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Abstract 

 

 

In the last twenty years the forest products industry has divested most of its forested 

landbase, and much of this land was in the Southeast.  The majority of those divested acres are 

now owned by real estate investment trusts (REITs) and timberland investment management 

organizations (TIMOs). This shift in ownership has raised economic and ecological concerns as 

these new owners have objectives which are often based on short-term revenue generation rather 

than long-term land management. The introductory chapter provides a review of these changes. 

The remainder of this thesis, in three parts, seeks to elucidate how landownership changes could 

be impacting forests and landowners in west-central Alabama. First, an examination of the Kaul 

Lumber Company provides a historical example of how markets, taxes, and policy issues can 

have long-term ecological effects. Second, using Landsat imagery and tax parcel records, 

landownership changes and harvest activity over the last 30 years were identified for the west-

central Alabama counties of Bibb, Hale, Pickens, and Tuscaloosa. Third, a survey was conducted 

to better understand leasing behavior and land management objectives of nonindustrial private 

forest landowners in the region. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction  

 

In the last 25 years, the forest products industry has greatly changed. Traditionally, 

vertically integrated forest products corporations owned everything from the mills to the land. 

Today, the forest products industry has divested much of their forestland ownership. This change 

has given rise to a diverse new group of landowners, the majority of which are real estate 

investment trusts (REITs) and timberland investment management organizations (TIMOs). 

Timberland ownership by REITs and TIMOs has been rapidly increasing in the United States. In 

the early 1980s, the top fifteen largest forestland owners were classified as vertically integrated 

forest product companies. By 2010, only one of those remained with ten becoming TIMOs and 

four REITs (Stein, 2011). From 2004 to 2007, industry owned timberland declined by 17.4 

million acres while REITs gained 3.4 million acres and TIMOs gained 12.2 million acres (Harris, 

2007).  

Currently, REITs and TIMOs manage more than 23 million acres of forestland in the 

United States (Evans and Myers, 2015), with over half of those acres located within the 

Southeast (Zhang et. al., 2012). This shift in ownership has been evident in Alabama as well. In 

2005, Alabama had the second highest in total forested land sale transactions with 2.5 million 

acres being sold between 1996 through 2004; the only state with more sales was Louisiana 

(Clutter et al., 2005).  This change in ownership has presented a plethora of ecological concerns 
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regarding land use change, fragmentation, and conservation for the Southeast and Alabama 

(Block and Sample, 2001; Turner et al., 1996; Clutter et al., 2005).  

This thesis, in three parts, seeks to show how landownership changes could be impacting 

forests and landowners in the counties of Bibb, Hale, Pickens, and Tuscaloosa located in west-

central Alabama. The first part offers an examination of the history of the Kaul Lumber 

Company, a forest products company historically located near the city of Tuscaloosa, on how 

markets, taxes, and policy, issues can have long-term ecological effects. The second part uses 

Landsat imagery and tax parcel records to show landownership changes and harvest activity over 

the last 30 years in Bibb, Hale, Pickens, and Tuscaloosa Counties. The third part consists of a 

survey conducted to better understand leasing behavior and land management objectives of 

nonindustrial private forest landowners in the region. 

 

Historical Development of the Forest Products Industry within the Southeast and Alabama 

 The history of the development of the southeastern forestry industry helps illuminate the 

departure of forest products industry from its landbase. The decision for this divestment of forest 

industry were influenced by many of the recurring issues such as product demand, production, 

taxes, profits, shareholder values, and sustainability that influenced the forest industry of the 

past. 

 US census figures for 1840 reported around 31,650 lumber mills nationwide with a total 

value of their product estimated at $12,943,507. MacCleery (1993) estimated that this would 

have been around 25 mills per county for the entire US varying from over 100 mills in the 

Atlantic states to roughly 10 mills per county in the Midwest and the Southeast. By the 

beginnings of the Civil War, agriculture dominated Alabama and much of the Southeast, but 
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forests and related products still contributed greatly to the southern economy. Products such as 

turpentine, lumber, spirits, rosin, poles, shingles, and timbers had an estimated combined total of 

$2,621,241 in value of production (Mohr, 1896). Before the 1880s, most sawmills in Alabama 

were small-scale and were primarily used for local wood supply. While forest operations were 

present within the state, they were largely confined to the coast or water systems where 

manufacturers could easily transport materials or products to markets in large coastal cities like 

Mobile (Williams, 1980). 

 Industrial forestry in the South began in the 1880s as many of the timber companies of 

Great Lakes states relocated to the Southeast when their timber resources were depleted. This 

began the movement of southern timber harvesting beyond local extraction for everyday living 

or clearing land for agricultural use. Improvements in technology such as railroads, steam-

powered logging equipment, and changes in timber harvesting techniques boosted timber 

availability and production capabilities (Williams, 1982). With the advent of the railroads in the 

Southeast, the forest industry thrived.  Railroads not only allowed for growing northern markets 

to consume southern timber goods, but it also allowed forest operations to expand to once 

inaccessible forestlands (Williams, 1982). In the 1880s, US census figures indicate that there 

were a total of 25,708 mills reported with a total capital of $181,186,122 (Fickle, 2014).  

