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Part 1: Why This Matters



37% of U.S. forestland is owned by families and individuals — more than any 
other ownership group

1 in 5 acres of family forestland is owned by someone 75 or older, and even 
more by people 65–74

Nearly half of all timber harvested in the U.S. comes from family-owned 
forestland

Only 13% of family forest owners have a written forest management plan

The Reality for Family Forest Owners



The median age of the primary decision-maker on family forestland was 68 
as of 2023 — and climbing

The share of ownerships led by someone over 68 rose from 32% to 46% 
between 2013 and 2023

Many owners are holding land well past when past generations would have 
retired or transferred it

Reality: More owners are aging in place on the land, which makes starting 
the conversation sooner — not later — even more important

Aging Landowners: A Widening Gap



American Forest Foundation and USDA Forest Service resources for family 
forest owners

State Extension forestry programs and consulting foresters experienced in 
succession planning

USDA Forest Service's National Woodland Owner Survey and Purdue 
Extension's land transfer materials

International Farm Transition Network's certified succession coordinators, 
who also work with forestland families

Resources to Help With Land Transfer



Will the next generation be as engaged 
with this land as you are?

Without a plan, land can be sold 
outside the family, split into smaller 
parcels, or lose eligibility for tax and 
conservation programs.

Land transfer is a PROCESS, not an 
event!

This Land Is About to Change Hands



What Landowning Families 
Say: Common Barriers
We don’t know where to start
We’re afraid of family conflict
 The timing never feels right
 Our situation is too 

complicated

Reality: These barriers delay 
planning but don’t prevent 
problems
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What Foresters & Advisors 
See: Common Patterns
 Crisis-driven planning, 

triggered by a fall, diagnosis, 
or death

 Siloed advice — attorney, 
forester, and tax advisor never 
coordinate

 “The numbers don't work” 
paralysis when timber income 
alone can't buy out heirs

 The “someday” trap — annual 
conversation, no action, 
another year gone
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The Tale of Two Landowner Families

• Sudden health crisis at 70, no plan in 
place

• Emergency decisions made under 
pressure

• Rushed, costly paperwork and legal 
fees

• Outcome: land fragmented, family 
strained

• Conversations started at 62, on an 8-
year timeline

• Gradual transfer of management and 
ownership

• Estimated $200K saved in taxes and 
fees

• Outcome: forest intact, family aligned

Intentionally PlannedCrisis-Driven
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Part 2: Communicating With the Next Generation



The Generational Divide: Understanding Both Perspectives

• Legacy of the land
• Years of experience
• Connections, relationships, and tried-

and-true methods
• Hard work and stewardship lead to 

success

• Innovative mindsets
• Interest in new tools and technology
• New opportunities (carbon markets, 

recreation leasing, diversified income)
• Different definitions of success (work-

life balance, sustainability)

Millennials & Gen ZBaby Boomers
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 Why do families avoid these conversations? 
 What happens when we wait too long? 

- Resentment
- Land sold outside the family
- Next generation loses interest or moves on
- Damaged relationships 

 Consider sibling dynamics and fair vs. equal

The “Unspoken Plan”



Structure for Productive Conversations
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BOTH GENERATIONS
Need to be present

WHEN: Scheduled (not spontaneous), rested, slower 
seasons

WHERE: Not kitchen table, neutral location preferred

HOW: Clear agenda, ground rules, one topic at a time

WHO: Right people for right conversations

FACILITATOR: Professional when needed

KEY QUESTION
How do we blend 
perspectives to create 
a shared vision for 
this land’s future?



What conversations should we have? 
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•What does this land mean to each person? 
1. Vision & Values (before any numbers)

•Who manages the land day to day, and who decides on 
harvests? 

2. Roles & Decision-Making

•Income potential, transfer costs, and taxes
3. Financial & Legal Realities

•What if there is a death, disability, or disagreement? 
4. Contingency Planning

Do not skip ahead! 
Each conversation 

builds on the 
previous. 



What does this land mean to each person, beyond the money it could bring?

What would success look like in 20 years — for the land and for the family?

No decisions get made in this conversation — the goal is understanding, not 
agreement

Success looks like: everyone has shared their “why,” not just their “what”

Conversation 1: Vision & Values



Who currently makes day-to-day management and harvest decisions?

What authority needs to transfer, and on what timeline?

What does “retired” mean? What does “in charge” mean during the 
transition?

Agree on how disagreements will be handled while roles are shifting

Conversation 2: Roles & Decision-Making



What does the land actually need to stay productive — taxes, management 
costs, insurance?

