
a. Title: Family, Forests, Future: Engaging and Educa6ng New and Beginning Forest Landowners 
 
b. Abstract: Forestry educa6on programs, such as Master Tree Farmer, are frequently offered by 
Clemson University Coopera6ve Extension, but many of these are designed for landowners with 
previous forestry knowledge. The “Family, Forests, Future” program was developed to connect 
new and beginning forest landowners to a network of forestry professionals across the state 
and provide a baseline of forest health and management informa6on. The hybrid design of self-
paced online content and op6onal in-person forest management and forest products tours 
inten6onally aKracted those previously unengaged in tradi6onal forestry educa6on programs.   
The virtual plaLorm allowed par6cipants to access program content with flexibility in learning 
6me, elimina6ng travel costs. It also allowed par6cipants to communicate with experts and 
build community through a peer-learning opportunity. Distance learning was also ideal for 
forest landowners in rural loca6ons who may have had limited access to other Extension 
programming. The op6onal in-person tours offered experiences that encouraged ac6ve 
par6cipa6on and first-hand learning opportuni6es to view prac6ces the online content 
introduced.  
 Enrolled par6cipants ranged from 30 to over 70 years of age and were equally divided 
among male and female par6cipants. One-third were minority landowners, a group oUen 
unengaged in extension programming. A pre-and post-course survey reflected a knowledge 
increase among par6cipants on all the program’s topics. Three-fourths of the par6cipants also 
indicated they enrolled in the program to learn more about forest management prac6ces and 
find resources to help them manage their property. A majority also responded that online 
courses were a preferred method to receive educa6onal informa6on and materials related to 
forest management. The ability of forest owners to make informed, scien6fic-based 
management decisions on their land shapes the health and produc6vity of their forests, thus 
contribu6ng to the sustainability of working forests na6onwide. 
 
c. Narra.ve for Entry: The new and beginning forest landowner category contains several 
dis6nc6ve groups. One of these groups is first-6me landowners who purchase forested property. 
The 2018 Na6onal Woodland Owner Survey (NWOS) reported that over 15% of the family forest 
landowners in the US who own more than 10 acres acquired their property within the last ten 
years. New forest landowners have been reported to be well-educated and financially secure, 
frequently are either re6red or young professionals, and do not come from a rural background. 
Those purchasing forestland may seek a healthier, safer, simpler lifestyle while connec6ng with 
nature and having increased recrea6onal opportuni6es. Many feel they are environmentally 
aware, have a preserva6onist abtude towards nature, and mistrust forestry professionals. These 
abtudes can lead to their forestland being unmanaged since they assume that nature should take 
its course, and they will not seek professional management advice. When implemented, 
management oUen enhances the passive benefits of land ownership, such as aesthe6cs, 
recrea6on, and land protec6on. Research has indicated that appropriately messaged 
recommenda6ons made to these landowners can result in a shiU in management to consider 
including commercial forestry opera6ons on their property. 

Another group of new landowners will be those inheri6ng property. A lack of prior 
involvement in managing family forest land has created a genera6on in line to inherit 



6mberland that may have liKle interest in becoming more involved in forest management, are 
oUen absentee landowners, and may feel liKle aKachment to the land. Lack of involvement or 
interest in the family forest can make those inheri6ng land more inclined to consider selling the 
land. Land sales increase the risk of forest fragmenta6on or conversion to other land uses, while 
mismanagement by uneducated first-6me landowners can reduce forest health and 
produc6vity.  

A subset of new forest landowners inheri6ng property are women. Female spouses of 
forest landowners can become primary owners late in life since women commonly outlive men, 
and daughters can inherit from fathers without previous engagement in property management. 
Female forest landowners are increasing in numbers as primary owners and decision-makers. 
Their numbers have increased from 11% in 2006 to 22% in 2013 na6onwide and from 14.5% in 
2006 to 27.1% in 2018 across the south. Female forest landowners are less likely than male 
landowners to be involved in the forestry educa6on programs and outreach that are 
tradi6onally the most common means for gebng informa6on and training to landowners since 
most of these programs are male-dominated, and many women are uncomfortable 
par6cipa6ng. 