 By the 1890s, US census figures reported there were 21,911 mills with a total capital of 

$496,319,968 (Fickle, 2014). Alabama, much like the rest of the Southeast, was part of this 

timber boom. Companies/families such as the Kauls (1889), Scotch Lumber Company (1902), 

McGowins (1905), and T R. Miller (1913) made their start in Alabama during this time and 

subsequent decades. Harper (1913) noted the close connection between the lumber industry and 

fundamental geographical conditions within Alabama in 1913 (Table 1.1, Figure 1.1). Regions 
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such as the Central Pine Belt, Southern Red Hills, and Southwestern Pine Hills had some of the 

highest capacities of the State where longleaf pine (Pinus palustris) and shortleaf pine (Pinus 

enchinta) made up the majority of the removals. 

 

Table 1.1. 1912 Timber Statistics of Alabama Forest Regions as described by Harper 

(1913). 

                Relative Percent 

Regions 

Area 

(sq. 

mi.) 

Amount 

of 

Woodland 

(percent) 

Density of 

Population 

(per sq. 

mile) 

Saw 

Mills  

Average 

Capacity 

(thousand 

ft. per 

day) 

Other 

(Non-Saw 

Mills)  

Plants 

(thousand 

ft. per day) 

Miles 

of 

Tram-

road 

Area 
Total 

Capacity 

Tennessee Valley 4900 48 48 52 9 22 10 9.6 5 

Coal Region 6400 78 37 42 9.6 6 20 12.6 4.3 

Coosa Valley 4000 55 55 69 12 23 23 7.8 8.7 

Piedmont Region 5450 57 41 54 7.5 9 10 10.5 4.2 

Central Pine Belt 7450 74 36 165 7.5 16 165 14.4 30.2 

Black Belt 4300 25 49 22 13.4 6 2 8.4 3.1 

Chunnennuggee Ridge 2300 50 41 24 10.4 3 9 4.5 2.6 

Southern Red Hills 9635 62 33 95 16.9 7 160 18.7 15.8 

Lime-Sink Region 1350 60 50 11 17.5 0 30 2.6 2 

Southwestern Pine Hills 5550 80 28 62 37.1 13 424 10.9 24.1 

State 51335 62 42 596 16 105 853 100 100 
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Figure 1.1: Map of forest regions of Alabama as drawn and described by Harper (1913). 
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Timber production in the South peaked by 1909 and steadily declined until the 1920s and 

the onset of the Great Depression in 1929 (Fox et al., 2007). Companies with improved 

efficiencies began to overproduce as prices and demand fell (Massey Jr., 1960). Additionally, the 

burden of taxation was becoming a major worry in the waning economy (Foster, 1909; Massey 

Jr., 1960).  

Ecologically, the southern landscape had suffered as well. Longleaf pine, which had 

covered millions of acres along the Southern Coastal Plain had largely been harvested leaving a 

landscape of agriculture and cut over lands (Frost, 1993).  However, beginning in the 1920s and 

30s, southern forest management began to shift to a more sustained yield basis (Massey Jr., 

1960). Reforestation movements, such as the US Forest Service plantings of the 1920s, the 

Civilian Conservation Corps of the 1930s, and the Soil Bank Program of the 1950s, ushered in 

the loblolly pine (Pinus taeda) plantations typically found in Alabama today (Fox et al., 2007). 

The beginning of World War II and trade with European nations would increase the timber 

demand from the United States.  By the 1950s, 60 percent of the Alabama landbase was forested 

and growth was estimated at three-times the amount of removals (Massey Jr., 1960).  

Development of markets would also help drive the forest products industry in the 

Southeast. During the 1960s and 70s, timber companies conducted aggressive land acquisitions 

and acquired or constructed many new mills. For example, in the 1960s, Scott Paper Company 

would acquire roughly 80,000 acres from Vredenburgh Lumber Paper Company and would 

purchase the Mobile River Sawmill Company. Approximately 10 years later, the Hammermill 

Paper Company acquired roughly 240,000 acres and built a mill in Maplesville, Alabama 

(Fickle, 2014). The trend of land acquisition and mill acquisition/construction would remain the 

status quo until the 1990s.  
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Reasons for Change in the Modern Forest Products Industry  

 Beginning in the 1990s, and escalating in the 2000s, millions of acres of forestland were 

sold off by timber corporations in order to enhance their profitability and to avoid the risk of 

hostile takeovers as institutional investors aimed for profitability by the way of diversification of 

large portfolios (Gunnoe and Gellert, 2011). This change in ownership of forestland from 

industry to new ownership, predominately REITs and TIMOs, was precipitated by a combination 

of reasons. 

