decreased and land sales had increased over the past ten years.  Most participants were not familiar with the current limited liability statutes of their state, an important consideration for landowners opening their lands for recreation.  Participants were also given the opportunity to express their concerns about changes in the Northern Forest over the past ten years.  Top concerns of participants included:  restricted access to woodlands for recreation, more stress on areas that have remained open, increased land prices, and increased property taxes.  The latter two concerns were also cited as contributing factors to the increase in land sales, as landowners could no longer afford property taxes and were selling their forest land.  Results from the web forum were used to frame questions for subsequent mail surveys.



Results: Private Landowners and 
Recreational Access

• 57% stated recreational access 
has declined over the past 10 
years

• 41% do not limit access, 
7% limit all access

• 53% were not familiar with 
limited liability statutes in their 
state

• 83% stated education and 
outreach about limited liability 
should occur 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A majority of private landowners believe recreational access has declined in the past ten years, however 41% of them do not limit recreational access to their land in any way, while 30% allow those that ask permission recreational access.  Only 7% of private landowners limit all access to their land by posting their land.  Top recreational activities occurring on landowner’s land include: hunting(76%), snowmobiling(56%), snowshoeing(55%), hiking(53%), and wildlife viewing(51%).  Private landowners also had little knowledge of limited liability statutes, with 53% stating they were “not familiar at all” with these statutes.  83% of private landowners also stated more education and outreach should be conducted regarding limited liability statutes.  45% of respondents believe fear liability is the single biggest reason landowners are posting their land, while 62% believe inconsiderate recreational users are the main reason landowners are posting their land.



Results: Private Landowners and 
Land Sales

• 82% stated land sales have 
increased over the past 10 
years

• 30% purchased land in the past 
10 years

• 49% are 1st generation owners
• 18% have sold land in the past        

10 years
• 62% are permanent residents

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Private landowners overwhelmingly (82%) believed the rate of land sales has increased over the past ten years.  18% of respondents have sold a parcel of land within the past ten years.  Nearly one-third of respondents have purchased their land within the past thirty years, while one-half of private landowners are first generation landowners.  62% of those surveyed were permanent residents of the Northern Forest, while 10% did not reside in the Northern Forest during any time of the year.  



Results: Large Investment 
Landowners

• 43% stated recreational access 
has declined over the past 10 
years

• 87% allow access, 13% do not 
allow access to their land

• 61% are moderately/very 
familiar with limited liability 
statutes in their state 

• 39% have owned their land for 
10 years or less

• 18% have owned their land for 
50 years or more

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Less than one-half of large investment landowners believe recreational access has declined in the past ten years.  87% of respondents allow recreational access on their land, while only 13% do not allow access.  Large investment landowners were much more familiar with limited liability statutes than private landowners, as 61% claimed they were moderately or very familiar with statutes in their state.  39% of large investment landowners have purchased their land within the past ten years, while 18% have owned their land for 50 years or more.



Project Outcomes: Roundtables
• Roundtables were conducted in 

each of the Northern Forest 
states, presenting results from 
the private landowner survey.

• Landowners, recreation and 
tourism interests, non-
governmental organizations, 
natural resource agencies, and 
local officials were invited. 

• Participants identified specific 
issues,  recommendations to 
address those issues, and 
potential “next steps” they could 
use in their own community.

Discussing strategies and “next steps” in ME.

• 83% of participants 
reported an increase in 
knowledge about the 
perspectives of other 
participants.

• 66% of participants 
reported they had gained 
new ideas for improving 
recreation on private lands.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 2008, we conducted workshops in each of the four Northern Forest states.  Collaborators in each state worked to help organize workshops, inviting landowners, recreation interests, non-governmental organizations, natural resource agencies, local planners and commissioners, and tourism development officials.  Workshops were also open to any other interested individuals.  At each workshop, research results from the private landowners mail survey were presented.  Following the presentation and a question and answer session, workshop participants divided into smaller groups, focused on specific aspects of the research.  Groups were asked to identify issues, recommendations to address those issues, and potential next steps they could take after the workshop.  All groups reported back to the larger group.  Follow-up with participants was conducted six months after the workshop, asking participants to identify the “next steps” they had taken. 



