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Forest Loss 

A. Blake Gardner

• While 74% of the state is covered by forests, a closer 
look reveals that our forests are being converted 
and fragmented by rural sprawl.

 
• We are also outright losing our forests due to 

development and forestland conversion. 

• According to the Forest Service’s Forest Inventory 
Analysis, 12,548 acres of forestland are converted 
on average to nonforest every year.* 

     * Source: USDA Forest Service. 2023. Forests of  
     Vermont, 2021.  



Forest Fragmentation



Intact Forest Blocks and Fragmentation



ANR Forest Fragmentation Reports 
for the Legislature



Parcelization
The breaking up of land into 
smaller and smaller parcels, 
usually through subdivision. 

• Increased, potentially disjointed 
ownership of parent parcel; 

• Step toward new development, 
housing and infrastructure that may 
fragment natural resources and intact 
forests depending on how it occurs; 

• Less viable tracts for forestry; and 
• Potential negative ecological impacts. 

A. Blake Gardner



Phase 1 (2010)     Statewide parcelization trends based
       on Grand List data, 2003-2009.

Phase 2 (2014)     Subdivisions in 22 case study towns. 

Phase 3 (2018)     Parcelization trends, 2004-2016 
(state, regional planning commission, county, & town levels).

Funded by the Forest Ecosystem Monitoring Cooperative, the Northeastern States Research Cooperative (NSRC), a partnership of Northern Forest states 
(New Hampshire, Vermont, Maine, and New York) in coordination with the USDA Forest Service, and other partners

Background on VNRC Research 



Phase 4 (2023)  Updated trends through 2020.  
     Examined new data such as property 
    transfer tax returns. 

Background on VNRC Research 

This phase was funded by the Forest Ecosystem Monitoring Cooperative and 
Vermont Natural Resources Council.

 
Key contributors and partners included: 

Jamey Fidel, Deb Brighton, Brian Voigt, Kayla Patel, Mary Perchlik, Vermont 
Agency of Natural Resources, Vermont Department of Taxes – Division of 

Property Valuation and Review, 
Vermont Center for Geographic Information, and Bindu Panikkar and Jarlath 

O’Neil of the University of Vermont.



Private Land Trends

In 2020, just over 70% of the 
privately owned acreage in 

Vermont is still represented in 
parcels over 50 acres.



Acreage by Parcel Type – Phase 4 - 2020
The number of acres in the “residential” category is increasing, while “farm” and 
“woodland” acreage is decreasing, with “woodland” acreage decreasing the fastest.

Residential 
increased by 

8.64%

Woodland 
decreased 
by 19.32 %



Acreage by Parcel Type
The number of acres in the “residential” category is increasing, while “farm” and 
“woodland” acreage is decreasing, with “woodland” acreage decreasing the fastest.

Parcel Type Acreage Change 2005 Acreage 2020 Acreage Percent Change

Residential 201,804.56 2,334,333.38 2,536,137.94 8.64

Farm -55,940.18 566,652.45 510,712.27 -9.87

Woodland -189,003.18 977,956.97 788,953.79 -19.32

Other 30,020.30 908,674.92 938,695.22 3.30



VNRC Subdivision Study – Phase 4



Acreage by Parcel Type – Large Parcels
The number of acres in the “residential” category is increasing, while “farm” and 
“woodland” acreage is decreasing, with “woodland” acreage decreasing the fastest.
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Acreage by Parcel Type – Large Parcels 

Acreage in 50+ Acre 
Parcels Residential Farm Woodland Other

2005 40.29% 16.26% 25.65% 17.80%

2020 43.97% 14.89% 21.37% 19.77%



Acreage by Parcel Type - Woodland
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Acreage by Parcel Size
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Parcel Count by Parcel Size

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

200

0 - 2 2 - 5 5 - 10 10 - 25 25 - 50 50 - 100 100 - 200 > 200

Th
ou

sa
nd

s

Parcel Count by Parcel Size (acres)

2005 2010 2015 2020

The number of parcels in the 2-5 and 5-10 acre size categories increased by 11.2% 
and 16.3% respectively.



Parcels with Dwellings
Parcels less than 50 acres in size with dwellings increased by 19,612 parcels from 
2005 to 2020, which is an increase of 8.2% over the study period.  
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VNRC Subdivision Study – Phase 4



VNRC Subdivision Study – Phase 4



VNRC Subdivision Study – Phase 4

Furthermore, 43% were partially within the 
highest ranking priority forest blocks. 



• Reviewed records of subdivisions 
in 22 case study towns

• Total subdivision activity, by 
zoning district, from 2002 through 
2009

•When land is subdivided…
• How many lots were created?

• What size were the lots?

VNRC Subdivision Study – Phase 2



Findings: 

• 2,749 lots created from 925 subdivisions affecting a total of 70,827 
acres of land.

• On average, each subdivision resulted in 2-4 lots.

• Based on spatial analysis in four Phase II communities, between 
50% and 68.8% of the subdivided acres were located within forest 
blocks mapped by the Agency of Natural Resources.

How many lots were created?



Findings
•Median lot sizes: 2.4 – 12.15 acres
• Size of original lot (“parent parcel”) matters

What does this mean?
•Resulting parcels may be too small to support long-term 

forest management goals.
•Multiple owners can lead to fragmented land 

management.  

Size of original 
parcel

Subdivisions resulting in at least one 
50+ acre parcel

100+ acres 97%
50-100 acres 57%

What Were The Lot Sizes?



Finding:
Most land subdivision is taking 
place in rural residential districts 
versus conservation districts. 

In Rural 
Res. 

districts

In Natural 
Resource 
districts

%   of total 
subdivision
s

79% 15%

% of total 
acres

84% 22%

What does this mean?
• Natural resources in “default” districts – where most 

subdivision is happening – may be more vulnerable to 
fragmentation. 

• Opportunity for improved site design and subdivision 
configuration in these areas.

Where Were The Lots Created?



•The majority of subdivision activity is not triggering Act 250.

•Only 1% - 2% of subdivisions in the case study towns were 
large enough to trigger Act 250.

•A small number of subdivisions, but a larger amount 
acreage, was subject to Act 250 under amendment 
jurisdiction, meaning the land was already under Act 250. 

Relevance to Act 250?



VNRC Parcelization Website 

• To make parcelization data more 
accessible

• To visualize change spatially.
• To generate geographically-specific 

reports

Visit https://vtforesttrends.vnrc.org 
for interactive data tools, 

parcelization reports, a glossary of 
terms, and additional info about this 

project.



VNRC Parcelization Website 



Recommendations for State Policy


