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Greg Wipperfurth of Sauk County has 185 acres enrolled in Wisconsin’s Managed Forest Law program. 

Taxing 
decisions

Wisconsin’s Managed Forest Law program gives    tax breaks to some, while it shifts burden to others
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Managed forestland open to the public
While about two-thirds of the land under Wisconsin’s Managed Forest Law program is closed to the public, 
about 1 million acres of privately owned land are open to the public for recreational purposes. The purple on the 
map shows where much of that publicly open land is located, mostly in the northern part of the state. The red 
represents land that is open to the public under the related Forest Crop Law program.

POINTS DO NOT REPRESENT THE ACTUAL 
BOUNDARIES OF LAND OPEN TO THE PUBLIC
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the program’s effects — good and bad — run deep, whether 
Wisconsinites see them or not.

History and purpose 
   The basic concept of the Managed Forest Law program is 
simple: Taxpayers who own forestland are able to enroll in 
the program and forgo local property taxes. Instead, they pay 
a range of modified — virtually always lower — taxes to the 
state that are used in various ways on the state and local level. 
   The program results in participants getting a tax break in 
return for keeping their land wooded and logging it in ac-
cordance with Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
guidelines, while potentially creating recreational opportunities 
for their fellow Wisconsinites. 
   There are two levels of tax breaks, depending 
upon whether the land is closed or open to 
the public. About 68 percent of the man-
aged forestland in Wisconsin is closed to 
the public, according to the DNR, while 
about 32 percent is open to the public 
for hunting, hiking and other activities, in 
return for an even lower tax rate. 
   The origins of the Managed 
Forest Law program extend 
all the way back to before 
the Great Depression, 
when in 1927 the 
state passed the 
Forest Crop Law 
program. Policy-
makers designed 
it to reverse the 
devastation that 
poor forestry prac-
tices had wrought 
on Wisconsin’s 
woodlands — crucial 
to the state’s logging, 
construction, paper 
and other industries 
— while preserving 
public land for environmen-
tal and recreational opportu-
nities.
   In 1954, the state passed 
the Woodland  Tax Law, 
which, according to a 
University of Wisconsin Ex-

tension history, allowed tax incentives to apply to small tracts 
of land and let landowners keep their parcels private if they 
wished.   While some might argue that having the land closed 
to the public is unfair since all taxpayers are paying for the tax 
breaks, allowing landowners to participate without opening up 
their land to anyone democratized the program among farmers 
and other individual owners. 
   The Managed Forest Law program is the modern combina-
tion of these programs, but even today, small farmers across 
the state are likely to say they’ve put their land into “Wood-
land Tax,” which is shorthand for the 1954 law.

Taxes, logging and lifestyle dilemmas 
   The bottom line is owners of managed forestland get a 
considerable tax break, while other property owners without 
acreage in the program pay more. Dale Knapp, research direc-
tor with the nonpartisan Wisconsin Taxpayers Alliance, said 
that because it’s a break from locally established taxes, the tax 
shift is most acute within counties and towns where there is 
ample managed forestland. 

   “So when 
you have these 
properties that 
are in the (Man-
aged Forest Law 
program) that 
aren’t being 
taxed, that’s 
shifting then 
some of the 
property tax 
burden to other 

property tax owners,” Knapp says.
   How big of a shift? According to the Wisconsin 

Department of Revenue, local taxpayers in the 
Managed Forest Law program most recently saved 

a cumulative $90 million on an annual basis. Knapp 
says that number might be roughly the amount of 

money shifted to other taxpayers, but it’s a complicated 
picture. If you were to remove the state program, taxpayers 
affected would be paying local rates that vary widely — and 
could change as local governments react to no longer having 
the program in place.
   “Really, the impact is local,” Knapp says. 
  That’s a unique aspect of the Managed Forest Law program. 
The counties where people see the benefits of the program 
— from tax reductions to a strong logging industry to good 
deer hunting — are also the places where other taxpayers have 

 
to pay the taxes  

if you want to 
 

— Greg Wipperfurth, 
Sauk County 
landowner
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takes away from the ability to pay them hurts them. This is 
family — we know everybody here.”