  During this time the forest product industryôs weak financial performance resulted in 

poor shareholder returns (Clutter et al., 2005). Additionally, forest products companies had 

accrued large amounts of debt to enhance their international competiveness by way of 

consolidations (Block and Sample, 2001). This made them vulnerable to hostile takeovers 

(Gunnoe, 2016). Changes in ñGenerally Accepted Accounting Principlesò (GAAP) established 

reporting methods for all publically traded companies which mandated that trees from an 

accounting standpoint cannot appreciate or depreciate (Stein, 2011). This meant that for publicly 

traded timber companies their land was valued the same at time of planting as when harvested 

after 30 years of timber growth. This practice resulted in an undervaluation of timber assets and 

reduced returns to investors. Despite these changes in GAAP, the value of timberlands continued 

to rise due to increased housing production and urban development which allowed the forest 

products industry to capitalize on the value of their timberlands by selling their landbase 

(Hickman, 2007). The selling of forestlands, in part, helped to reduce debt, break the trends of 

weak financial performance, and improve returns (Clutter et al., 2005). This period also began a 

marked shift away from the philosophy that ownership was necessary to ensure the future 

availability of raw materials at a reasonable cost (Hickman 2007). 
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Corporation Tax Structure Changes 

 In the 1970s and subsequent decades, more efficient tax structures for owning timberland 

were developed such as the single taxed REITs and S-Corporations (a special type of corporation 

that can avoid a step of taxation by passing profits to shareholders) compared to the double 

taxed, traditional C-corporation (corporations that are double taxed but have the ability to 

reinvest profits at a lower corporate tax rate) (Clutter et al., 2005). One of the benefits of REITs 

or TIMOs revolves around the idea of gaining tax-exemption or more tax-efficient (meaning to 

pay the minimum amount of taxes in a given financial process) status, which in return boosts 

investment value (Mendell et al., 2008). Legislation such as the Employee Retirement Income 

Security Act (ERISA) of 1974 encouraged institutional investors to diversify their portfolios 

toward higher-risk investments. The Real Estate Investment Trust Simplification Act (REITSA) 

of 1997 allowed for REITs to acquire and manage timberland (Hickman, 2007). Additionally, 

REIT and TIMO structures allow exemption from the reporting requirements mandated by 

GAAP because they are privately owned entities (Stein, 2011). 

 

Real Estate Investment Trusts (REITs) 

 Two ñattractiveò qualities of REITs are their liquidity and tax efficiency (Mendell et al., 

2008). In terms of liquidity, REITs are similar to C-corporation timber companies as they both 

are publicly traded, allowing for easy access and departure in terms of investment. REITs, unlike 

traditional C-corporations where dividends are taxed twice (once for income tax for the timber 

company itself and then again to the shareholders), are exempt from income tax allowing for 

larger dividends to shareholders. Pressure from outside sources pushed some forest industry 
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companies, such as Potlatch, Rayonier, and later Weyerhaeuser to restructure their C-corporation 

status to REITs to be more competitive (Mendell et al., 2007). 

 

Timberland Investment Management (TIMOs) 

 TIMOs were the unintended result of changes in 1970s tax policies that made private, 

tax-exempt ownership of timberlands more appealing than traditional forest products 

corporationsô ownership of timberlands (Evans and Myers, 2015). TIMOs, unlike REITs, do not 

have a formal corporate status. Rather it is a commonly used term to describe businesses that 

operate as third-party asset managers of timberland investments. In this case, the landowner is 

the institutional investor that may be holding land in a separately managed account and is 

therefore eligible for a tax exempt status. Whether or not the investor qualifies for tax exempt 

status depends on the type of entity, but most institutional investors, such as pensions, charitable 

organizations, foundations, and endowments, are tax exempt. In the case of a pooled fund, such 

as a limited partnership or private REIT managed by a TIMO, each shareholder would have its 

own tax status but the TIMO may have to withhold taxes for foreign investors that can later be 

refunded if the foreign investor is tax exempt per US tax code (Evans and Myers, personal 

communication, February 19, 2015).  

 

Landscape Changes 

The transition of industrial ownership to REITs and TIMOs has caused uncertainty 

regarding the ecological impact on the forested landscape (Clutter et al., 2005). Where and how 

much change is occurring? How will their management objectives and silvicultural practices 

affect the landscape? Will the management practices of TIMOs and REITs lead to increased or 
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accelerated fragmentation? While the longterm answers to these questions are unclear, Bliss et 

al. (2008) stated three trajectories of potential land use patterns were common with REITs and 

TIMOs: 1) intensive timber production forestry, 2) higher and better use (HBU) and 

parcelization and, 3) conservation easements.  

 

Intensive Timber Production Forestry 

Maximizing the financial returns to investors is a major goal of REITs and TIMOs and 

intensive forest management is the method of choice to achieve their goal (Binkley, 2007). 

REITs and TIMOs exhibit similar behavior and tend to manage as intensively as industry did 

historically (Arano and Munn, 2006). TIMOs, similar to large industrial landowners, are 

typically willing to invest heavily in site preparation and tree planting as well as mid-rotation 

treatments, chemical releases, and fertilizations (Rogers and Munn, 2003). 

