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Forest Landowner Transfer Planning Guidelines 

VHCB Vermont Farm & Forest Viability Program  

 
Overview: This document lays out the Vermont Farm & Forest Viability Program’s guidelines for 

forestland transfer planning services provided to enrolled participants. The Farm & Forest Viability 

Program is a program of the Vermont Housing & Conservation Board. These guidelines are informed by 

the Program’s experience with in-depth forest landowner transfer planning engagements carried out by 

Vermont Woodlands Association, Mary Sisock, Ph.D., and Audrey Winograd J.D., MSW, using an 

adaptation of the Ties to the Land model for transfer planning. These guidelines were written with their 

significant contributions.  

In addition to setting standards for the services provided, these guidelines serve as a roadmap for the 

planning process and outline the steps and services that are integral to successful forestland ownership 

transfer planning. These guidelines are written with the following audiences in mind: 

 Forest landowners, and their families, who are interested in understanding what they can do to 

prepare for passing on their woods, and   

 Advisors who are skilled in helping families develop plans to transfer ownership of complex 

assets from one generation to the next. 

This set of guidelines is a living document; as VHCB works with partners to expand this program we 

welcome feedback and revisions.  
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A. Program Background  
Forests provide numerous benefits to Vermonters: clean air, clean water, flood resiliency, biological 

diversity, wildlife habitat, maple products, a renewable resource for heating fuel, building materials, & 

wood pulp, as well as a stage for our outdoor recreation and tourism industries. Larger, more 

interconnected forests can more readily provide these benefits, while smaller, more fragmented forests 

are less capable of providing them. The increasing fragmentation of Vermont’s forests is both an 

ecological and economic concern.  

The Status of Vermont’s Forests & Forestland Ownership 
The Vermont Department of Forests, Parks & Recreation estimates that Vermont is about 80% forested. 

The vast majority of these forests are recovering from deforestation in the 1800s, when forest cover was 

reduced to about 20% of the landscape. Many of these deforested lands were managed for agriculture 

and allowed to revert to forest over the last century, placing them in the early stages of ecological 

transfer. Ownership of Vermont’s forests is estimated to be 80% private, and the majority of these 

landowners are over 55 years old. The long-term ecological transfer slowly progressing within Vermont’s 

forests is beginning to coincide with a generational wave of ownership changing hands over the next 

two decades.  

Parcelization & Fragmentation of Vermont Forests 
The 2015 Forest Fragmentation Report by the Vermont Department of Forests, Parks & Recreation 

demonstrated the clear link between the sub-division of forested parcels, or parcelization, and the 

eventual physical fragmentation of forests. The report also points to evidence that forested parcels are 

very often sub-divided when land passes from one generation to the next. When a forest landowner 

dies without having made plans for the future of their woods, the likelihood of those woods becoming 

sub-divided, then fragmented increases greatly. One of the recommendations to slow forest 

fragmentation put forth in the 2015 report was to provide transfer planning services to owners of 

private forestland in Vermont.  

VHCB Forest Landowner Transfer Planning 
Since the Vermont Farm & Forest Viability Program began its business planning program with farmers in 

2003, it has helped families pass farmland and farm businesses from one generation to the next. Since 

2015, the Viability Program has provided private forest landowners with in-depth transfer planning 

services tailored to their circumstances.  

While the impetus for this work is protect the numerous ecological and economic benefits of Vermont 

forests by limiting parcelization, and subsequent fragmentation, we understand that not all landowners 

may initially be driven by this goal. The purpose of this program is to assist people in planning for the 

future of the forests they steward, with particular focus on establishing agreements and plans that 

protect ecological and economic benefits and result in improved stewardship or maintenance of forest 

health over the long term. It is understood that each landowner’s situation is unique, and advisors 

approach them accordingly.  

B. Participant Eligibility & Enrollment Fee 
To be eligible for the in-depth transfer planning advising services offered by the Viability Program, forest 

landowners must own forest in Vermont that is of significant scale, ecological, or community  
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importance. Vermont residency is NOT a requirement for eligibility. Landowners will work with VHCB 

staff and/or contracted advisors to assess their fit for the program. 