Raiding and reforming
   The program has not been free of abuse or other trade-offs.
   State Sen. Tom Tiffany sits in a Joint Finance Committee 
hearing at the state Capitol. His eyes narrow as he studies the 
papers in front of him, then looks up to gaze at the govern-
ment officials debating the 2017-’19 budget proposal. 
   Tiffany is working to dial in 
on every penny in the state 
budget, but he’d just as soon 
be in the Northwoods.
   The Republican from Hazel-
hurst — whose district includes 
woods in No. 1 managed for-
estland hotspot Oneida County 
— often walks the logging sites 
of northern Wisconsin in a cap 
and jacket, talking with locals 
about issues affecting the local 
economy. It’s why he worked 
to reform the Managed Forest 
Law program when he saw it 
becoming associated with both burdensome regulations and 
abuse.
   In 2015, reforms Tiffany sponsored were signed into law. 
The legislation streamlined the program in many ways, such as 
making it easier to get logging approved so that small landown-
ers trying to fuel the logging industry didn’t face undue red 
tape. The reforms also reversed a Doyle administration move 
that Tiffany says seized about $6 million in Managed Forest 
Land money for state government use, instead of letting it 
revert to local governments.
   Gov. Jim Doyle “raided local property taxes,” Tiffany says. 
“It’s like any program; it needs to be managed properly.”
   Then there’s the issue of who is benefiting. 
   It’s true that there are scores of small, individual landown-
ers — such as farmer Terry Sprecher of Richland County, who 
would have sold his 40 acres for development long ago without 
the Managed Forest Law program.  Instead, his land is available 
to the public, and when loggers harvest the jack pine, it goes 
toward an important commodity — toilet paper.
   But that land remaining in woodland also means economic 
development through the commercial or residential markets 
that isn’t happening. And not all landowners are small or local 
— such as Meteor Timber LLC, which owns about 12,000 
acres of managed forestland in Adams County alone, accord-

ing to DNR records. Meteor, which according to the Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel is the largest private landowner in the state, is 
involved in economic development projects that mean lots of 
investment and jobs but also complaints from environmental 
activists. 
   Meteor is owned by Timberland Investment Resources, 
an Atlanta-based investment company that did not respond 
to requests for comment for this story. Regardless, Meteor’s 

example further illustrates the 
trade-offs of the program. The 
company’s Adams County acre-
age is open to the public, mean-
ing that in return for tax breaks 
to the subsidiary of a large, out-
of-state company, Wisconsinites 
can access thousands of acres 
for recreation. Meanwhile, many 
small, private landowners in the 
program keep their land closed.
   Still, DNR records show thou-
sands of individual landowners 
using the program. From a rec-
reational standpoint, the open 

land (about 32 percent of all managed forestland) is often used 
for hiking and hunting. While private land (about 68 percent) 
is not accessible to the entire public, it’s also the source of 
superior hunting land — compared to the over-hunted public 
parcels — accessed often by hunters who are on friendly terms 
with local landowners.
   And all of it fuels the logging industry and associated eco-
nomic sectors. The folks at Biewer Wisconsin Sawmill in Pren-
tice, which makes treated wood for decks and other uses in 
the housing industry, say the program is important because it 
keeps Wisconsin’s logging industry humming. “It’s an impor-
tant program, without a doubt,” says assistant plant manager 
Thad Henderson, who estimated that as much as 25 percent of 
the company’s logs come from small, individual landowners.
   Landowners like Greg Wipperfurth in Sauk County. As his 
sons finish grinding meat in the shop, he reflects on the eco-
nomics of it, noting that he could sell the land for development 
but that the tax break and logging revenue mean he can afford 
to keep it around for hunting. He’d like to keep the land if he 
can — and his sons would like it, too.

Brian Reisinger is a conservative writer from Wisconsin. He is the founder of the 
Wisconsin-based communications firm Hilltop Strategies and has worked as a 
journalist and political staffer in Wisconsin, Tennessee and Washington, D.C.

Greg Wipperfurth displays hunting trophies in his workshop. 
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