 In the Southeast, REITs and TIMOs currently own 26% of all planted forests and 

maintain the highest ratio of acres of planted forests to total acres owned with the remaining 

66.5% of southeastern forestlands being privately owned and 7.5% publically owned (Zhang et 

al., 2012). A majority of these plantations were purchased from the forest industry as they offer 

better opportunities for intensive management (Rogers and Munn, 2003). The use of intensively 

managed pine plantations by REITs and TIMOs is expected to increase in the future (Siry and 

Cubbage, 2001).  

Silvicultural and management practices in plantations greatly impact stand development 

and can greatly influence biodiversity (Carnus et al., 2006). Studies have shown that biodiversity 

is typically lower in a plantation setting when compared to natural stands (Stephen and Wagner, 

2007). For instance, natural longleaf pine ecosystems can have over 150 different species of flora 
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and fauna within a ¼-acre and contain higher numbers of herbaceous species and greater 

herbaceous groundcover than loblolly pine or slash pine (Pinus elliottii) plantations (Mitchell et 

al., 2006; Hedman et al., 2006). However, the effects of plantations on biodiversity are highly 

dependent on the context in which they are found on the landscape (Carnus et al., 2006). Of 

concern is how plantations contribute to the loss of natural forests through conversion. Another 

concern is the elimination of habitat for organisms that require particular site conditions (Hartley, 

2002). Plantations that replace healthy, natural stands will cause biodiversity to suffer; however, 

plantations have been used for afforestation of degraded agricultural fields to benefit 

biodiversity. Therefore, considering the landscape setting on which pine plantations exist and the 

intensity at which they are managed then becomes important in regards to habitat and 

biodiversity (Hartley, 2002).  

  

Higher and Better Use and Parcelization 

 As TIMOs generally work on relatively short (10 to 15 year) timelines (Stein, 2011), 

there is concern that increases in TIMO ownership will result in more frequent ownership 

changes and increased fragmentation and parcelization (Wear, 2006). While ñtraditionalò 

vertically integrated forest products corporations managed their land for the purpose of supplying 

wood to their mills, TIMOs and REITs are interested in timber production for diversification of 

investment (Arano and Munn, 2006; Rogers and Munn, 2003). Due to TIMOs and REITs not 

being bound to the mills but rather to the goal of maximizing financial returns to investors, it has 

been suggested they may be more willing to convert forestland to other uses (Hickman, 2007).  

  The Southeast, Maine, and the Pacific Northwest have the highest timber harvest rates in 

the United States reaching 2-3% of total forest covered removed per year (Masek et al., 2008). In 
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Maine, TIMOs and REITs bought over 75% of former forest industry lands and maintained very 

high harvest rates from the 1990s to the early 2000s (Jin and Sader, 2006). Similar trends are 

expected in the Southeast (Alig et al., 2010). Zhang et al. (2012) showed that TIMOs and REITs 

in the Southeast are removing twice the amount of hardwood than is annually grown on their 

lands and suggests that a conversion of hardwood forests to softwood forests is occurring in 

timberlands owned by TIMOs and REITs. Additionally, despite REITs and TIMOs having the 

highest reforestation rate of any landowner type, this is primarily in pine plantations (Zhang et al. 

2012).  

 In addition to forest type conversion, it is estimated that some TIMOs generate up to one-

third of their total income from real estate sales rather than timber (Binkley, 2007). For the US, 

forestland accounts for roughly a third of all lands that are subsumed by urbanization (Nowak 

and Walton, 2005) and the largest influence on wildlife habitat fragmentation has been expansion 

and intensification of human land use (Andren, 1994). Habitat loss and fragmentation of natural 

forests has also been linked as one of the main causes of biodiversity loss (Brockerhoff et al. 

2008). This loss includes a reduction in available wildlife habitat, an increase in the number of 

forest patches, a decrease in the size of these patches, and an increase in the distance between 

these patches (Fahrig, 2003). Subsequently, the implementation of management regimes, 

particularly clearcutting, on the forested landscape can greatly alter landscape structural 

characteristics such as patch size, edge length, fragmentation, and configuration (Franklin and 

Forman, 1987). The positive and negative externalities of these landscape scale changes can be 

confounding and difficult to interpret. 

Forest parcelization or the subdivision of forest tracts into smaller ownerships is also 

dependent on ownership type (Alig et al., 2010). Due to the short investment timespan and HBU 
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objectives, TIMOs ownership and management practices may result in more parcelization (Wear 

2006). As land holdings are continuously traded, land holdings have the potential to be broken 

into smaller and smaller land holdings. While parcelization could occur between transfer of land 

from TIMO to TIMO, this trend could occur as land is acquired by non-TIMO landowners, such 

as NIPF landowners. For example, NIPF landowners are less likely to have management plans, 

carry out commercial harvests, or seek certification, or engage in active forest management as 

land holding size decreases (Butler, 2008). Additionally, landowner death, urbanization, income, 

regulatory uncertainty, and financial assistance for landowners have been found to have 

significant impacts on the change in average parcel size in the United States which can lead to 

further parcelization (Mehmood and Zhang, 2001). Overall, the potential impacts that TIMOs 

could have on forest parcelization is still not well documented. 

