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Similar to the Agricultural Exemption, New York State has had many different laws that encourage landowners to practice good forest management on its books since the early 1900’s.  These laws encourage landowners to be good stewards by giving them a reduced assessment on their woodland.  Currently, New York State has Section 480-A of the Real Property Tax Law to encourage landowners to manage their Tree Farms wisely and to not sub-divide their properties and enhance the economy of the forest industry of New York State.  It reduces both the school & the property taxes on all woodland that is eligible for an exemption by 80%.

Why?  Many landowners can not bear the burden of taxes and hold onto their family’s property, and pass it down to their children, without this exemption. Some parents commit their family’s property to make sure their children practice wisdom with the management of their family’s trees after they go on to heaven.  Some families and hunting clubs commit to this program because every dollar saved helps their budget for other expenses.

What lands are eligible?  An eligible property contains a minimum of 50 acres of woodland on one contiguous owner.  Any individual corporation, industry, partnership, association, firm, trust or estate or hunting club or family that owns forest land can be eligible.

How do you apply for an exemption?  You need to have your Forester prepare an inventory and forest management plan of the resources growing on your property.  The plan will show the location and the size of your property, the stocking levels of your forest, the different kinds and sizes of the trees on your property, the volume and value of the forest products growing on your property, a schedule of timber sales, thinnings, and any other work that you commit to doing to maximize the income that you receive from your forestland.  The work schedule is adjusted to what you and your family can or want to commit the property to. There will be maps, topos, and aerials of your property showing the different forest stands, lakes, ponds, streams, fields, roads and buildings.  Your forester will submit the plan to the DEC for their approval.  Once the plan has been filed with the Clerk, the Assessor and the DEC, you have committed your property to your work schedule on the Certificate of Approval.  You then must follow the plan for as long as you wish to be in the program.

How long is my commitment?  You need to apply for an exemption every year before March 1, if you want an exemption for that year.  It is a simple form but must be filed every year with your local assessor and DEC, we can do this for an annual fee of $50 or you can do it yourself.  Every year that you apply for an exemption, you commit the property to 10 years in the work schedule following that year’s application.  Therefore, you are always committed ten years ahead of the last year that you received the exemption.

How much money will I save in taxes?  The assessors calculate your reduction in assessment by multiplying your current assessment on the woodland by 80%.  Your new assessment will be 80% less than the current assessment on the woodland only.  On the average, a 100 acre wood lot will save $800-$1,000 annually in property and school taxes under the New York State Forest Tax Law.  One of our clients has saved more than $20,000 in seven years!

How much will this cost me?  There is an initial one time cost of developing a forest inventory and management plan on your property, you save more than this cost in the first year’s savings in taxes.  If your property is in the New York City Watershed, your plan will be paid for by New York City, as long as funding is available. If you send us your tax bills, we will do a cost/benefit analysis, free of charge.  Anytime you sell forest products on the property, we work on a commission of the proceeds that you receive from the sale of forest products on your property.  Normally, 15% of the highest accepted bid, that gives us the incentive to market the trees for the most money for you and your family.  Further, there are many additional benefits of Forest Science being implemented on your Tree Farm by your Forester.  To insure a continuing crop for you and your children, your Forester’s decisions of which tree to sell now and which tree to grow for sale at a later date, are incredibly valuable to you and your children.  Our fee more than pays for itself from the increased income we are able to net you through our marketing methods, we also protect you through the supervision of the contracts, performance bond, insurance requirements, and the increased growth rates of your trees from using our services.  If your young timber stands are overstocked, you will have timber stand improvement work done on the property.  This cost may qualify for government cost-share assistance through FIP or FLEP.  You can do the cutting yourself after a forester marks the trees to cut or hire someone like ourselves to cut the poor formed trees (our current rate is $150/acre to cut or $55/ac to mark only).  Every five years into the program you’ll need to update the management plan where your Forester needs to update any stocking or work schedule changes, this usually runs $175-$400.  Your property lines need to be regularly painted to identify the extent of your land and to protect your valuable trees from trespass.

Can I ever get out of the program?  Yes, if you wish to get out of the program you simply don’t apply for an exemption the next year, your assessment will go back to a normal assessment, then you’ll be paying normal taxes on the property, then you’ll need to follow the management plan for the remaining nine years into the commitment without receiving an exemption.  After that, you are clear of the commitment. If you want out of the entire commitment on the entire property a penalty of 2 ½ times the savings plus 12% interest not to exceed 10 years will be issued.    
What happens when I sell the property or give it to my children?  Many Real Estate investors are getting involved in this program as they feel it increases the value of the property by becoming a “Tree Farm.”  You have an increased value of an asset growing on the property, and an 80% tax break compared to your neighbor’s land. If sold, there is a simple name change on the application, the new owner assumes the commitment and receives the same exemption you were by practicing good forest management on the property.  If you plan on leaving the property to your children, your children will continue the practice of good stewardship on the land, and will also continue to receive the 80% savings.

What if the management plan is not followed or my property is subdivided to less than 50 acres of woodland within the commitment period?  There will be a penalty of 5 times the taxes you saved for however many years you have received an exemption up to 10 years plus 6%.  You can avoid all penalties by floating out of the program, take a portion or all of the land out of commitment and follow the plan for the remaining nine years after your last commitment, then you are free of all commitment.