At the time of application, there is a one-time $75 fee for enrollment in the Viability Program. 

Participants will then have access to significant support from their advisor(s), as well as a small budget 

for technical specialists.  

Landowners must be willing to commit significant time to this process, and must be on board with 

participating in the program model described in these guidelines.  

C. Transfer Planning Advisors 
 

Through the Vermont Farm & Forest Viability Program’s forest landowner transfer planning, 

participating families are matched with a lead advisor(s), who serves as a guide through the transfer 

planning process. The majority of the program budget, and the time spent by participants in the 

program, will be with the lead advisor(s).  

We expect that each client enrolled in the in-depth transfer planning process receives at least 20 hours 

of coaching/support from their lead advisor, and up to approximately 100 hours. The lead advisor role 

includes: 

o Providing information & guidance on transferring ownership of forestland, with 

particular focus on the legal, financial & family dynamic involved 

o Clarifying options for families 

o Convening meetings 

o Acting as a neutral party to family discussions 

o Connecting families with subject-area specialists & preparing them for taking best 

advantage of those services 

o Organizing/facilitating subject area specialist meetings if necessary  

o Encouraging forward movement of the transfer planning process 

 

Subject-area specialists 
Successful estate planning, particularly when forestland is included among the assets, involves a team of 

subject-area specialists who understand, and can implement, the tools best suited to realizing the vision 

and plans developed by a family for the future of their forest. Participants in the program will have 

access to a small budget for these specialists, if needed, in order to provide basic education and support 

on technical issues. This team can include: 

o Attorneys 

 Advise on the appropriate legal structures to meet landowner goals 

 Draft documents 

o Financial advisors 

 Provide financial guidance such as identifying future income requirements and 

strategies to meet them  

 Assess insurance needs 

o Accountants  
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 Advise on tax implications of planning strategies 

 Provide strategies to minimize taxes 

o Land Trusts 

o Provide guidance on options and process related to conservation easements 

o Mediation 

o Foresters 

 Help keep forests as forest through sustainable forest management 

 Help landowners attain periodic income through sustainable forest 

management 

 Alert landowners to implications of any land use changes 

o Others might include business advisors if there is a business associated with the land, 

ex. a maple sugaring operation, or forest landowner peers who may provide guidance 

and support.  

As the transfer planning process progresses, a lead advisor will help landowners know when to bring in 

different specialists. By coordinating with other specialists in the landowner’s “team”, the lead advisor 

can help participating landowners ensure their vision and plans for their forest are reflected and 

supported by the work done by other members of the team. This can be as simple as an advisor 

preparing participants for meetings to know what questions to ask their attorneys and financial advisors. 

Advisors can also point landowners to specialists who are familiar with the challenges particular to 

passing forestland, if participants don not already have established relationships. 

As part of enrolling in the Viability Program’s forestland ownership transfer planning program, 

participants will have access to a technical assistance budget, if needed, that lead advisors can use to 

pay for a specialist’s time consulting with landowners. This can range from covering the first meeting 

with a specialist, to a small number of ongoing meetings/consultation if needed. Financial need, and 

level of importance to the success of transfer planning, will be taken into account in determining how 

much ongoing specialist support can be funded through this program. Any consultation, or document 

preparation, beyond this allotment is the landowner’s responsibility.    

D. Advising Timeline & Process 
Enrollment in the Vermont Farm & Forest Viability Program’s forest landowner transfer planning 

program is approximately a 2-year commitment. While crafting and enacting a transfer plan can be a 

fluid and lengthy process lasting much longer than two years, participants should view enrollment as a 

window of opportunity to take advantage of significant advising and technical assistance to move the 

process as far along as they can in the allotted time.  

