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Wisconsin Alliance 
of Forest Owners
Growing Trees in Wisconsin?  Good Luck.

New MFL Legislation and
Understanding Your Property Tax

January 2016

Wisconsin Alliance 
of Forest Owners

A lobbying organization established to advocate for 
equitable taxes and regulatory treatment of privately 

owned forest lands  
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The Managed Forest Law 

Changes Were Needed to Keep 
it Relevant

Reviews of the MFL

*Legislative Study

*Council on Forestry Report
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WAFO PRIORITIES

#1.  RESTORE THE ABILITY FOR 
LANDOWNERS TO RECEIVE 
COMPENSATION FOR ALLOWING USE 
OF THEIR LAND FOR RECREATION

YOU CAN HUNT HERE 
BUT I NEED YOU TO FIX 
FENCES FIRST



Slide 6

RW1 Richard Wedepohl, 9/7/2015
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A Separate Bill Was Drafted 
to Rescind the Leasing Ban  

A public hearing was held Tuesday, December 8th, in 
Madison. 

Rep. Mursau/Sen. Tiffany 
Introduced MFL BILL 

Senate Bill 434 and Assembly Bill 561 were 
Introduced in December and Hearings were held in 
front of both the Assembly and Senate Committees
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Senate Bill Was Amended Jan 14th to: 

Allow landowners to receive consideration for 
allowing use of their land for recreational 
purposes!!

WHAT WOULD THE NEW MFL BILL CHANGE?

1) Eliminates the 5% yield tax landowners must pay on timber 
harvested.

2) Directs all of the closed acreage fees to local governments.  
Currently these fees are transferred by local governments to the 
state where they are deposited in the state’s forestry account.  
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NEW MFL BILL 

3) Limits the early withdrawal penalty to a maximum of 10 years for 
small landowners.  

4) Simplifies sales of land enrolled in the MFL by allowing 
landowners to sell any part of a parcel of land.

5) Allows withdrawal of 1 to 5 acres for construction or sale 
(withdrawal penalties apply)

NEW MFL BILL 

6) Allows additions of 3 or more acres of contiguous land to an 
existing MFL order.

7)  Allows withdrawal of lands that were damaged by natural 
disasters or is unsuitable for production of merchantable timber 
without penalty.
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NEW MFL BILL 

8) Increases the 160 acre closed land limit to 320 acres within 
any one municipality.

9) Allows landowners to receive consideration for allowing use 
of their land for recreational purposes.

10) Makes the MFL a CONTRACT instead of an “agreement”.

OTHER CHANGES

• Certification of Foresters
• Definition of large landowners for withdrawal penalty (no 10 

year max)
• Foot access required for open acres
• 20 acre minimum entry size
• No structures allowed for new entries
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THE BILL DID NOT CONTAIN…… 

Changes Still Needed to Make Tree Farming 
Comparable to Other Agricultural Uses

Reduction in tax rate
Additional reduction in withdrawal penalties
Making timber sales eligible for state M&A tax credit
Agricultural Forest Classification – Why only if you have other ag 
land on your tax parcel?
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NEXT STEPS ARE….. 

Process to Passage of Bill

New amendments still being drafted
Assembly Committee passage
Joint Finance Committee passage
Full Senate and Assembly passage
Signing by the Governor
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Part 2

HOW YOUR PROPERTY IS TAXED and WHAT A 
LANDOWNER NEEDS TO KNOW

You need to know…

Taxation of rural Wisconsin 
property is not uniform.
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and you need to know…

How your land is classified for 
property tax purposes.

Town of Clyde, Adjacent Lands

TAX = $1.26/ACRE TAX = $67.31/ACRE
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Taxes = $315 

Taxes = $1,017
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Taxes = $39

So why are the property taxes 
so different?
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Property Tax Assessment Classifications

1. Residential
2. Commercial
3. Manufacturing
4. Agricultural -- Use Value 
5. Undeveloped -- 50% of Fair Market
6. Agricultural Forest -- 50% of Fair Market
7. Productive Forest Land
8. Other

Example From Assessors Manual

40 Total Acres

(W2) 1.0 acre - Undeveloped land (Right-of-way)

(F) 6.0
acres
Forest

      

(A1) 13.0 acres -
Tillable Land

(A2) 6.0 acres - Pasture

(B) 2.0
acres
Other

Stre
am

$$$

$$$

$$$

$$$

(W
1) 

12.0 acre
s -

Undevelo
ped L

and

$$$

Land Use Acres

(F) Forest 6.0

(Assessed at full fair market value)

(A) Agricultural 19.0

Tillable Land 13.0

Pasture 6.0

(Assessed at Use‐Value)

(B) Other 2.0

(Assessed at full fair‐market value)

(W) 
Undeveloped

13.0

Lowland 12.0

Right‐of‐Way 1.0

(Assessed at 50% of full value)
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Real Estate Property Tax Bill

Behind the Scenes: The Property Record
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Town of Clyde
Land Use Acres Assessed 

Value
Tax/Acre

Agricultural Land 11,112 $143.83 $2.90

Agricultural Forest  2,804 $1,900.00 $33.65

Productive Forest 1,471 $3,800.00 $76.31

Undeveloped 889 $376.60 $5.81

MFL* 8,210 $10.68

Agricultural Land Breakdown

Grade 1 Cropland $5.10

Grade 2 Cropland $4.31

Grade 3 Cropland $3.15

Pasture $1.26

MFL is expiring… 
What options do 

I have?

