
      

 The Only Constant is Change 
Recent Logger Survey Results from 
Minnesota and Wisconsin 
BY: SCOTT BOWE, UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN; CHARLIE BLINN, UNIVERSITY OF 
MINNESOTA; JULIE BALLWEG, USDA FOREST PRODUCTS LABORATORY, AND ROBERT 
SMAIL, WISCONSIN DNR. 

Study Background and History 
The Great Lakes Timber 
Professionals Association has 
cosponsored a series of multi-state 
logging industry studies. These 
studies were conducted in 2012, 
2017, and 2022 to track the status 
and capacity of the logging sector 
and changes within the logging 
industry, an important part of our 
economy in the Lake States. 
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Is our logger population aging? What 
trends are we seeing in logging equipment? 
What business environment are loggers 
experiencing? What impact did the pandemic 
have on loggers? These are some of the 
questions we asked in the 2022 Loggers 
Survey. The results that we discuss come from 
loggers in Minnesota and Wisconsin. We asked 
our questions based on what they experienced 
during the previous year – 2021. 

Industry and Owner Demographics 

Results from the 2022 survey continue to track changes 
to logger demographics in Minnesota and Wisconsin. 
Te average logging company in Minnesota has been in 
operation for 30.5 years with Wisconsin logging companies 
average 28.7 years in operation. Te average logger age 
(primary logging company owner) is 54.7 in Minnesota 
and 55.3 in Wisconsin (Figure 1). Tere has been concern 
that the logging population is aging. Tere was little or no 
change from the previous logger survey, which showed 
an average age of 54 in both states. We can’t explain why 
owners did not age from 2017 to 2021. Maybe it is clean 
living and all the fresh air! Or, perhaps retirements were 
balanced by transitions to younger owners in the same 
business and an infux of some younger ownerships. 

On average, each logger brings more than 33 years of 
experience to the profession (Figure 1). One positive note 
is the average age of the second or third logging company 
owner (for example the business partners or family 
members) does trend downward showing younger loggers 
in the company and workforce. Tis suggests that those 
companies with multiple owners will continue the business 
beyond when the primary owner retires. 

Figure 1: Logger Age and Experience 

Logging Equipment Trends 

Fifeen diferent equipment categories common to the 
forest industry in the Lake States were listed in the survey. 

Loggers were asked to identify the number of pieces of 
equipment and the age of the newest piece of equipment. 
Te frst two columns of Table 1 show the average number 
of pieces of equipment reported by the survey respondents. 
For example, the average Minnesota logger who reported 
that they had chainsaws has 3.6 saws. Overall, there were 
very similar equipment holdings between states. Wisconsin 
loggers employ about twice as many feller-bunchers per 
respondent who reported that they had feller-bunchers, 
while Minnesota loggers use about twice as many chippers 
per company with chippers. 

Te second two columns on the right in Table 1 show 
the average age of the newest piece of equipment. In 
Wisconsin, the average age of the newest piece of most 
logging equipment is more than 10 years old for all 
categories except for chainsaws. Minnesota loggers have 
similar aged equipment with only chainsaws, cut-to-length 
harvesters, and fail debarkers averaging less than 10 years 
old for the newest piece. Heavy equipment is generally 
expected to have a lifespan of 10,000 hours so much of the 
equipment is well beyond that recommendation. Rising 
equipment costs of owning and operating continues to be 
a real problem for logging companies. Keeping logging 
equipment in service longer may increase maintenance 
costs and downtime which can reduce productivity. 