 

Conservation Easements 

Conservation easements allow for entities to purchase certain rights restricting how they 

can alter the property of willing landowners while allowing the landowner to retain certain 

property rights. Agreements of this type vary with regard to what extent landowners relinquish 

rights, such as timber, recreational, water, mineral, or development rights, while retaining rights 

of their choice (Stein, 2011). Landowners can benefit from the sale of these easements or from 

federal and state tax incentives for donated easements (Massa and Sutherland, 2012). Some 

REITs and TIMOs have been willing to put their lands in conservation easements. For example, 

in 2007, Potlatch (REIT) sold a conservation easement for $6.7 million covering 15,923 acres in 

Arkansas. Plum Creek (REIT) in 2009 placed 2,000 acres in conservation easements in Florida in 

return for continuous income for managing the land, development rights credits, and 50 percent 
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property tax exemption on the land (Massa and Sutherland, 2012). Conservation easements allow 

for TIMOs and REITs to reduce acquisition costs while maximizing overall investment returns 

through sale of easements and tax incentives (Hickman, 2007). Interestingly, some have stated 

that such conservation opportunities through easements were made possible due to 

landownership changes in the forest industry (Stein, 2011). Others have stated the future use of 

conservation easements by REITs and TIMOs will likely be small (Block and Sample, 2001). 

Regardless, it remains unclear what role conservation easements will play in ecosystem service 

markets and the selling of conservation credits (Massa and Sutherland, 2012).  

 

The Southeast, Alabama, and West-Central Alabama 

 The Southeast, a region with long reaching and historical ties to forestry and the most 

productive timber producing region in the world, has seen the largest conversion of forest 

industry timberlands to REITs and TIMOs ownership (Allen et al., 2005; Clutter et al., 2005). 

During the early 1980s, the forest products industry owned around 69 million acres of the United 

Statesô forestlands and 39 million acres in the Southeast (Smith et al., 2004). As of 2010, it was 

estimated that REITs owned 7.7 million acres and TIMOs an estimated 8.8 million acres in the 

Southeast (Zhang et. al., 2012). From 1996 to 2004, a total 18.4 million timberland acres were 

sold in the Southeast with Alabama having the second largest amount sold at 2.6 million acres 

(Clutter et al., 2005). 

For Alabama, its forests are important economically and ecologically as 70 percent of the 

state is in forestland. Economically, forest products sales and related sectors totaled $11.2 billion 

in 2010 and had an employment impact of almost 320,000 jobs (AU Department of Agricultural 

Economics and Rural Sociology, 2013). Alabamaôs forestry industry ranks 2nd in pulp, 3rd in 
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paper, 7th in lumber, and 8th in wood-paneling production (Alabama Forestry Commission, 

2011). Ecologically, Alabama ranks 5th in species diversity in the United States and is the most 

ecologically diverse state east of the Mississippi River (Stein, 2002).  

Although Forest Inventory and Analysis (FIA) data from 1972 to 2013 showed an 

increase in pine and hardwood forest typesô acreage, during the same period Alabama has seen 

the decline of certain forest types of ecological concern such as longleaf and shortleaf pine. 

(FIDO, 2014). Longleaf pine within Alabama has continued to decline with much of this loss 

attributed to the conversion to loblolly pine (Oswalt et al., 2015). Similarly, FIA data from 1980 

to 2013 indicated that shortleaf pine in Alabama has seen almost an 80% decline while the 

Southeast has declined 53% (Oswalt, 2012). Comparably, the proportion of forest land in 

Alabama in oak (Quercus spp.) forest types (7 different oak forest types differentiated by the FIA 

program) have declined from roughly 30% to less than 10% from the 1989 to 2000 (McShea et 

al., 2007).  

It remains unclear the impact that REITs and TIMOs will have on current and future 

forest trends but declining forest types coupled with an increasing rate of forest fragmentation 

(Li et al., 2009) and the fact that just over 50% all land subsumed by urbanization in Alabama is 

forestland, are reasons for concern (Nowak and Walton, 2005). However, an investigation of 

current and historic trends can provide insight to what may be occurring at a state-wide or even 

region-wide scale. 

 

Study Area 

In west-central Alabama, an area with a rich forest history, preliminary examinations 

indicate that large changes in landownership have occurred over the last hundred years. From the 
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1880s through the 1930s, the Kaul Lumber Company, one of the most prominent forest industry 

companies of its time, oversaw major forest landholdings. While within the last ten years, 

companies such as International Paper, a formerly vertically-integrated forest products company 

which was prevalent in Tuscaloosa County and the surrounding areas, sold the majority of their 

landbase between 2006 and 2008.  

