

Helping landowners get the most from their home away from home
Nature lovers who live and work in the Twin Cities may fulfill a lifelong dream when they own a woodland retreat in northern Minnesota. 
But turning these absentee landowners into active land managers is one of the big challenges of Troy Holcomb’s work as the cooperative forest management forester in the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources Division of Forestry, where he serves landowners and communities in Aitkin County. While city dwellers are drawn to the seemingly untouched quality of Minnesota’s northern forests, Holcomb wants them to hear a key message: “Forests don’t stay the same if you don’t manage them,” he said. “They are always changing.” 
Roughly 32% of Minnesota’s 17.7 million acres of forestland — 5.7 million acres — is under private ownership, making these 175,000 landowner families critical to the overall health of the state’s forests. In unmanaged forests, invasive species easily take root and storm damage is more severe. On a large scale, this can negatively impact water quality, the scope and distribution of wildlife habitat, and the state’s forest products economy. Alternately, when private landowners are educated and engaged in active management, from tree planting to timber sales, it helps boost both the ecosystem and economy on a local, regional, national — or even global — scale.
“There is incredible pressure on state, county, and federal lands, in terms of wildlife habitat and forest products,” Holcomb said. “All of our jobs would be much easier if this kind of work occurred on private lands.”
That’s the big picture. But when Holcomb works with landowners, he tries instead to connect forest management to what distinct groups of landowners want from their property, whether it is peaceful enjoyment or a place to hunt, and to focus his message there. “If you try to reach everyone,” Holcomb said, “you won’t reach anyone.” 
To better understand “types” of landowners and their motivations, Holcomb partnered with Tools for Engaging Landowners Effectively (TELE). Using the National Woodland Owner Survey, a USDA Forest Service tool, Holcomb identified absentee landowners who primarily use their property for hunting as the most promising segment to target. Because hunters tend to own larger parcels, the impact of management is greater. Because they are interested in improving their hunting experience, it is easier to motivate them to act. 
Once he identified the population to target, Holcomb had another challenge: how to attract absentee landowners to educational workshops, which had a history of low attendance. Previously, workshops were held near the recreational properties in northern Minnesota and would be advertised in the local newspaper. Landowners who lived in the Twin Cities might never hear about the workshop or be unable to travel to attend it. 
The simple solution was to hold a workshop at a location near the Twin Cities and to reach landowners through their permanent mailing address. TELE helped him design a mailing that would “catch a hunter’s eye,” Holcomb said. Representatives from TELE also came to Minnesota to help develop the workshop’s content. The goal was for landowners to see a timber sale as an effective tool to improve deer and grouse habitat — and, by extension, to improve hunting on their land.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Many other partners were critical to the workshop’s success. Forest industry provided key funding and support. Expert speakers from habitat groups were especially effective in delivering the workshop’s message, Holcomb noted, because private landowners tend to place high trust in these groups, which included Ruffed Grouse Society, Minnesota Deer Hunters Association, Wildlife Management Institute and American Bird Conservancy, among others. The workshop also carved out time for presentations from private landowners who could describe their own experience with a timber sale. 
Holcomb sees significant untapped opportunity in this approach, which is why he volunteered to take a leadership role in two upcoming workshops. He wants to expand beyond hunters to other types of landowners with different reasons for owning their land, from cross-country skiing to scenic beauty.
“A lot of people know that they want to do something, but they don’t know where to start,” Holcomb said. “I want them to know that there are foresters and resources available to help make a plan and implement it.”  