Type of 
equipment 

MN 
(Average # of 

pieces per 
respondent with 
that equipment) 

WI 
(Average # of 

pieces per 
respondent with 
that equipment) 

MN (average 
age) 

WI (average 
age) 

Chainsaw 3.6 3.7 3.8 4.0 
Cut-to-length harvesters 1.6 1.6 8.5 10.8 
Feller-bunchers 1.5 2.9 17.6 16.4 
Cable skidders 1.4 2.1 39.4 37.4 
Grapple skidder 2.0 1.6 17.9 20.9 
Forwarders 2.7 1.5 13.0 17.1 
Mechanical 
Limbers 1.8 1.5 15.3 20.0 

Chippers 4.1 1.7 12.7 14.1 
Grinders 2.0 1.0 7.5 16.0 
Slashers 1.7 1.3 18.4 27.4 
Flail debarkers 5.3 1.0 7.7 11.0 
Loaders 2.3 1.5 20.5 19.8 
Bulldozers 1.5 1.4 23.3 21.9 
Other Road 
Building Equip. 2.3 3.6 33.6 21.5 

Table 1: Number of Equipment and Average Age of 
Newest Piece. 

Regarding in-woods equipment, Minnesota has more 
uniformity across harvesting equipment type with cut-
to-length harvester, drive-to-tree buncher, and reach-to-
tree buncher representing 28%, 31%, and 39% of volume 
harvested, respectively. Wisconsin is heavy to cut-to-length 
systems representing 60% of volume harvested. Diferences 
in soils, forest type and how they are managed (clearcut vs. 
selective thinning), wood quality, and markets are some of 
the main reasons for those diferences (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Harvesting Systems Comparison for 
Minnesota and Wisconsin. 

In-woods transportation of harvests also difers by state. 
Wisconsin clearly favors the forwarder in moving materials 
to the landing (Figure 3). Te grapple skidder preference 
in Minnesota matches the practice of processing at the 
landing where a slasher is commonly used. 

Figure 3: Equipment Preference to Move Harvest 
Materials to the Landing by State. 

✓ Buyers of all grades of dense 
hardwoods in WI, MI and MN 

✓ Strong gatewood & stumpage
 program 

✓ We buy logs and timbers for 
      access mats 

For specs and prices : 
call Tim Lee 
Cell:  715-209-4774 
Office: 715-682-9366 
3610 Ellis Avenue, Ashland, WI 54806 

PROMPT WEEKLY PAYMENT! 
TOP PRICES PAID! 

Over the road trucking plays an important role in all 
forest operations. We asked what percentage of harvest 
volume was transported to mills by trucks loggers own 
versus trucks contracted (Figure 4). Wisconsin shows a 
clear preference for contracted trucks. Minnesota is more 
balanced with a majority of loggers transporting with 
trucks contracted. 

Figure 4: Percent of Harvest Volume Transported 
by Logger Owned vs. Contracted Trucking. 

A nationwide trucking shortage continues to plague most 
industries. 52% of Wisconsin respondents and 48% of 
Minnesota respondents said that a shortage of truck drivers 
negatively impacted their businesses in 2021. Reasons for 
the shortage were identifed as retirements, no younger 
people flling the gaps, better paying jobs with benefts 
elsewhere, COVID-19 with free money, and a change in 
work ethic. General labor comments from responding 
loggers in Wisconsin and Minnesota fall into four major 
categories including 1) free government money, 2) rising 
costs/not proftable, 3) low pay/benefts compared to other 

options, and 4) lack of drivers/laziness. 

Business Environment 

Business environment was also examined in the 
study. Respondents were asked how they would 
rate the proftability of their business in 2021. 
Nearly 50% of Wisconsin respondents stated it 
was a “proftable” fnancial year (Figure 5) with 
an additional 28% stating they “broke even.” 
Minnesota loggers reported similar results with 
41% of respondents stated it was a “proftable” 
fnancial year with an additional 39% stating they 
“broke even” (Figure 5). 

Another measure of the business environment 
is the amount of capital invested into logging 
businesses. Investments from Wisconsin 
companies ranged from $0 to $5 million (Figure 
6). About half of Wisconsin companies invested 
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Figure 5: Proftability by State. 

less than $25,000 into their businesses. Viewed from an 
optimistic perspective, the other half invested more than 
$25,000, with some companies investing millions of dollars. 
Minnesota showed a similar trend but had more mid-range 
investments - $100,000 to $500,000. Access to capital can 
be a business hurdle, but most Wisconsin and Minnesota 
respondents said that access to loans or letters of credit was 
relatively easy. 

