Ownership of Illinois Forest
Resources
Private individual ownership accounts for 82 per-

The local forest type acreages as owned by the var-

cent of the total timberland acreage in Illinois (Figure 36).

ious ownership classes are given in Table 16. The private

Corporate and National Forest ownership accounts for 7

individual landowner class holds the majority of acres for

percent and 6 percent, respectively. The remaining owner-

most of the local forest types. Exceptions to this are the

ship classes hold smaller percentages of the total timber-

shortleaf pine and eastern redcedar local forest types,

land acreage. For this reason, the largest responsibility is

which are primarily located in the Shawnee National Forest

placed on the private landowner for helping ensure the

in the Southern Unglaciated Region. Acreage of the short-

continued existence of quality timberland and the societal

leaf pine–oak local forest type is roughly split in half

benefits received from that timberland. This emphasizes

between the National Forest and private individual owner-

the importance of landowner assistance programs, such as

ship classes. The National Forest and private individual

those administered by the Illinois Department of Natural

ownership classes both have their largest acreages in the

Resources Division of Forest Resources, in guiding private

white oak–red oak–hickory local forest type, which is the

timberland owners to manage their forests for sustainabil-

dominant local forest type of the oak-hickory forest type

ity. At the national level, 54 percent of the timberland is

group (Table 5). The remaining ownership classes have

privately owned, with federal ownership and corporate

their dominant amount of timberland in the black

ownership having a higher percentage of timberland than

ash–American elm–red maple local forest type, which is

in Illinois (USDA Forest Service, 2001).

the greatest local forest type of the elm-ash-cottonwood
forest type group (Table 5).

The county distribution of timberland acreage by
ownership classes is shown in Figures 37 through 42. The

The majority of timberland in all ownership class-

distribution of privately owned timberland (Figure 37) fol-

es is in the sawtimber stand-size class (Table 17). The pri-

lows the basic distribution of timberland. Corporate owned

vate individual ownership class owns the highest acreage

timberland, shown by Figure 38, is dispersed throughout

of all stand-size classes. A similar relationship can be seen

the state, with highest acreages in the southern and west-

with stand stocking classes of growing stock trees (Table

ern parts of the state, as well as in the northern portion of

18). All ownership classes have their highest timberland

the Grand Prairie Region. As indicated in Figure 39,

acreages in fully stocked timberland, but the private indi-

National Forest timberland ownership is located exclusive-

vidual ownership class owns the most timberland of all

ly in the southern portion of the state. This federal owner-

stocking classes of growing stock trees. The state has a

ship of timberland is the Shawnee National Forest. Acreage

higher percentage of its timberland in the overstocked class

of federally owned timberland other than that in a National

than all the other ownership classes, slightly more than 20

Forest is scattered throughout the state (Figure 40). State

percent (Figure 43). The National Forest has about 15 per-

ownership of timberland acreage is shown in Figure 41.

cent of its timberland in the overstocked class. Private indi-

Timberland owned by counties and municipalities (Figure

vidual and corporate ownerships have the second lowest

42) is also variously located throughout the state, with the

and lowest percentages of their timberland in the over-

highest acreage in Vermilion County. It should be noted

stocked class, respectively. For timberland in the poorly

that reserved forest land, such as state, county, and local

stocked class (Figure 44), the situation is reversed. The cor-

parks, is excluded from Figures 41 and 42.

porate ownership class has a higher percentage of its tim-
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Figure 36.
Percentage of timberland in Illinois by ownership class, 1998..

Figure 37.
Area of timberland owned by
private individual, 1998.
Adapted from: Schmidt et al.,
2000.

1%
2%
2%
6%
7%

82%

Private individual
Corporate
National Forest
State
Other federal

Adapted from: Schmidt et al., 2000.
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Figure 38.
Area of timberland owned by
corporations, 1998.
Adapted from: Schmidt et al.,
2000.

Figure 39.
Area of timberland owned as
the Shawnee National Forest,
1998.
Adapted from: Schmidt et al.,
2000.
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Figure 40.
Area of timberland in other
federal ownerships, 1998.
Adapted from: Schmidt et al.,
2000.

Figure 41.
Area of timberland owned by
the State of Illinois. 1998.
Adapted from: Schmidt et al.,
2000.

Figure 42.
Area of timberland owned by
counties and municipalities,
1998.
Adapted from: Schmidt et al.,
2000.
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Figure 43.
Percentage of timberland in Illinois that is overstocked by ownership class, 1998.
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Adapted from: Schmidt et al., 2000.