Participants may follow this approximate timeline, with variation as needed for specific circumstances, 

to complete transfer plan through the Viability Program:  

I. Phase One – Setting the Context (typically takes place over 2-6 months) 

a. Initial Meeting 

b. Frame the Desired Outcomes of Planning 

c. Assemble Estate Documents 

II. Phase Two – Establishing a Vision and Gathering Information (6-12 months) 



5 
 

a. Organize a Day-long Family/or Stakeholder Meeting 

b. Consult with Subject-area Specialists 

III. Phase Three – Making & Documenting Decisions (4-6 months) 

a. Reconvene to Consider & Decide upon Options 

b. Document Decisions for Future Reference 

c. Implement Legal & Financial Tools 

 

Phase One – Setting the Context 
Once a landowner has enrolled in the Viability Program and has been matched with a lead advisor, the 

first step is to set up an introductory meeting with their lead advisor. It is preferable for this to be an in-

person meeting. This initial meeting allows the lead advisor to get a snapshot of the current situation, 

which includes understanding the family’s history with the land, who currently owns it, what the current 

legal structure of the ownership is, and who are the stakeholders with an interest in the land and its 

ownership transfer. Another facet of the first meeting is understanding the land itself: its size, its 

characteristics, its location, and how it fits in the ecological and land stewardship context of the broader 

landscape. Introducing a landowner to the Vermont Conservation Design understanding how their land 

fits within its categories is one tool for doing so.  

With the forest’s current ownership and ecological context established, the next step in the planning 

process is to frame the desired outcomes of transfer planning and identify the challenges to achieving 

them. This starts with the current owner(s) describing their vision and objectives for the future of the 

forest. The advisor will probe what extent continued family ownership and/or involvement in the 

transfer planning process is important. This is likely to include potential heirs’, or successors’, interest in 

the forest, their vision for its management, and what they need in order to continue family ownership. 

There may be other stakeholders, whether co-owners or not, who have a position to consider. The 

advisor will want to probe who they might be and what their role will be in the planning process. 

Through a back and forth between advisor and landowner(s), the challenges and issues affecting a 

successful transfer, from incompatible goals to family conflict and finances should emerge. 

Some landowners will have a clear sense of what these challenges and desired outcomes are in advance 

of an initial meeting, allowing a discussion of these to begin immediately. However, for most 

landowners, these issues are at the center of their uncertainty about the future of their forest. In these 

instances, the lead advisor and the landowner(s), make a plan for follow-up conversations that need to 

occur for an initial framing of the planning outcomes and challenges to be clear. Having these initial 

conversations with other stakeholders in the process and reporting back to the lead advisor is typically 

the first task for a landowner in the transfer planning process.  

A second set of tasks following from the initial meeting is to assemble basic estate documents, if they 

are not already in place. These include up-to-date versions of the following: 

 An estate inventory and estimation of the gross estate 

 The landowner’s will  

 A durable power of attorney, and  

 Any advanced directives for health care decision making 
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Phase Two – Establishing a Vision and Gathering Information 
The nature and scale of the challenges identified early on in the transfer planning process will inform 

which steps are to follow and their sequence. The following description of the process is typical. 

The lead advisor and landowner take stock of outcomes from the initial meeting and follow-up 

conversations to organize a meeting that includes a larger group of stakeholders that should be party to 

the planning process. This often takes the form of a day-long family meeting at or near the woods. This 

meeting has a number of objectives: 

 To increase family member engagement with the woods 

 To introduce the full family to the transfer planning process 

 To establish communication, dispute resolution & decision making processes  

 To create a vision statement for the future of the property 

 To establish a method for valuing and documenting cash and labor contributions as well as any 

future compensation of heirs to the property  

 To identify and address challenges to successful transfer as a group  

 To establish a timetable for the remainder of the planning process 

Given the scope and content of this meeting, it is imperative that it be well designed in advance and 

mediated in a neutral manner by the lead advisor. Family forestland transfer planning modules, such as 

Ties to the Land, suggest numerous best practices and tools for this kind of meeting. Some are as simple 

as incorporating an inclusive activity like a walk in the woods to begin the day, others are specific tools 

like the Heirloom Scale that helps identify individuals’ feelings toward the land. These, among many 

other practices & tools, should be incorporated by the advisor as needed to move the landowner and 

other stakeholders forward through the transfer planning process. For more information about these 

tools and practices, see the forestland transfer planning resources listed at the end of this document.  