Project Outcomes: Outreach
Project web site includes:

• Background about the project and the 
methods used

• Research results from all phases of 
the project

• Media coverage of the project
• Discussion board allowing visitors to 

comment on research results
• Presentations from the project 

roundtables and conferences 
• Links to additional resources related 

to recreation on private lands

Visit the web site at:
www.privatelandaccess.org Home page of web site.

http://www.privatelandaccess.org/�


Implications and Applications
in the Northern Forest region

Results indicated that many private landowners 
are unaware of the liability protections offered to 
them.  Coupled with a fear of lawsuits from those 
using their land, this lack of knowledge may lead 
to a decrease in private land available for 
recreational use into the future.  Educational 
efforts should focus on providing landowners with 
the liability information they need to feel 
comfortable leaving their land open for recreation.

Results also suggest landowners are concerned 
about the rate of land sales occurring in the 
Northern Forest.  Land sales may be changing the 
landscape and traditional recreation patterns.  By 
bringing long-term landowners, new landowners, 
and recreation interests together, the Northern 
Forest region may be able to find common ground 
among stakeholders and ensure recreational 
access into the future.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Overall, the results suggest restrictions on recreational access may not be as prevalent as many people believe.  Our results point out that many landowners do not restrict recreational access in any way, while only a small minority restrict all access to their lands.



Implications and Applications
in the Northern Forest region

The process of finding common ground is 
underway.  Roundtables allowed diverse 
stakeholders to interact and gain valuable insight 
into other perspectives.  As one participant 
commented, “It has been a good starting point to 
bring stakeholders together.”  Informed with other 
participants’ perspectives and new findings on 
recreational access, landowner behaviors, and 
limited liability statutes, roundtable participants 
have fostered change across the Northern  Forest 
region. Below are some examples of participant 
accomplishments since the roundtables:

1. Disseminated information to members about 
responsible recreational use (print and 
web).

2. Worked with landowners to establish a 
hiking trail connecting pre-existing trails.

3. Developed a waterway campsite protocol.
4. Secured funding to conserve recreational 

land.

Sample town: Morgan, Vermont



Future Directions: Research

• Conduct research on the feasibility of 
landowner incentives to keep land open 
for recreation.

• Conduct research on land sales data, to 
determine if the perceived increase in 
land sales is in fact happening 
throughout the Northern Forest region.

• Conduct research to determine the 
economic importance of nature-based 
tourism and recreation to the Northern 
Forest region.

• Conduct research to better understand 
differences in attitudes and behaviors of 
long-term residents, new residents, and 
second home owners.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As forest land continues to change hands across the Northern Forest, new attitudes and new perspectives will come hand in hand.  As these new owners acclimate to the Northern Forest way of life, communities and neighboring landowners should work to educate new owners about traditional uses of the land and the importance of recreational access as an economic benefit to the local community.



Future Directions: Outreach

• Conduct outreach and education related 
to limited liability statutes, focusing on 
landowners throughout the Northern 
Forest region.

• Conduct outreach and education to 
recreational groups with the goal of 
increasing appreciation for private land 
access.  This outreach would focus on 
proper recreation techniques, traditional 
land uses, and communicating with 
landowners.

• Continue the dialogue started by the 
roundtables.  Interaction between 
stakeholders will lead to continued 
recreational access into the future.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Northern Forest communities should also work to educate recreationalists about the importance of respecting privately owned recreational lands.  Without the owners of these lands allowing access, those recreating will not be able to engage in those activities they enjoy and local communities will suffer economically, as recreationists will seek other areas to pursue their passions.
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