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Thomas and Irene Schneider: Forestry Consultancy1

To those who live outside it, the name ‘Black Forest’ conjures up a holiday
destination full of ruined castles, enchanting inns and cholesterol boosting cakes full
of cherries, chocolate and whipped cream. Indeed, that is a part of the truth… but
those who live there recognise also a grittier reality: of alpine farming in decline; of
foggy autumns and harsh winters; and of general dependence on seasonal businesses.
Above all, the inhabitants know that the landscape is a man-made one, with the forests
carefully managed over decades to provide local construction materials and fuel,
together with timber and timber products for export around Europe and beyond. The
consulting firm which Thomas Schneider and his wife Irene run on the western edge
of the forest at Fischerbach, near the River Kinzig, is part of a complex mosaic of
private and public interests which maintain the forest environment into the longer
term while simultaneously seeking to extract an economic return for the current forest
owners. The Black Forest is therefore a good example of a ‘cultural landscape’ and as
such exhibits much more biodiversity than it would do if it were allowed to return to
an unmanaged state although the landscape could perhaps do with improving the
balance between woodland and extensively managed grasslands.

Forest Ownership, Management and Administration in Germany

Forestry in Germany is characterised by small and medium sized forest ownership.
Germany's total forest area of 10.74m hectares is in the hands of 1.3m forest owners,
who manage an average plot size of approx. 3.5 ha. Forests cover 31% of the land
area and have traditionally been sustainably managed as no more – and often much
less – than the annual growth which is harvested. About three quarters of forests in
Germany have been certified to the German PEFC Council (Programme for the
Endorsement of Forest Certification schemes) sustainable forest management
standards.

In the middle of the Black Forest there are few large areas of Government owned
forests and the majority of small holdings are either communal or owned by farmers
or absentee urban owners. Traditionally land ownership was in strips of land down the
hillsides with forests on the top part, grasslands in the valley and the farmhouse just
below a spring somewhere half way half way up. In past decades government policy
gave preference to coniferous forest over deciduous or mixed woodland and grants
were until very recently available to convert grasslands to woodlands. This means that
remaining grasslands are often enriched and extensively managed, and many
traditional hay-meadows have disappeared.

1 This case was prepared by Professor David Watkins of Southampton Business School, SSU, UK and
Edwin van Ek of Fauna and Flora International, UK on the basis of an extended visit to the business
concerned and other materials provided by the firm. Additional input has been provided by other
members of the Probioprise Project Team. Opinions expressed are those of the authors and do not
necessarily represent the views of the firm or any other parties.



Forestry practices are administered at three levels: 1) the Ministry of Agriculture,
Forestry and Food, 2) the Administrative Forest District, and 3) the Forest Office.
Implementation of the forest law is continuously audited at all three administrative
levels. The Ministry of Food, Agriculture, and Forestry is the highest administrative
level. Developments of the State Forestry Law and accompanying regulations, as well
as additions or changes to the law, are determined by the Ministry of Food,
Agriculture, and Forestry. The second or middle administrative level is the
Administrative Forest District. Administrative Forest Districts have discretionary
authority over the Forest Offices. Administrative Forest Districts develop forest plans,
audit forest offices, handle appeals, market state forest wood and develop some
regulations. The lowest administrative level is the Forest Office. There are 190 forest
offices in Baden-Württemberg and each Forest Office has authority over
approximately 6500 ha of forest land. Forest offices are responsible for operations on
state land, distributing funds and advice to community and private forest owners, and
auditing the application of the Forest Law.

In the middle of the Black Forest there is little state owned land and the forest offices
focus on private and community owned woodland. Although the forest offices are in
principle not involved in the preparation of management plans for privately owned
forests, they have retained the responsibility for nature conservation designations and
conservation, and for forestry grant distribution. Forest consultants are ‘encouraged’
not to be involved in these issues. Some urban-dwelling forest owners have contracted
the management of their woodlands to the Forest Department, who in this case will
also prepare the management plans.

Professional Origins

Freiburg is the centre for forestry education and administration for the State of Baden-
Württemberg and thus for a substantial part of the Black Forest. Thomas Schneider,
who himself comes from Freiburg, was always interested in a career in forestry, and
so enrolled on a course leading to the award of the Diplom-Forstwirt. This is the
essential pre-condition to a career in forest management, with the formal vocational
course followed by two years of practical experience, the successful completion of
which then qualifies the trainees to become civil servants in the state forestry service
or to move into equivalent jobs in the private sector.2 Thomas Schneider was one of
48 people in his cohort to successfully complete the course; of these, 17 went directly
into the state forestry service.