The family meeting lays the groundwork for the remainder of the planning process by developing a 

format for discussing the forest’s future together, and with any luck, a common vision for what that 

future should be. Coming out of this meeting, landowners will have a clearer sense of the direction the 

transfer plan is heading toward, as well as which subject-area specialists they will need to bring into the 

process.  

Input gathered during the family meeting will bring up many questions that are best addressed by 

subject-area specialists familiar with the dynamics at play when forestland passes hands. Guidance from 

attorneys, accountants and financial planners is almost always needed to answer questions related to 

the current and potential ownership structures, tax implications and income requirements. Often 

foresters, conservation organizations, and even insurance agents are needed to consult on questions 

that follow from the collective vision put forward by the family. The role of the lead advisor at this point 

is to connect landowners with capable specialists and help them engage those specialists in ways that 

support and advance their vision for their forest. Often, advisors can help landowners know what 

questions to ask in order to receive useful information for their situation. This is typically when a lead 

advisor will use technical assistance funds to offset some consultation expenses for the landowner.  
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Phase Three – Making & Documenting Decisions 
Once the landowner and lead advisor have explored the issues that emerged from the first family 

meeting through consultations with their team of subject-area specialists, they will reconvene the larger 

family meeting again, typically for a second meeting. The objective of this meeting is to consider and 

decide upon future ownership structures and transfer methods given the information gathered since 

the previous meeting. The landowner and family will focus on understanding the realistic resources 

required, in terms of both finances and time for the successors to maintain the property as envisioned. 

They will determine the mechanisms for asset transfer and a timeline for doing so. They will develop 

plans and internal policies for meeting the current and future legal and financial requirements of 

ownership, and all owners – current and potential – will understand and agree to their roles and 

responsibilities as it pertains to the forest.  

Ideally, the second family meeting will result in a clear plan that reflects the shared vision of the family 

for their forestland and is understood by all the stakeholders involved. At this point, the plan should be 

documented for future reference. The Forestland Transfer Plan Document Outline, provided below, 

offers a checklist of items to include in a thorough documentation of the forestland transfer planning 

process. A robust ownership transfer plan is likely to call for a number of legal and financial tools to be 

implemented. If needed, the lead advisor can help orient the landowner to the specialists who can help 

them with drafting documents and related services. In most cases, however, participating landowners 

are responsible for these final steps.  

From the perspective of the Viability Program, a planning engagement is completed when a family has 

developed and documented:  

 A system for communication and decision-making,  

 A shared vision for the future of their forest,  

 A plan for how the ownership of their forest will change hands, and  

 A timeline for the transition.  

 

E. Resources 
 
The following is a small selection of resources that may be relevant to participants and advisors in the 
program.  
Ties to the Land - http://tiestotheland.org/ 

Your Land, Your Legacy - http://www.yourlegacyny.org/ 

Planning Family Forests by Thom J. McEvoy – A compilation of stories, based on 9 years of research, of 

forest-owning families representing every major timber type in the United States. There are narratives 

and analyses that tell the trials, missteps and successes of an older generation of woodland owners 

sufficiently committed to keeping their forests intact and in the family. 

(http://www.forestrypressproducts.com/planning-family-forests-how-to-keep-woodlands-intact-and-in-

the-family/) 

Estate Planning for Forest Landowners: What Will Become of Your Timberland?  

http://tiestotheland.org/
http://www.yourlegacyny.org/
http://www.forestrypressproducts.com/planning-family-forests-how-to-keep-woodlands-intact-and-in-the-family/
http://www.forestrypressproducts.com/planning-family-forests-how-to-keep-woodlands-intact-and-in-the-family/
https://www.srs.fs.usda.gov/pubs/gtr/gtr_srs112.pdf
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Vermont Conservation Design – https://anr.vermont.gov/node/1182 

Vermont Woodlands Association - https://www.vermontwoodlands.org/ 

Vermont Coverts: Woodlands for Wildlife - https://vtcoverts.org/index.html 

 

F. Completed Transfer Plans & Deliverable 
Documenting the intentions driving one’s decisions and the specifics of legal and financial tools to carry 

them out is a common best practice across estate planning. This supplemental documentation often 

takes the form of a letter to heirs. For the purposes of documenting the transfer plan for a family’s 

forestland, Viability Program participants will lay out the vision, decisions, systems and tools the family 

has developed over the course of their planning process in a single document using the transfer plan 

outline below as a guide. This document will remain internal to the family, to be used as they determine.  

