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Private forest owners are an essen
al underpinning 

of the economy in our na
on’s forested regions. 

Nearly 11 million private landowners are responsible 

for managing 423 million acres in the United States. 

Close to three-quarters of these private forests are 

considered to be family forests (i.e., non-industrial 

forest) that are owned and managed by people with 

a broad diversity of objec
ves.
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According to a recent study
2
, private forest lands 

make the following contribu
ons to the na
onal 

economy: 

• Direct, Indirect, and Induced Jobs: 2.5 million 

• Direct, Indirect, and Induced Payroll from Private 

Forests: $87 billion 

• State Income and Severance Taxes from Private 

Forests: $4.4 billion 

• Sales from Private Forests: $263 billion 

• Economic Impact - Contribu
on to GDP from Pri-

vate Forests: $115 billion 

In many places, however, the financial viability of 

prac
cing forest management that creates these 

economic returns is under threat. Tradi
onal uses 

for wood—e.g. sawlogs, papermaking—are chang-

ing, and in many places the financial returns on 

growing trees for harvest have stagnated or de-

clined. Instead the value of forest lands for their de-

velopment and amenity values has increased signifi-

cantly.  

Capitalizing on Nature’s Benefits: New Incen&ves for Private Forest Landowners  

As forest lands are increasingly purchased for non-

forest uses, forest and open space is being lost at a 

rate of nearly 6,000 a day in the U.S. New markets 

and other income opportuni
es for products and 

services from private forests are key to allevia
ng 

this trend and rebuilding an economic founda
on 

for sustainable forestry on private lands.  

Payments for ecosystem services—clean water, car-

bon sequestra
on, wildlife habitat and others—that 

forests provide hold promise as a new economic op-

portunity to maintain private forests. In fact, a re-

cent report concludes that private forest landown-
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Key Recommenda&ons 

1. Ensure central oversight and coordina
on at 

the federal level to facilitate the development 

of consistent metrics and tools for payments 

for ecosystem services.  

2. Maintain funding levels for Farm Bill conserva-


on programs that already deliver payments 

for ecosystem services, and refocus some of 

these investments to pay for ecosystem ser-

vices outcomes. 

3. Improve the accessibility, efficiency, and cost-

effec
veness of technical assistance available 

to landowners wan
ng to access ecosystem 

services incen
ve programs, and provide flexi-

bility to allow for regional differences in how 

that assistance is delivered.   



ers are already awarded at least $1.9 

billion as payments for ecosystem 

services in the US each year.
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Currently there are at least 14 Farm 

Bill and other federal government 

programs that encourage landown-

ers to deliver ecosystem services. 

The private sector is also a signifi-

cant source of demand through reg-

ulatory and pre-regulatory compli-

ance and, in many cases, because 

the business case for ecosystem ser-

vices investments makes sense. 

NGOs around the country are devel-

oping innova
ve pilot efforts to de-

liver payments for ecosystem services 

through market mechanisms, mi
ga-


on strategies, and other means. 

To really have an impact, however, mechanisms that 

deliver payments for ecosystem services must be 

further developed and then scaled up significantly. 

Currently only a small number of landowners par
ci-

pate in payments for ecosystem services projects, 

and the payments they receive are oGen too small to 

compete with markets to develop land.  

Changes in government and corporate policy will be 

cri
cal to the development of payments for ecosys-

tem services programs capable of compensa
ng the 

large number of willing landowners undertaking ac-


ons to conserve and restore America’s forests. 

Our Recommenda&ons  

The par
cipants in the Coali
on for Eastern Forests 

& Communi
es ecosystem services working group 

share a common interest in developing and strength-

ening markets, payments, and incen
ves that re-

ward forest landowners for stewarding and sustain-

ing the ecosystem services their forests provide.  

Many of us are involved in specific projects in our 

home states and around the country that are begin-

ning to demonstrate how these mechanisms might 

work. Based in that experience, this paper outlines 

our high level recommenda
ons for how federal pol-

icy can complement these on-the-ground efforts and 

spur a significant increase in landowner access to 

payment for ecosystem services opportuni
es.  

1.  Ensure central oversight and coordina&on at the 

federal level to facilitate the development of con-

sistent metrics and tools for payments for ecosys-

tem services.  