As is the case in many areas of German life, the forests are subject to strict regulation
through a system of administrative law. The formal course prepares entrants to the
forestry profession to deal with this, with the qualification giving recognition that the
award holder is competent to operate on behalf of clients in legal and taxation matters.
Historically, the issue did not often arise since the state forestry service undertook
much of the work of forest management on behalf of private owners as well as for the
communal and state-owned forests; but from the mid-eighties onwards the situation

2 An underappreciated characteristic of the German vocational training system, although perhaps less
strong than hitherto, is that the sponsor or provider often deliberately ‘overproduces’ trainees. It then
takes its pick of the qualified personnel emerging, but the others enter parallel careers with strong
social networks and a shared culture to the ultimate benefit of the prime mover.



began to change, opening up opportunities for private forestry consultants to emerge.
Nevertheless, at this stage Thomas, who had by this time met Irene – his future wife –
on the same forest management course, was not contemplating a career in private
practice. Apart from other considerations, this would have meant going into
competition with local businesses which had had a decade or so to establish
themselves. Unsure exactly where their future lay, both Thomas and Irene decided to
take fixed-term contracts working for the state forestry service when they finished
their course.

At this point fate took a hand. Following the reunification of Germany, there was a
big demand for western forestry expertise to be transferred to the former DDR. In
1993, someone who had been an independent consultant for nine years in Baden-
Württemberg was offered a very senior position in the state forestry service in
Saxony, and therefore decided to sell his practice. Although many people were
interested, he decided to pass the business on to the Schneiders since there were two
of them with similar expertise. In the period when he had been working on a self-
employed basis he had felt very much alone. There was no scope for discussions with
colleagues since he had none; and he was obviously not in a position to confer over
problems with people with whom he might be in competition. Since Thomas and
Irene were right at the beginning of their professional lives finances were very tight,
but they felt this was an opportunity which would never come their way again. So
they took out a bank loan, which enabled them to pay the asking price of 60,000
Deutschmarks for the physical assets of the business and 22,000 Deutschmarks for the
goodwill. The bank loan was to be paid back over a 10-year period. Since they
acquired the business, Thomas has taken the lead, as over this period Irene has
become a mother of three. Nevertheless, she assists in the business whenever she can
and this gives the firm some added flexibility to deal with fluctuations in demand and
seasonality. The business has never been incorporated, as is the normal case for a
professional firm in Germany and Thomas is technically a Freiberufler (self-
employed person).

The Basic Activities of the Business

When the Schneiders took over the business from its founder, it had two main
activities. The first of these comprised the development of a Management Plan
(forsteinrichtung) for an individual's private forest. The second was Forest Valuation
(waldwertschätzung) or giving a current valuation of the land and its timber stock. To
these Thomas has added a third activity where he has developed a specialist expertise
that takes him beyond Baden-Württemberg since only three people in Germany are
able to undertake it: the Certification of Sawmill Timber Measurement Systems to
ensure calibration with traditional measurements still used by producers in the forest
(DFWR/VDS-Rahmenvereinbarung für die Werksvermessung von Stammholz) . These
three aspects of the business each account for about one third of the total activity,
although he also undertakes a small amount of work as an expert witness in case of
conflict or litigation in relation to the above issues.

The Management Plan for a private forest holding in Germany fulfils a number of
purposes, but the driver for a forest owner to commission one is tax planning, since
for all holdings in excess of 3 ha it is the planned extraction of timber which forms



the basis of tax liability over periods of ten years at a time. For many kinds of
business this might seem an excessively long time scale, but since the stands of timber
at issue may contain trees over 150 years old, in other ways it is rather short. The plan
has to be agreed as reasonable not only by the tax authorities, but also by the state
forest administration. The role of the forest consultant therefore is to balance the
current interests of the parties concerned, while also reconciling the desire for a good
current yield against potential for future income from the forest – perhaps one or two
generations hence.

The first stage is to visit the forest to spend about half a day with the owner, walking
the boundaries, discussing the outcomes of the last plan and gaining an understanding
of how the ownership of the forest interacts with other aspects of the owner’s life. The
latter has become increasingly important in recent decades as people have left the land
to work in factories and offices – often many miles away. For some owners this has
meant they retain very little interest other than to maximise income, whereas for
others not relying on forest income has inculcated much more of a ‘stewardship’
approach – with the main driver being to leave their land and its forest in a better
condition than it was when they inherited it. At this stage the landowner also provides
any relevant information on potential conservation status in relation to biotopes
(Beech Forest) and species.

