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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.
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Forest Loss & Fragmentation
• While close to 80% of Vermont is
forested, forest cover is actually
declining. According to the Forest
Service, Vermont may have lost
102,000 acres of forestland from
2012 to 2017 (Morin et al (2017)).
• In order to minimize forest
fragmentation and forest loss, it is
necessary to understand where
parcelization and subdivision are
occurring, and the rate at which
they are occurring.

Background on VNRC Research
Phase 1 (2010)

Statewide parcelization trends,
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 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

Goals for Phase 3 Research
• Quantify the degree to which subdivision is affecting the viability of
large parcels for resource management and conservation;
• Quantify the extent to which residential development is occurring;
• Quantify the extent to which large undeveloped woodland parcels
are declining; and
• Document trends that may be relevant for policies and programs
that support resource management and/or minimize the
fragmentation of land.

Private Land Trends
In 2016, roughly 3,350,000
acres (70.4% of the land)
were in parcels 50 acres or
larger.*
*residential 43.3%
*woodland 22.8%

Number of Parcels by Parcel Size
Small parcels are increasing, especially in the 2-5 and 5-10 acre categories, a size
commonly used for “rural residential” house lots.
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Acreage in Parcels ≥ 50 Acres in Size
Between 2004 and 2016, the amount of land in parcels 50 acres or larger declined
by about 110,300 acres, or roughly 8,485 acres per year.
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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.
Acreage by Parcel Type
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Residential increased by 162,670 acres, a
7% increase over the study period
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Woodland parcels decreased by 147,680 acres, a
15% decrease over the study period (a portion
was due to public land transfer)
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Farm acreage decreased by about 53,400 acres, a 9.3% decrease over the
study period
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Acreage in Parcels ≥ 50 Acres by Parcel Type
The loss of large (50+ acre) woodland parcels outpaced the loss of large parcels
in general.
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Number of Parcels with Dwellings by Parcel Size
Most dwellings are built on smaller parcels compared to larger parcels.

Number of Parcels with Dwellings
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Parcelization Website
Available at: vtforesttrends.vnrc.org
• Explore parcelization data at the
town, county, regional, or
statewide level using different
tools:
• Generate geographically-specific
reports.
• Download the raw data.
• Download parcelization reports.

Parcelization Website
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Recommendations for State Policy
Recommendations for state policy and investments
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Support diversified strategies to reduce the pressures on landowners to subdivide land.
Boost investment in land conservation and landowner incentives for conservation
easements.
Increase support to woodland landowners for succession planning to minimize the
subdivision of land.
Continue to support working forests by funding the Current Use Program and the
administration of new forestland enrollment.
Provide full statutory funding for the Vermont Housing and Conservation Board
(VHCB), and adequate funding for the Working Lands Enterprise Initiative.
Support outreach efforts and public policy to encourage the aggregation of land for
conservation purposes.
Address the gaps in Act 250 and strengthen it to play a more meaningful role in
reviewing the impacts of development on forestland.

Recommendations for Local Action and Research
Recommendations for local actions
• Municipalities that have zoning and subdivision regulations should review and
strengthen natural resource policies to reduce forest fragmentation, with a particular
focus on their rural residential type districts.
• Municipalities that do not have subdivision regulations should adopt them in order to
minimize the fragmenting impacts of subdivision on forestland.
Recommendations for future research
• Conduct additional research to understand how dwellings and associated infrastructure
impact the functions and integrity of forests.
• Utilize digital parcel maps, future LIDAR and other remote sensing data, and available
modeling to understand any relationships between subdivision of land and subsequent
development and forest loss/fragmentation.
• Maintain and enhance the parcelization website on an annual basis to aid land
conservation, land use planning, technical assistance, and policy making.
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