The counties of Tuscaloosa, Bibb, Hale, and Pickens offer diversity in the presence of 

forestry industry and population demographics while encompassing multiple geographic regions 

and forest types. Conservation programs such as the Forest Legacy have placed high 

conservation priorities on Bibb (Priority 1), Hale (Priority 2), and Tuscaloosa County (Priority 

2). These priorities were set to help protect ecosystems such as dolomite glades, Fall Line Hills 

longleaf pine forests, and riparian corridors and associated forested wetlands along rivers such as 

the Sipsey River and Cahaba River to the growing human pressure on these biodiversity 

ñhotspotsò (Boyce et al., 2002). Pickens County is also of interest as it one of the highest timber 

producing counties in Alabama. 

 

Research Objectives 

While some studies such as Zhang et al. (2012) and Butler and Wear (2011) that have 

addressed REITs and TIMO ownership on a larger scale, generalized trends may not be 

indicative of changes with certain types of landowners particularly at a more local level (Harris 

and Deforest, 1993). In fact, several studies illustrate that this restructuring has occurred at 

various intensities on a local scale (Randle et al., 2015; Ameyaw, 2013; Jin and Sader, 2006; 

Acheson, 2008). However, to better understand the effect that REITs and TIMOs have on the 
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forested landscape more studies are needed (Noone et al., 2012; Hickman, 2007; Clutter et al., 

2005).  

The use of property tax assessor data has been shown effective in documenting 

landownership changes (Kittredge et al., 2008; Randle et al., 2015). Landsat satellite imagery has 

also long been used for monitoring the forested landscape and is an accurate and effective way to 

document landscape changes (Cohen and Goward, 2004; Jin and Sader, 2006). Incorporating 

both with the use of property tax assessor data with satellite imagery could provide a way to 

accurately identify what landscape changes are occurring and if they are associated to REITs and 

TIMOs (Jin and Sader, 2006). Therefore, linking landscape disturbance with forested 

landownership could provide insight to changes not only in regard to landownership but also the 

current and potential impacts associated with these ownership changes (Jin and Sader, 2006). 

Using these tools, this project will examine ownership changes from forest industry to other 

landowners, particularly REITs and TIMOs, in the west-central Alabama.  In addition to 

assessing how forestland has changed in ownership over the last 30 years, this thesis examines 

the potential impacts of these landownership and management changes in the region in three 

separate studies. 

1. The first study (Chapter 2) uses the Kaul Lumber Company to provide a historical 

example of landscape changes, financial struggles, and taxes associated with the 

forest products industry within west-central Alabama at the turn of the last century. 

The history of Kaul Lumber Company and Kaul Land and Lumber Company in 

conjunction with ecological landscape changes, disposition to management, and tax 

laws mirrors some of the current discussion associated with REITs, TIMOs, and a 

changing forestry industry of today. Using historic documents and deeds of the Kaul 
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Lumber Company and Kaul Land and Lumber Company, the historical landbase of 

the Kaul Company was also re-created.  

2. The second study (Chapter 3) examines the land ownership change of industry owned 

timberland from the late 1980s and early 1990s to 2014. Using Landsat 5 and Landsat 

8 imagery, timber harvesting behavior patterns are examined in Bibb, Hale, Pickens, 

and Tuscaloosa County over a 30-year period. A spatial database was created of 

industrial ownership occurring in Bibb, Hale, Pickens, and Tuscaloosa County, which 

linked attributes such as current ownership, past ownership, and date acquired to 

harvesting data to gauge how change in landownership has affected harvesting 

patterns in the study area.  

3. The third study (Chapter 4) consists of the results of a survey sent to non-industrial 

private forest (NIPF) landowners in the study area of Bibb, Hale, Pickens, and 

Tuscaloosa Counties. As forest industry has divested its landbase, the remaining 

forest industry has become more dependent on timber sources from NIPF landowners. 

In addition to questions of management, this raises the question of the potential 

impacts of timber leases associated with NIPF landowners. This survey inquired 

about acreage, ownership type, forest type, management objectives, as well as 

timberland leasing arrangements.  
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Chapter 2 

Of Longleaf and Taxes: the Kaul Lumber Companyôs Shaping of the Alabamaôs Forested 

Landscape 

 

 

 

Abstract  

 As one of Alabamaôs earliest ñindustrialò forest landowners, the Kaul Lumber Company 

operated the pioneering Kaulton mill and owned approximately 107,000 acres of forestland in 

the Central Pine Belt during the late 1800s and early 1900s.  This rise to power would be short-

lived, however. A combination of unfavorable tax legislation, changes in public perception, 

overharvesting, and The Great Depression caused the Kaul Lumber Company to divest most of 

its land base and the Kaulton Mill cease operations by 1931.  More recently, ñmodernò forest 

industry actors have also begun to divest themselves of much of their land base.  Driven by 

factors similar to those that affected the Kaul Lumber Company, contemporary industrial forest 

landowners have sold or transferred much of their property. This paper offers a historical account 

of how the influence of changes in society, changing markets, and tax law impacted the Kaul 