Viability Program staff and advisors follow the Viability Program’s robust Confidentiality Policy. The 

Viability Program neither intends nor wishes to maintain documentation of detailed and private family 

matters. However, there are elements of a completed transfer plan that will have value for 

understanding the issues families face and the effectiveness of the Viability Program’s advising work, for 

tracking program metrics and making improvements.  

A balance between maintaining participants’ privacy and collecting useful documentation is found by 

having Viability Program advisors submit a summary version of the family’s transfer plan where some 

sections are reproduced in full and other sections are replaced by the lead advisor’s summary. See the 

Outline of Transfer Plan Deliverable Submitted to the Viability Program for specifics.  

Transfer Plan Summary submitted to VHCB  
VHCB recommends using the following checklist to provide documentation to VHCB of the transfer 

planning process. This checklist may not be fully relevant to every participant; however VHCB 

encourages participants and advisors to use this as closely as possible.  

1) Transfer Plan Cover Sheet  

a) Owners’ names  

b) Names of prospective successors if known   

c) List of specialists who contributed writing or provided input  

d) Date of plan   

e) Statement: “Forest Land transfer plan produced with funding from the Vermont Farm & Forest 

Viability Program”  

2) Table of Contents  

3) Snapshot of Current Situation  

a) Names of all the stakeholders and a description of their relationship to the land as it relates to 

the transfer  

b) Present legal structure (for example, “sole proprietor,” “family corporation,” etc.)  

c) Number of acres owned (both wooded and open) and a brief description of any unique 

characteristics of the property 

https://anr.vermont.gov/node/1182
https://www.vermontwoodlands.org/
https://vtcoverts.org/index.html
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d) Land location and ecological context (found in the owners’ forest management plan or 

contextualized within the Vermont Conservation Design) 

e) Brief history of the family’s ownership 

4) Desired Outcomes for Ownership Transfer 

a) Owners’ vision and objectives for the property. 

b) Statement on the Importance of family ownership and involvement. 

c) Discussion of potential heirs’ interest in the property, goals for future ownership and any 

resources needed to realize these interests and goals. 

5) Basic Estate Documents.  No descriptions, only note whether they exist. 

a) Will and/or revocable trust 

b) Durable power of attorney 

c) Advanced directives for health care decision making 

d) Estate inventory and estimation of gross estate 

6) Vision & Decision-making Processes – Advisor or family notes on this process 

7) Advisors – who was involved in supporting this family/participant, and what were the outcomes?  

8) Financial Resources – overview of financial plan, cash-flow consideration, or other relevant 

information related to financially maintaining and passing on the land  

9) Ownership Structure and Transfer Methods – advisor or family overview of planned transfer method 

10) Next Steps & Re-visiting the Plan – summary of what is next for the participants  

 

Internal Transfer Plan Documentation  
If applicable, the following checklist is recommended as an optional format for documentation of 

participants plans. This includes very detailed sensitive/personal information. This follows the same 

format as above, with additional detail.  