32
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Property Tax Situation
Fair Market Value =  $2400/acre, mill rate = $19/$1000

Possible Options For Different Classifications:

• 50 acres productive forest = $2280 total annual tax

• 50 acres ag‐forest = $1140/yr

• 50 acres pasture = $67/yr

• 50 acres MFL = $525/yr

PASTURE THE 50 ACRES OF 
WOODS AND PAY $67 
EACH YEAR?
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Is an Ag-Forest Classification 
Possible?

So what is Agricultural Forest Land?

• Contiguous to a parcel that has been classified in whole as agricultural 
land. The forest land and the contiguous agricultural parcel must have 
the same owner. 

• Located on a parcel that contains agricultural land for the January 1, 
2004 assessment, and on January 1 of the current assessment year. 

• Located on a parcel where at least 50 percent of the acreage was 
converted to agricultural land for the January 1, 2005, assessment year 
or thereafter. 
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AG – Forest Example, Scenario 6 of 19
DOR’s Ag Assessment Guide for Property Owners

Parcel 1

Agricultural

Parcel 2 Parcel 3

Parcel 4 Parcel 5

Ag
Forest

Undeveloped

Agricultural Forest Productive Forest

Und

Agricultural Assessment Guide For 
Wisconsin Property Owners 
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Ag-Forest Option 
Taxes = $1140/yr vs. $2280/yr

INITIAL COSTS 

•One time cost of survey to establish a new (small) tax parcel to 
qualify as Ag‐Forest ‐ $1200

•Develop a voluntary management plan ‐ $500

BENEFITS

•Maintain DNR/NRCS forestry assistance and cost sharing with the 
voluntary plan 

•No yield tax on timber or special regulations to follow

•No constraints on sale of land or parcel splitting, and

•Potential lease of $1000/yr. 

What About the MFL?

Property Taxes Would Be $525/yr… today*

*Rates change every 5 years
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MFL -- Additional Considerations
• Hire a consultant forester, develop a plan and pay entry fees 
- $1000+

• No leasing or other income opportunities

• Additional harvest restrictions

• Yield tax on harvest - $4000 (estimate)

• Loss of land splitting flexibility

• Potential reduction in sale price

• Significant penalty for withdrawal, and

• What will they do next?

A LANDOWNER’S GUIDE TO 
UNDERSTANDING YOUR PROPERTY TAX BILL

Learn how your land is taxed and what options 
you have to reduce your taxes

Contact us at www.wafo.org
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THE MANAGED FOREST LAW:  
DO I WANT TO ENROLL MY PROPERTY?

The program has changed and the decision on whether or not to commit 
to another 25 years is not as easy as it once was.

A Landowners Decision Making Guide on the MFL, Sept. 2015

Contact us at www.wafo.org

TO TAKE YOUR ANALYSIS TO THE NEXT LEVEL ….

LOOK AT LONG TERM RETURNS FOR VARIOUS 
OPTIONS
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Wooded Land Management:
The Cost of Doing Nothing
or

Getting a Return on Investment
Paul Dietmann, Emerging Markets Specialist
Badgerland Financial
(608) 370-6956
Paul.dietmann@badgerlandfinancial.com

PPT AVAILABLE AT WWW.WAFO.ORG

Landowner scenario: 
40 acres of average quality wooded land in Southwestern Wisconsin valued at $100,000. 

OPTIONS AND RETURN ON INVESTMENTS ARE:

A) Fence & pasture it to lower the property taxes, harvest low-average quality timber in 15 
years  -- Return on Investment = 3.33% 

B) Clear-cut, fence, and pasture it -- Return on Investment = 2.20%

C) Do nothing, pay the taxes and in 15 years, harvest 1/3 of the timber at average quality --
Return on Investment = 1.92%

D) Develop a forest management plan, enroll in MFL, actively manage for timber stand 
improvement and in 15 years, harvest 1/3 of the timber at good quality -- Return on 
Investment = 4.87%

E) Develop & implement a forest management plan, don’t enroll in MFL, 
lease out the hunting rights  -- Return on Investment = 4.86%
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Longer Term Goals:

Trees are an Agricultural Crop. Should you be penalized 
with higher property taxes?

THANK YOU!

WISCONSIN ALLIANCE OF FOREST OWNERS

WE NEED YOUR HELP

TO ACHIEVE  EQUITABLE TAX AND REGULATORY TREATMENT OF PRIVATELY 
OWNED FOREST LANDS

WWW.WAFO.ORG
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Cost of Community Services  (FY96)

Ratio of greater than 1 indicates a particular land use costs 
more than the revenue it provides. A ratio of less than 1 
indicates a land use provides more revenue to a community 
than it requires in costs of public services.  

Source, Mary Edwards, et al. 2000. Paying for Local Services: The Cost of Community Services for Nine
Wisconsin Communities. WI: Wisconsin Land Use Research Program 

Costs to Municipalities to Service Forest Land

Police – Trespassing response?
Fire – Yes, but significant state contributions
Roads – Periodic harvests and access for mgmt.
COSTS - $2 per acre?
MFL - $11/acre  -- A Big Tax Break….or….

Reduction in Subsidy