Lumber Company and Alabama forestry over 100 years ago and compares how these factors 

continue to influence todayôs forest industry. 
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Alabamaôs Early Forest History 

 Some of the earliest accounts of Alabamaôs forests date back to 1791 when William 

Bartram, a botanist from Pennsylvania, first described the stateôs forests, ñThis plain is mostly a 

forest of the great long-leaved pine (P. palustris Linn.), the earth covered with grass, interspersed 

with an infinite variety of herbaceous plants, and embellished with extensive savannahs, always 

green, sparkling with ponds of wateréò.1  These forests were maintained by regular, low-

intensity fires on intervals of one to ten years.  These fires were often the result of lightning 

strikes or burning by indigenous peoples, and were key to maintaining the forest structure of an 

herbaceous understory with scattered shrubs and an open-canopy.    

As European settlers migrated to the US South in the mid-1700s, they were confronted 

with vast forests of longleaf pine which was, in fact, highly desirable as a timber tree because of 

its long, straight bole and high quality wood.2  To utilize this resource, pioneers established 

water-powered lumber sawmills on dammed streams alongside, or as part of, gristmills.3 Initially 

only the forests near rivers and streams were harvested as timber from these areas could be 

transported relatively easy by oxen or floated downstream to these creek-side mills.  Small 

communities grew up around the mills which produced planks, shingles, clapboards, barrel 

staves and shipbuilding parts. 

By the 1840s, Alabama was reported to have had 524 sawmills with a capital investment 

of $1.4 million and employing 1,386 men.4  Many of these mills were destroyed in the Civil 

War, but were later rebuilt by prominent families/landowners who would begin major operations 

in south Alabama during this time.5 For example, in 1876 Elisha Downing and Daniel W. 

Goodwin built a new mill on Cedar Creek in Escambia County, Alabama that had a 60 horse-

power water-driven circular saw that was said to have been ñthe best of its kind in the countryò.  
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Three years later the Blacksher Brothers would build a small mill near Brewton, Alabama. They 

were said to have acquired timberland to harvest through barter.  Forty acres of virgin longleaf 

was obtainable for 3 sacks of corn, a 10 lb. caddy of tobacco, three sides of bacon, one barrel of 

flour, 40 lbs. of coffee, with the offer of additional corn and coffee for good timber. Also during 

this time Napoleon Dixon and his father Wiley B. Dixon would establish a sawmill on the banks 

of Blue Creek in Conecuh County, Alabama where they would then float the logs down the 

Conecuh River to Pensacola, Florida.6   

The 1880 US Census of Manufacturers reported that the best pine in the country was 

being gathered from the banks of streams in the southern part of Alabama (Figure 2.1).7 The 

1880s also marked the departure of the timber industry from the Lake States of Illinois, Indiana, 

Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin and the Middle Atlantic states of New York, Pennsylvania, and 

New Jersey where the majority of the virgin white pine (Pinus strobus) and red pine (Pinus 

resinosa) forests had been consumed.  During this time, little thought was given to regenerating 

harvested forests, so an alternative was needed to replace this depleted resource.  Northern 

investors were attracted to the seemingly endless forests of longleaf pine in the US South, so, 

they set their sights on southern states like Alabama.8   



28 
 

 

Figure 2.1.  Forest distribution of pine forest and industry activity as of 1881 in Alabama as 

described by C.S. Sargent. 

 

   At the same time, the U.S. government was more than willing to sell large amounts of 

land at undervalued prices to these eager buyers. The repeal of the Southern Homestead Act of 
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1866 in 1876 made public lands in the Southeast subject to speculation by timber investors.9 This 

change allowed companies to purchase large, contiguous blocks of virgin forests which they 

would access with newly improved railroad infrastructure.  One of these investors was John 

Kaul.   

 

The Establishment of the Kaul Lumber Company in Alabama 

In 1889, John Kaul left his fatherôs lumbering business in St. Marys, Pennsylvania, to 

seek investment opportunities in Alabama. John Kaul had learned the timber business from his 

father, Andrew Kaul, who served as president of the Penn Lumber Company which marketed 

timber goods in Pennsylvania and neighboring states for more than ten lumber mills and 

associated landowners.10  In 1889, John Kaul and his father would buy part interest in the Sample 

Lumber Company in Hollins, Alabama which had timberland in Clay and Coosa Counties 

(Figure 2.2).  The timber industry in Alabama had begun to expand into central Alabama as other 

families such as the McShans, Melroses, and the Belchers begin or increased operations in this 

region where longleaf pine continued to be the timber tree of choice.  Botanist Charles Mohr 

stated of the region, ñThe Longleaf Pine is the tree of widest distribution and of greatest 

commercial importance in the southern Atlantic forest region of eastern North American, 

covering, with scarcely any interruption; areas to be measured by tens of thousands of square 

miles and furnishing useful material.ò11    
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Figure 2.2: Counties of Alabama. 