An addi6onal subset of the category of new forest landowners inheri6ng property are 
minority landowners. Timber harves6ng is oUen used as a necessary source of periodic income 
for African American forest owners. Ownership of smaller tracts than non-minority landowners 
can be challenging for implemen6ng prac6ces such as 6mber sales and other management. 
Also, studies have reported a lack of knowledge of forestry management prac6ces among 
almost 40% of African American forest landowners. Crea6ng genera6onal wealth through 
improved management of minority-owned forestlands has not previously been a focus of 
outreach and educa6on programs. 

The hybrid educa6on program we created for new and beginning forest landowners and 
managers had two components: self-paced online content and op6onal in-person forest 
management and forest products tours. The online content was developed in five modules: 
Introduc6on to Forestry and Landowner Assistance in South Carolina; Timber Products and 
Economics; Prescribed Fire; Forest Health; and Developing a Forest Management Plan. We 
offered a forest management tour in November 2023 at Harbison State Forest in Columbia, SC. 
Two forest products tours visited ac6ve logging jobs and Canfor Southern Pine in Camden, SC 
and West Fraser OSB in Joanna, SC in April 2024.  

The Family, Forests, Future program design was unique; it pulled collaborators from 
across the state to share their exper6se on the curriculum topics. Extension agents and 
specialists were joined by representa6ves from the SC Forestry Commission, including State 
Forester ScoK Phillips; Forestry Associa6on of SC President Cam Crawford; former SC Tree 
Farmer of the Year Mike Meetze; consul6ng forester Mike Wetzel; and Audubon SC Director of 
Land Conserva6on, Tim Evans. Another cri6cal component of the program was a shiU away from 
narrated PowerPoint presenta6ons when possible, crea6ng videos that highlighted the program 
topic in the field with the invited collaborators and extension personnel. The videos allowed the 
contributors to focus more engagingly on their content and connect with the audience. We also 
included a discussion board, which the course creators moderated. The discussion board 
allowed the course par6cipants to engage with each other, ask ques6ons related to the course 
content, and request addi6onal resources.  



 Pre- and post-course surveys were included to measure par6cipant knowledge using a 5-
point Likert scale (Table 1). Par6cipants reported knowledge gained across all topics upon 
comple6on of the course. By expanding knowledge on these topics, par6cipants will hopefully 
be encouraged to seek addi6onal educa6on opportuni6es and consider the impact their 
management decisions will have on the health and produc6vity of their forestland.  
 
Table 1. Change in Par.cipant Knowledge from Pre-Course to Post-Course Survey (percent 
respondents) based on a 5-point Likert scale (1 (no knowledge), 2 (liKle knowledge), 3 
(neutral), 4 (somewhat comfortable working knowledge), and 5 (comfortable working 
knowledge). 
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Landowner 
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Timber Products & Economics 
Prescribed 

Fire 
Forest 
Health 

Forest 
Mgt 

Plans Timber 
Products 

Harves,ng & 
Merchandising 

Silviculture & 
Forest Mgt 

Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post Pre Post 
1 40 9 20 0 32 9 52 0 36 9 28 9 20 0 
2 28 9 36 27 40 27 28 36 20 9 40 9 40 9 
3 28 36 40 27 24 9 4 9 28 27 20 27 24 18 
4 4 27 0 0 4 36 12 45 12 36 8 36 12 45 
5 0 18 4 45 0 18 4 9 4 18 4 18 4 27 

  
The Family, Forests, Futures creators, Dr. Patrick Hiesl and Janet Steele (Clemson 

University), and Dr. Molly Darr (Washington State Extension), have submiKed a grant to the 
USDA AFRI Founda6onal and Applied Sciences program that is under considera6on to expand 
this program across the country. The goal is to develop applicable program content for South 
Carolina and highlight other regions of the na6on and their common forest management 
prac6ces and species diversity. The grant proposal seeks to survey experienced family forest 
owners na6onwide to learn about the informa6on they wish they had known early on as new 
and beginning forest owners. 
 
  



JUDGING INFORMATION 
 

A private registration link has been created for the judges evaluating the course. The selected 
judges will use the link below to enroll in the course and gain access to the course content. All 
requirements and prerequisites have been removed from the course to allow the judges to 
advance through the modules without restric6ons. 
 
Private registration link:  https://cpe.clemson.edu/browse/extension/forestry-
wildliferesources/courses/family-forest-future-national-association-of-county-agricultural-
agents 
 

 
 
 
The judges must click “Enroll Now” to gain access aUer opening the link.  
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