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Overview: 

The West Virginia Land Study (“Who Owns West Virginia?”, West Virginia Center on Budget and Policy, 
December 2013) identified the largest landowners in West Virginia and in each county. The study did not 
look at mineral ownership. We found that landownership remains heavily concentrated in entities 
headquartered outside of West Virginia, though not as concentrated as it was forty years ago. However, 
in contrast to previous land studies conducted several decades ago, we found that the largest private 
landowner in the state is the Heartwood Forestland Fund, a timber investment management 
organization that manages timberlands on behalf of institutional investors. Such corporate entities did 
not exist at the time of previous land studies, and their relative importance today reflects the 
financialization of the U.S. economy. 

Methodology: 

We conducted this land study based on property tax records provided by the West Virginia State Tax 
Department. The records were provided electronically, but because each county has a slightly different 
way of recording property descriptions, which are not necessarily even consistent within a county, it was 
a laborious process to get the data into a consistent format. We then developed a database of all of the 
major corporations and their subsidiaries operating in West Virginia, and aggregated the land ownership 
data to determine the acreage owned by each parent company. 

We were not able to consider mineral ownership because not enough detail was provided in the tax 
tickets (for example, “8 AC COAL” does not explain whether it describes a coal seam that is three feet 
deep or six inches deep). For that reason, we also could not make any determination of whether such 
mineral resources were being assessed fairly for tax purposes. We had also hoped to be able to create 
maps, but many counties did not have digitized property maps available and the poor data quality made 
accurate mapping all but impossible. 

Lessons Learned: 

Poor data quality and lack of transparency were the biggest problems encountered in our study. Much 
of what we had initially hoped to do – in terms of analyzing tax inequities and mineral ownership – 
proved impossible with the dataset that we acquired. One of the policy issues raised by our study is the 
“managed timberlands tax credit”, which was designed to encourage sustainable forestry but appears to 
be benefitting some of the largest corporate landowners in the state. Again, because of data quality 
issues, we were not able to quantify the extent to which this tax credit is benefitting absentee 
landowners at the expense of the West Virginia state treasury. 

I would recommend having a clearer idea of policy issues that your study hopes to shed light on and 
perhaps focusing on one or two counties as case studies if the statewide data available is not adequate 
to analyze those questions. 