1) Transfer Plan Cover Sheet  

a) Owners’ names  

b) Names of prospective successors if known   

c) List of specialists who contributed writing or provided input  

d) Date of plan   

e) Statement: “Forestland transfer plan produced with funding from the VHCB Vermont Farm & 

Forest Viability Program”  

2) Table of Contents  

3) Snapshot of Current Situation. To include: 

a) Name(s) and address(es) of owners 

b) Names of all the stakeholders and a description of their relationship to the land as it relates to 

the transfer  

c) Present legal structure (for example, “sole proprietor,” “family corporation,” etc.)  

d) Number of acres owned (both wooded and open) and a brief description of any unique 

characteristics of the property 

e) Land location and ecological context (found in the owners’ forest management plan or 

contextualized within the Vermont Conservation Design) 

f) Brief history of the family’s ownership 

4) Desired Outcomes for Ownership Transfer. To include:  
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a) Owners’ vision and objectives for the property. 

b) Statement on the Importance of family ownership and involvement. 

c) Discussion of potential heirs’ interest in the property, goals for future ownership and any 

resources needed to realize these interests and goals. 

d) Descriptions of any non-heir stakeholders’ positions regarding the future of the forest 

e) Description of challenges or issues affecting a successful transfer including incompatible goals, 

family conflict, or finances  

5) Basic Estate Documents. This is a paragraph documents the presence and location of the documents 

listed below or a plan and time table for having them created. 

a) Will and/or revocable trust 

b) Durable power of attorney 

c) Advanced directives for health care decision making 

d) Estate inventory and estimation of gross estate 

6) Vision & Decision-making Processes. This sections details the outcomes of family discussions 

typically held during the first family meeting. To Include: 

a) A family compact and/or vision statement created with input from stakeholders. 

b) Any policies or processes developed in the planning process, including: 

i) Description of decision-making methods under current ownership structure, as established 

in the first family meeting. 

ii) Describe methods established for dispute resolution. How will serious conflicts be resolved? 

What happens in the case of a tie votes? 

iii) Describe methods established for valuing, documenting cash and labor contributions of 

owners & stakeholders 

iv) Describe policies established for family member employment, if needed 

c) Describe plans to maintain and/or develop family engagement with the forest related to: 

i) Essential knowledge and/or training for the future owners, such as tax liabilities, name and 

contact information for current advisors (forester, attorney etc.) 

ii) Activities on the property 

iii) Decision input  

7) Advisors. This section documents the name(s) and contact information of any subject-area 

specialists or advisors involved in the transfer plan, as well as their contribution to the planning 

process.  

a) Attorney 

b) CPA 

c) Insurance 

d) Financial Planner/Investment Advisor 

e) Forester 

f) Facilitator 

g) Banker 

8) Financial Resources. This section describes present and future cash-flow needs for maintaining the 

forest. To include: 

a) Present owner’s need for current and future income from the property (e.g., retirement income, 

health care or long-term care funds). 

b) Resources needed to maintain the property, in terms of: 
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i) Property taxes 

ii) Maintenance 

iii) Estate taxes 

iv) Insurance 

c) A discussion of strategies for meeting the monetary needs described above. 

9) Ownership Structure and Transfer Methods. This sections details the outcomes of family discussions 

typically held during a second family meeting. To Include: 

a) A description of the chose ownership structure for the transfer process and notation of whether 

the appropriate legal forms are yet created, signed and filed with appropriate agencies. 

b) A summary of discussions about risk tolerance for losing some or all of the land due to the 

following factors and how these considerations factor into the ownership structure: 

i) Divorce 

ii) Creditors 

iii) Death and remarriage 

iv) Liability 

v) Desire for cash 

vi) Irreconcilable differences 

vii) Illness or long-term care/nursing home costs 

c) A description of the mechanisms of asset transfer (financed sale, gifting, inheritance, owner-

financed sale, land contract, leasing, change of ownership structure, etc.) 

d) A description of the ideal timeline for final transfer 

e) Reference to any plans or policies put in place to meet legal requirements (e.g., paying taxes, 

holding meetings, keeping documents and records, etc.) 

i) List of individuals’ roles and responsibilities with regard to the above plans/policies 

10) Next Steps & Re-visiting the Plan. For those who are not able to fully complete the planning process, 

this section will list any next steps to take. In a completed plan, this section will note a timeline or 

circumstances that call for revisiting and/or adapting the plan. To include: 

a) Any identifiable next steps 

b) A timeline for revisiting the plan 

A list of circumstances that call for re-visitation and adaptation of the plan, e.g. births, deaths, 

divorces, changes in the law, asset appreciation, etc. 

 

 