Can the retiring generation's needs and the next generation's ability to pay 
both be met?

Bring in the professional team once values and roles are clear, not before

Reality: the numbers often don't work on the first pass — that's normal, not 
a dead end

Conversation 3: Financial & Legal Realities



What happens if a family member dies, becomes disabled, or wants out 
mid-transition?

What if the land needs to be sold, divided, or partially harvested 
unexpectedly?

Put agreements in writing so a crisis doesn't force decisions under pressure

A good contingency plan protects the relationships, not just the assets

Conversation 4: Contingency Planning



Levels

Three-Level Goal Framework

Individual 
Goals

What does each person 
want and why? 

1
Land & 

Legacy Goals
What does the land need to 

stay healthy, productive, and 
in the family?

2 Shared 
Family 
Vision

What does success look 
like for THIS family? 
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Financial Security: “I need enough to maintain my lifestyle without 
depending on the land”

Legacy Preservation: “I want this land to stay in the family and stay forested”

Continued Relevance: “I still want to be involved, just not in charge”

Unspoken Fear: “What if they don't manage it the way I would?”

Level 1: Retiring Landowner Goals



Real Authority: “I need decision-making power, not just more work”

Affordable Path: “I need a workable path to ownership, not an open-ended 
promise”

Permission to Innovate: carbon markets, recreation leasing, diversified 
income

Unspoken Fear: “What if I take this on and it doesn't work out?”

Level 1: Successor Goals



Fairness: “I want to be treated fairly, even though I'm not managing the 
land”

Understanding: “Help me see why my sibling is taking this on and I'm not”

Inclusion: “I want to be informed, not surprised”

THE QUESTION: Fair = Equal? Or Fair = Equitable?

Level 1: Off-Land Heirs' Goals



Exercise: 
Write Your 
Top Goal

Write your #1 goal for the land’s future.
• Don’t overthink it. 
• Use one sentence. 

Then, turn to a family member or another landowner.
• Share what you wrote. 
• Where do goals align? 
• Where is the gap?  



Part 3: Ways to Transfer Your Land



Will: names beneficiaries and directs how the land 
passes — without one, state law decides

Revocable living trust: avoids probate, keeps your plan 
private, and lets you retain control during your lifetime

Lifetime gifting: transfer land gradually using the annual 
gift tax exclusion, reducing future estate taxes

Each tool can stand alone or work together — the right 
mix depends on your goals and your state’s laws

Your Toolbox: Wills, Trusts & Gifting



Family LLC or family limited partnership: shared 
ownership with clear roles, voting rights, and transfer 
terms

Conservation easement: permanently limits 
development, can lower estate tax value, and keeps the 
land in forest use

Current-use tax programs: many states offer reduced 
property taxes for actively managed forestland

These tools can protect the land’s character even when 
       

Your Toolbox: LLCs, Partnerships & Conservation Easements



Attorney experienced in forestland estate and succession 
planning — not just general estate law

Consulting forester to help value timber, plan harvests, 
and write a management plan

Tax advisor familiar with timber income and land-transfer 
tax rules

Ask each one: Have you worked with forest landowners 
before? Will you coordinate with each other?

Building Your Professional Team



Years 1–2, Foundation: valuation, entity structure, begin annual gifting

Years 3–5, Gradual Transition: successor takes on management, equity 
transfer begins

Years 6–8, Leadership Shift: successor gains majority ownership and final 
authority

Years 9–10, Completion: final transfer complete, retiring owner moves to an 
advisory role

Example Land Transfer Timeline



Set a 6-month milestone (one achievable goal)

Identify your professional team (attorney, forester, tax advisor, etc.)

Write down your top 3 goals for the land (individually, before the meeting)

Schedule the first conversation (specific date, time, neutral location)

What You Can Do: Next 30 Days

Don’t try to do 
everything…
Just Start! 



Hold two to three family meetings, following the conversation order from this 
session

Meet with your attorney, forester, and tax advisor — together if possible

Get a current valuation and start a written forest management plan

Set a concrete next milestone so “someday” doesn't quietly become “never”

What You Can Do: 3–6 Months



A Well-Planned Transfer Looks Like: 

This is what we’re building together! 
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> A retiring generation that feels valued and financially 
secure

> A next generation that feels engaged, informed, and 
invested in the land’s future

> Land that stays productive and intact for the next timber 
harvest

> A family with strong relationships

> Professionals who helped make it possible 



THANK YOU
purdue.ag/fambiz
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