 

 John Kaul and his father would buy out the remaining Sample stockholders in 1902 and 

rename the Sample Lumber Company the ñKaul Lumber Companyò.  At the same time, John 

Kaul also incorporated the Kaul Land and Lumber Company which would buy and sell 

landholdings in Bibb, Hale, Tuscaloosa, Perry Counties (Figure 2.2). Reports and lumberyard 

inventories from the Kaul Lumber Company showed that a majority of removals were longleaf 
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and shortleaf pine (Pinus echinata) while hardwoods, such as yellow poplar (Liriodendron 

tulipifera) and oaks (Quercus spp.), played a smaller role.12 The Kaul Lumber Company business 

catchphrase, ñLong Leaf Timbers, Short Leaf Finishò represented primary products of their 

mill .13 

In 1905, Franklin Reed, a forest assistant with the U.S. Forest Service, worked with the 

Kaul Lumber Company to develop a forest management plan that would promote a natural 

regeneration for a second timber harvest as both entities had seen the end result of over-

harvesting in the Lake States.14 Reed extensively mapped and inventoried 30,000 acres of the 

Kaul Lumber Company forestland in Coosa and Clay Counties and 70,588 acres of the Kaul 

Land and Lumber Company forestland in Bibb, Hale, Perry, and Tuscaloosa Counties where he 

would classify the Kaulôs forestland into ñlongleaf pine landò and ñcreek landò.  Over 80% of 

Kaul Company forestland was classified as ñlongleaf pine landò which was primarily stocked 

with longleaf pine and to a lesser extent shortleaf pine and upland oaks (Figure 2.3, Figure 2.4).  

In the ñcreek landsò, loblolly pine (Pinus taeda), various oak, sweetgum (Liquidambar 

styraciflua), and yellow poplar grew in the clay soil valleys. At the time loblolly pine was 

regarded as in ñinferiorò tree to longleaf and shortleaf pines. Sargent stated that loblolly or ñold 

field pine was, ñéspringing up on all abandoned lands from Virginia southward and now often 

replacing in the southern pine belt the original forests of Pinus palustrisò and was ñlargely used 

for fuel and manufactured into lumber of inferior quality.ò15 

Reed would ultimately suggest to increase the size of the timber that should be harvested 

to ensure a second crop.  Common harvest practices dictated that trees should be a minimum of 

15 inches in diameter at 4.5 feet above the base, or diameter breast high (DBH), due to wood 

utilization technology and limited cost-benefit of removing smaller trees.  Reed proposed that 
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Kaul should harvest only longleaf pine trees that were at least 18 inches DBH and loblolly and 

shortleaf pines that were at least 14 inches DBH.16  

Dr. Hermann Chapman, a professor at the Yale School of Forestry, also traveled through 

the Southeast in the early 1900s visiting several timber companies with his forestry students.  

Chapman and his students worked with the Kaul Lumber Company in 1908, where he stressed 

the importance of and need for regenerating forests. Research at the time was beginning to show 

that harvesting only larger trees often did not leave enough timber to adequately regenerate a 

forest stand and was ñnot good businessò. 17 Despite recommendations by experts like Reed and 

Chapman, regenerating the land was rarely practiced. As forestland was readily available, very 

few people actually saw the value in retaining it or regenerating it.  
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Figure 2.3. Description of forested lands of the Kaul Lumber Company located in Coosa 

County, Alabama as drawn by Reed in 1905. 
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Figure 2.4. Description of forested lands of the Kaul Lumber Company located in Bibb, 

Hale, Perry County, Alabama as drawn by Reed in 1905. 
 

Shifting Markets, Taxes, and the ñSlough of Despondò 

By 1909, timber production in the southeastern United States was at an all-time high and 

the Kaul Lumber Company was one of its leading forest products companies.18 That same year 

Kaul made the decision to close the original mill in Hollins, Alabama and relocate operations 

near present day Tuscaloosa, Alabama to capitalize on the largely untouched stands of longleaf 

pine in the Central Pine Belt physiographic region (Figure 2.5).19 As much of the rest of the state 

had already been cut over or was being harvested, timber operations began to shift to the Central 
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Pine Belt which now had the largest production capacity and more mills than in any other region 

in the state.20  John Kaul would build not only a state-of-the-art mill in this location, but also a 

planned mill town, Kaulton, that was hailed as a model for future community development.21 

 

Figure 2.5. Forest Regions by J.H. Foster. Each region corresponds as such: 1) Tennessee 

Valley Country, 2) Coosa Valley and Coal Measures, 3) Piedmont or Crystalline Region, 4) 

Central Pine Belt, 5) Prairie or Agricultural Region, 6) Upper Coast Pine Belt, 7) Lower 

Coast Pine Belt. 

  

 Soon thereafter, timber markets began to decline as a result of mounting lumber 

surpluses. Some landowners began expressing concerns regarding a lack of profitable markets 






















































































































