Recent mill closures had a tremendous impact on logging 
businesses across the Lake States. For example, the Verso 

Figure 6: Dollar Investment into Logging Business 
by State. 

mill in Wisconsin Rapids consumed approximately 25% of 
the pulpwood produced in Wisconsin. Its closure disrupted 
pulpwood markets in Wisconsin and across the Lake States. 
Figure 7 shows how the closures of the pulp and paper 
mills in Duluth, Park Falls, and Wisconsin Rapids impacted 
loggers in Minnesota and Wisconsin. Clearly, the mill 
closures impacted Wisconsin loggers more than Minnesota 
loggers. Tis is likely due to the volume consumed by the 
Wisconsin Rapids mill. Smaller regional efects were likely 
felt by the mill closures in Duluth and Park Falls. 

                                            218-384-3734
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Figure 7: Negative Impact of Pulp and Paper Mill 
Closures in Duluth, Park Falls, and Wisconsin 
Rapids. 

Whether a logging company plans to grow or expand 
its business is another predictor of the business climate. 
75% of Wisconsin respondents and 77% of Minnesota 
respondents said they are not planning to expand their 
businesses in the next fve years. A key obstacle, difculty 
hiring a quality workforce, was cited by 74% of Wisconsin 
and 92% of Minnesota respondents. Other barriers 
included high fuel cost, high insurance costs, high trucking 
costs, increased regulations, and high infation. 

Overall, Minnesota and Wisconsin companies answered 
the same with 70% expecting to be in business fve years 

Don’t Miss 
Sound Of 
With Brad Bennett 
Featuring: 

“Let the Sawdust Fly” 
With Pete Wood 
Te last Wednesday
Of each Month 

Noon - 1pm
On 
KDAL 610/103.9 

Check out the Podcasts! 

from now which is similar to the agriculture industry 
in general. For the 30% expecting to be out of business, 
retirement was the key reason. A number of respondents 
stated, “retiring with no one interested in taking it over.” 
Other reasons for not being in business in fve years are 
noted below. Tere is no guarantee, though, that the loggers 
who do not expect to be in business in fve years will 
actually leave the industry. 

• poor and unreliable markets, no workforce, too large of 
investment on newer equipment to be proftable. 

• too many mill closures -need more pulp markets 
• the cost of equipment insurance and fuel have far 

outpaced the price paid to logger 
• cannot fnd employees with skills to run modern 

equipment 
• as a small logging business we are being squeezed out by 

the larger producers 

The Pandemics Impact on the Logging 
Industry 

Loggers responded about the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic and the loss of markets on their businesses in 
calendar year 2021. Tey were asked to evaluate COVID’s 
impact on profts. Figure 8 shows that very few logging 
companies increased proftability in 2021. In Wisconsin, 
roughly 25% saw no change in profts; however, 63% of 
responding logging companies saw profts decrease during 
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that period. Of interest is Minnesota’s response with 47% 
responding no change to profts. Given the overlap of 
the pandemic and the mill closure in Wisconsin Rapids, 
Wisconsin’s data could be skewed negative for both 
pandemic and mill closure reasons. 

Figure 8: COVID's Impact on Logging 
Proftability in Minnesota and Wisconsin. 