Mul
ple organiza
ons and en

es- both public and 

private- are working to develop ecosystem service 

metrics and marketplaces around the U.S. While 

most of these efforts are necessarily place-based 

(i.e., focused on delivering services in a par
cular 

watershed or ecosystem) these efforts oGen lack 

consistency among standards and approaches to 

ecosystem services valua
on, contribu
ng to in-

stances of “reinven
ng the wheel” and to inefficient 

market development. 

The 2008 Farm Bill tasked USDA with the work es-

tablishing “technical guidelines that outline science-

based methods to measure the environmental ser-

vices benefits from conserva
on and land manage-

ment ac
vi
es.” USDA was further required to do 

this in consulta
on “with other federal and state 

government agencies, nongovernmental interests, 

and other interested persons.”  

To act on this mandate USDA created what is now 

the Office of Environmental Markets. As Congress 

draGs the 2012 Farm Bill, we ask that a means for 

central oversight and coordina
on of ecosystem ser-

vices policy and programs at the federal level again 
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Who We Are 

The Coali
on for Eastern Forests and Communi
es  is com-

prised of over thirty organiza
ons and individuals who joined 

together to improve the social, economic and environmental 

well-being of communi
es and forests in the Eastern U.S. by 

sharing, developing and advoca
ng for effec
ve na
onal poli-

cy solu
ons that promote healthy forest ecosystems and vital 

communi
es.  

be included, and that this office be given specific, 

adequate resources and strong mandate to facilitate 

the development of common metrics and proce-

dures to measure ecosystem services benefits.  

It must also play a strong role in leading inter-agency 

coopera
on amongst federal, state, and local re-

source agencies working to develop ecosystem ser-

vices markets and payments, with an eye specifically 

to expedi
ng market development and increasing 

private capital investment. 

2. Maintain funding levels for Farm Bill conserva-

&on programs that already deliver payments for 

ecosystem services, and refocus some of these in-

vestments to pay for ecosystem services outcomes. 

In the absence of regulatory-driven markets for eco-

system services, Farm Bill conserva
on programs are 

perhaps the most important mechanisms currently 

for protec
ng and stewarding ecosystem services on 

private lands. It is essen
al that current funding lev-

els for these programs be maintained in the next 

Farm Bill. 

We also recommend that development of the next 

Farm Bill consider how these conserva
on programs 

can be more focused on outcomes-based incen
ve 

payments, e.g. allowing for the purchase of actual 

ecosystem services delivered, not just for cost-

sharing for prac
ces that may (or may not) deliver 

those services. This recommenda
on is easier said 

than done; one approach could be parallel ecosys-

tem credit programs that match federal dollars and 

target non-federal sources of funding to projects 

that will yield the largest conserva
on outcomes.  

Finally, one specific federal program has been in-

strumental in catalyzing a number of ecosystem 

services pilot projects around the country. The Con-

serva
on Innova
on Grant (CIG) program (within 

EQIP) funds a number of projects that are demon-

stra
ng the effec
veness and viability of different 

strategies to deliver payments for ecosystem ser-

vices. The CIG program and funding level must be 

maintained.  

3. Improve the accessibility, efficiency, and cost-

effec&veness of technical assistance available to 

landowners wan&ng to access ecosystem services 

incen&ve programs, and provide flexibility to allow 

for regional differences in how that assistance is 

delivered.   

Landowners seeking to access federal conserva
on 

incen
ve programs that provide payments for eco-

system services oGen face a number of barriers, 

including onerous paperwork, lengthy processing 


mes, and insufficient agency capacity or 

knowledge. In many places, non-federal partners in 

the NGO and private sector could provide more lo-

cally adapted and efficient technical assistance. 

One recommenda
on to accomplish this is to ex-

pand the op
ons for NGOs to partner with federal 

agencies in administering and delivering Farm Bill 

programs, such as through the Coopera
ve Conser-

va
on Partnership Ini
a
ve (CCPI). To be most 

effec
ve, however, the statute that prohibits ad-

ministering organiza
ons from covering any of their 

costs must be removed.  

For more informa
on about this paper, please contact: 

Joe Short, Northern Forest Center: 

jshort@northernforest.org 

Brian KiRler, Pinchot Ins
tute for Conserva
on: 

bkiRler@pinchot.org 

For more informa
on about CEFC, please contact: 

Rebecca Turner, American Forests: rturner@amfor.org 
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