What happens if I want to build a house or have a bluestone quarry on woodland that I have previously committed to the Tax Law? If you wait nine years after taking your building lot or quarry out of commitment, nothing happens.  However, if you want to start immediately, you’ll have to pay 5 times the rollback taxes on the acreage that you convert to something other than forest crop production. For a building lot or a quarry, the penalty would be on that one acre converted only. If you have an idea that you might be building a house in some woodland on the property, or starting a quarry, simply don’t commit this section of the property in the initial application.  Choose your quarry sites and building sites before you commit to the tax law to avoid any penalties.  You can always add acreage to the tax law after you decide where you want your building or quarrying to take place.  Penalties are only on the acreage cleared for the house or the quarry.

What happens when I do sell trees off the property?  A certified forester marks the trees that are ready to cut.  Your forester can market the forest products on your property or you can.  Your forester will mark and measure the trees and solicit bids for the marked timber and supervise the harvest operations for you. Contact our office for further information on this marketing service we provide.  Whatever you net from the sale of the forest products you have to pay the County a 6% tax.  (If you net $10,000 on the sale of forest products on your property, you owe the county $600).  That 6% is distributed to the Towns where the timber was cut.
Can I cut my own firewood off my property?  Yes, you are allowed to cut 10 full cords of firewood off the property every year, you’ll need to contact your forester to mark the proper trees to be cut when you want them.  Some regions will allow the DEC forester to mark the 10 full cords for you.  If you want to remove more than 10 full cords off the property per year, you’ll need to pay a 6% tax on the value of the firewood above 10 full cords.  (Average stumpage value of firewood is approximately $8 per cord, therefore, you’ll have to pay the County 48 cents for every full cord that you remove beyond 10, it will cost more to do the paper work).

Will I open my land up to public hunting?  No!  I don’t know where that one got started but it is totally false.

Is my land now forever wild?  No, it is now a Tree Farm growing and selling trees for you and your family.

Will the DEC force me to do things I don’t want to do on my property?  The law is a good law, it’s designed to promote good forest management practices and reward landowners who do such.  If you are interested in growing trees on your property for profit, then you’ll enjoy everything that takes place.  The wildlife will benefit, you’ll have increased access throughout your property, you will be making money and saving money all at the same time.  Most landowners are not familiar with what happens on a good “Tree Farm,” therefore, when you first start the program it will be a learning experience.  How often will work be done on my trees?  The work schedule is designed by you and your forester together and there’s a wide range in the possibilities that can take place on your property.  Most landowners like to do a little work, but not a lot.  Your work schedule can be adjusted to how you want the management of your forestland done under the guidelines of good forest management.  Many properties are hunting clubs and the income from the forest products is a good way to pay for the maintenance of the property and therefore, they do a lot of work.  Absentee landowners generally do very little work, many years, no treatments are scheduled.

What if I find out after I get into the program that it is too much work or not enough work?  You can amend the work schedule in the management plan to fit your needs.  The timing of timber sales & thinnings, etc. can be amended.

Can I add acreage to the commitment?      Yes, you can make fields eligible by planting them if you want to,
however, they won’t become eligible until after three years after the planting to make sure that what you planted survived.  Also as some fields are not maintained, they will revert back to forestland and this acreage can be applied for an exemption as soon as it meets the minimum stocking requirements.

Will the assessor give me a hard time?  Most assessors support the law, some local assessors don’t understand the law, but once it’s explained to them, they usually support it as they are also in favor of good stewardship and keeping our Towns beautiful and productive.  Current proposed changes will reimburse lost income to Towns, this will encourage assessors to promote the law even more.  I have several assessors as clients under the Law.

Will I be restricted on how I use my property?  You are allowed under the tax law to hunt on your property, hike, pick berries, cross-country ski, snowshoe, snowmobile, four-wheel, build new roads, you are allowed to do anything that is compatible with or will enhance good forest management on the property, normally you are not restricted at all on what you want to do.  The law is designed to reward you for practicing good forest management on land that is committed, and penalizes you for doing something that is not compatible with practicing good forest management.

I recently had timber harvested from my woodlot, do I still qualify?  If you have been harvesting with the advice of a forester, yes, if not, you must wait three years after cutting in order for those acres to qualify.  On a larger tract of land, any acres of woodland that have not been cut within three years prior to your application under the NYS Forest Tax Law, would be eligible as long as there are at least 50 of those acres.  Your recently harvested acres could be added to the tax law when they became eligible after the three-year waiting period.

What forms are necessary to apply for an exemption?  You will first need an Application for Certificate of Approval notarized and sent to the DEC with your plan, then a Certificate of Approval issued by the DEC along with your commitment form will need to be filed with the County Clerk and a certified copy sent to your local assessor.  After the first year, one form needs to be filed with the assessor prior to March 1 every year you want to receive an exemption.  All changes in assessment take place after March 1 of every year that you apply for an exemption, therefore, the first tax bill that is affected would be your school tax in September, following the March 1 after you applied for an exemption.  Any time that there’s a change in your acreage, you’ll need to also file commitment forms and changes with the county clerk.

What impact will a gas lease have on the 480a program?  If a drilling area is cleared in the committed woodland, there will be a penalty for the acreage that is converted to openland.  Only on the acreage that was committed woodland will be penalized.
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