Several COVID Business relief programs were 
implemented soon afer the pandemic began. We 
inquired about which programs were used by logging 
companies in Minnesota and Wisconsin. Te data 
showed that of the companies that applied, most 
were awarded funding (Table 2). For example, 53% of 
respondents in Minnesota applied for the Paycheck 
Protection Program. Of those that applied, 95% received 
payments. A similar response was found for Wisconsin 
companies with 52% of respondents applying and 93% 
of those application approved. Wisconsin companies had 
a higher rate of application and awards in the Pandemic 
Assistance for Timber Harvesters and Haulers program. 
It is safe to speculate that these relief funds may have 
helped some business stay afoat and other businesses be 
proftable in 2021. Te Great Lakes Timber Professionals 
Association was an important source of information 
during the pandemic helping loggers become aware of 
and to apply for these funds where appropriate 

Table 2: COVID Business Support Programs 

Buying: 
Veneer Logs for Domestic Manufacturing and Exporting 

• Basswood • Butternut • Red and White Oak 

• Black and White Ash • Yellow and White Birch 

• Birdseye Maple • Curly Maple • Hard and Soft Maple 

• Walnut • Cherry 

Buying Year Round • Top Prices Paid • Prompt Payment 

Please call our offce or buyers 
504 E. Oak Street • Stanley, WI 54768 

715-644-5777 • Fax: 715-644-5786 

Ted Fischer, President Scott Seeman 
715-577-7975 Cell: 715-577-7977 

Tony Bianco Travis Kramschuster 
Cell: 715-577-7976 Cell: 715-486-5941 

www.ikeinternational.com 

COVID Business Support Programs 
MN 
Applied 

MN 
Received 

WI 
Applied 

WI 
Received 

Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) 53% 95% 52% 93% 
Pandemic Assistance for Timber Harvesters and 
Haulers (PATHH) 21% 80% 33% 84% 
Economic Injury Disaster Loan 7% 67% 10% 89% 
SBA Express Loan Bridge 2% 50% 4% 63% 
SBA Debt Relief 5% 75% 5% 70% 
Coronavirus Food Assistance Program 1% 100% 1% 100% 

www.ikeinternational.com


Concluding Remarks 

We saw from the results that the average 
age of the logger has not changed from 
our last survey in 2017, but we did see 
that loggers are having trouble hiring 
qualifed people. Tis lack of labor trend 
is happening across all industries. Lack of 
labor, lack of markets for smaller wood, 
rising equipment costs, and aging existing 
equipment will be some of the challenges 
moving forward. Minnesota and Wisconsin 
have a lot of similarities in their logging 
industries. We hope that the industry is 
able to recover from the pandemic, with 
labor availability, diverse markets for 
harvested products and supply chain issues 
for equipment and spare parts returning to 
a more normal time. Te logging sector is 
essential for sustainable forest management 
and the smooth functioning of wood and 
fber markets that account for a sizable 
portion of Wisconsin and Minnesota’s 
economies. 
Keeping these businesses healthy will be 
important for the wood supply chain and 
the many rural economies it helps support 
in both states.  

MODEL 2290 TRACK 
20” Capacity Whole Tree Chipper 

Te authors would like to thank the loggers in Minnesota and Wisconsin 
for responding to this study. Your time and eforts are appreciated! 

COMPACT CHIPPERS 
∙ 20XP or 2090 (20” capacity) 
∙ 275 – 350 horsepower engine options 
∙ 270-degree swivel or forestry-style discharge 
∙ Optional Kelsa loader 

HIGH PRODUCTION TRACK CHIPPERS 
∙ 4- models available (20” – 30” capacity) 
∙ 415 – 1,050 horsepower engine options 
∙ Select models available with cab and loader 
∙ Durable Caterpillar track undercarriage 

CAB AND LOADER TOWABLE CHIPPERS 
∙ 2-models available (2590 or 3590XL) 
∙ Rotobec cab and loader 
∙ Cab swivels with loader for easy operation 
∙ Eliminates the need for an auxiliary loader 

TRELAN DISC-STYLE CHIPPERS 
∙ 2-models available (686 or 786) 
∙ 800 to 1,050 horsepower engine options 
∙ Produces a high-quality paper chip 
∙ 3/4”, 7/8” or 1” chip sizes 

If you haven’t tried a Bandit unit for your operation, please contact a local Bandit dealer, email marketing@banditchippers.com 
or visit our website www.banditchippers.com and we will be happy to assist you! 
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