Figure 44.
Percentage of timberland in Illinois that is poorly stocked by ownership class, 1998.
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berland in the poorly stocked class than all other owner-

class. This is somewhat surprising and may be attributed

ship classes, followed by private individuals. The other

to removals for land development. The lowest removals

federal ownership class has the second lowest percentage,

came from the corporate ownership class. This may seem

and National Forest the lowest.

unusual, but companies involved in the forest industry
own only 4 percent of the total acreage in the corporate

Figure 45 shows the cubic foot volume per acre of

ownership class (Schmidt et al., 2000). The remaining

net average annual growth and average annual removals of

acreage is owned by companies that do not depend on

growing stock on timberland by ownership classes. The

their timberland as a source of income.

National Forest has the highest net average annual growth
rate, followed by county and municipal ownerships.

A study of private ownership of forest land, includ-

Corporate and private individual ownerships have the low-

ing both timberland and reserved forest land (Birch,

est net average annual growth rates. The fact that the pri-

1996a), found that a large portion of ownership units (peo-

vate individual ownership class owns the majority of the

ple or groups of people that own forest land) own small

timberland but is showing the lowest growth indicates a

acreages of forest land (Figure 46). Only 6 percent of all

need to assist private owners in managing their timber-

ownership units own parcels of forest land between 100

land. State and federal programs that provide this assis-

and 499 acres, and fewer than 1 percent own parcels of for-

tance will be covered in the section “Benefits from Illinois

est land greater than 500 acres. Individual private owner-

Forest Resources.”

ship units account for 84 percent of all ownership units
(Table 19). Of the individual private ownership units, 34

The highest cubic feet per acre removals came on

percent own parcels of forest land less than 10 acres in

timberland owned by the county and municipal ownership

size, and 59 percent own parcels of forest land between 10

Figure 45.
Average annual net growth and average annual removals per acre of growing stock on timberland in Illinois by ownership class, 1985-1997.
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Corporate

Private individual

Figure 46.
Percentage of private ownership units of forest land in Illinois by
acreage owned, 1993.

Figure 47.
Number of unique private
forest land owners, 1996.
Adapted from: Lowry, 1996.
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and 99 acres in size. At the national level, individuals make

A study done at the University of Illinois (Lowry,

up 94 percent of the ownership units, and 60 percent of

1996) to determine the characteristics of forest ownership

these individual ownership units own parcels of forest land

within the state focused on all tracts of privately owned

less than 10 acres in size (Birch, 1996b).

forest land greater than 15 acres. This accounted for
approximately half the forest land owners in Illinois. The

The actual acreage of forest land owned by own-

study included reserved forest land as well as timberland.

ership units for the area size classes can be seen in Table

Similar to the results of Birch (1996a), by far the largest

20. Individual ownership units own 84 percent of the total

number of owners are private individuals (Table 21). These

privately owned forest land acreage. Individual ownership

are unique owners, so owners with multiple tracts within

units that own forest land parcels less than 100 acres in

Illinois are counted only once. The number of total private

size own 63 percent of the total individually owned forest

individual owners in Table 21 is significantly less than the

land acreage. Together, Tables 19 and 20 show that 1,921

total shown in Table 19, because Birch (1996a) sampled all

thousand acres of privately owned forest land are owned

private ownership units regardless of parcel size owned.

by 89,600 individual owners in parcels less than 100 acres

Figures 47 through 49 show the statewide county distribu-

in size. This means that agencies responsible for assisting

tion of the number of these owners. Data for these figures

private owners have a large number of people to serve in

were derived from Table 21. For these three figures, the

order to initiate the successful management of the forest

number of owners is given as unique for each county, not

resources of Illinois.

the entire state. This means that if an individual or a company owns more than one parcel of forest land in a single
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Figure 48.
Number of unique corporate
forest land owners, 1996.
Adapted from: Lowry, 1996.

county, that owner will be counted only once. If, however,
the owner has parcels in two or more counties, the owner
will be counted once in each county in which the owner
has forest land. Figure 47 shows unique private owners,
which includes private individuals, trusts or estates, multiple owners, and farm businesses. The distribution of
unique private owners is similar to the distribution of privately owned timberland acreage (Figure 37). Figure 48
indicates unique corporate landowners, including companies or corporations and railroads. The greatest concentration of these landowners is in the southern and western
portions of the state. Unique organization owners, which
include school districts, youth camps, religious organizations, conservation groups, and recreational clubs, are concentrated more in the northern portion of the state (Figure 49).

Figure 49.
Number of unique organization forest land owners, 1996.
Adapted from: Lowry, 1996.
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