Having gained a general understanding of the forest and its ownership context the
next stage is to make an inventory of the different stands. This is done in the
traditional way3 at a rate of about 20 ha per day.

A key way of presenting the inventory is in the form of an age classification map
(Alterklassenkarte) of the different stands of timber. One of Thomas’s part-time
employees has a special expertise in producing these from the data he collects.4 Often
owners are only vaguely aware of the age mix of their timber since trees of different
maturities will coexist in the same stands. Extraction is not simply a matter of
removing fully mature trees. Thinning of stands and the pruning of selected trees
within a stand has a positive effect on the ability of the remaining trees to continue
developing, and thus of the eventual quality and value of the timber removed. It is
therefore possible to remove considerable amounts of timber continuously over a ten
year period and still have more standing timber at the end of the period than at the
outset. Owners may be generally aware of this but tend not to act on it in a rigorous
enough manner, perhaps with the aim of leaving something for future generations.
They thus both underestimate the optimum current yield and reduce the overall
potential value of their forest. Other ways in which the expertise of the consultant can
be useful in determining the extraction plan are in making the forest more resistant to
storm damage, and in rebalancing the age of the different stands where poor forestry
practice in the past – such as clear cutting – or natural disasters, have resulted in a
distorted age distribution.

These considerations lead to an interim report to the client which sets out in great
detail what kinds of timber should be harvested from each stand each year over the

3 Although Thomas has tried using GPS tools, under the forest canopy in rugged terrain it is difficult to
obtain a fix on sufficient satellites to get the necessary accuracy.
4 Since this is an important tool in ‘educating’ the forest owners about their holdings, a sample is given
as Appendix One



next decade. Usually the client is surprised by how much can be sustainably extracted.
The next stage is to present the plan to the state forest administration and the tax
authorities. They will then visit for a half day and may insist on changes, but if the
consultant has done a professional job these are likely to be minor. Here the tax
situation is crucial: it is the planned extraction of timber which forms the basis of tax
liability over the term of the plan. If more timber is extracted this is subject to a higher
rate of tax.5

It is tempting to view this arrangement as a use of the taxation system to achieve
environmental aims by making the management plan a document agreed by the forest
service, the tax authorities and the owner, but that might be too simplistic. Although
the forest service can use the planning agreement process to minimise clear-cutting,
until recently it also favoured the removal of broadleaf trees in favour of conifers,
thus both directly reducing biodiversity and reducing soil quality. Moreover, the very
clear focus of the plan is on the timber and its value. No account is taken of any
environmental services which the plan generates or of environmental costs incurred.
Although acting in a pseudo-official capacity in drawing up the plan, Thomas and
Irene do not even have direct access to the official data-bases on protected areas, but
have to rely on the owners providing accurate information on these if included on
their land.

A typical forest management plan costs the client around €35 per hectare to produce.
Thomas has kept these rates, which he inherited from the previous owner, unchanged,
so there is downward price pressure in real terms and he has come across other
consultants undercutting his rates by 50%, a level at which he feels it would be
impossible to propose a proper Management Plan. Even at €35 per hectare, a
comprehensive Plan would usually represent good value for money in terms of the
extra sustainable extraction identified, but in addition, the state has a variety of
subsidies for forest owners – one of which is a grant of 50% towards the cost of a
formally agreed Management Plan! Despite all this, Thomas feels that few people use
their Plan to best advantage, regarding it as a necessary expense for tax planning. For
him, the advantage is that it is work that is usually not urgent and so can be
programmed into relatively slack periods, provides a steady income, and opens doors
to other work.

One such door leads to Forest Valuation. Here there may well be urgency if a sale is
contemplated or if a value is needed for probate purposes; unlike the Management
Plan activity, Thomas can charge by the hour on a realistic basis since his reputation
is sound. The valuation of the forest is related to the quantity and quality of the land,
to the value of the stands, and to the cost of cutting / harvesting. The environmental
aspects of forestry do not greatly influence the value of a forest, although constraints
on the species which can be replanted may need to be factored in. Specifically, the
value does not include any positive allowance for environmental services provided or
potentially supplied, nor are the costs of environmental protection taken into account.
More generally Thomas feels that there is currently much uncertainty in the forestry
community about environmental protection, including biodiversity conservation. One

5 The exception to this is the occurrence of storm or pest damage, where accelerated extraction is then
permitted according to a sliding scale. Severely damaging storms have occurred in the area every 8-10
years, and these have served as timely reminders to owners to update their management plans!
Otherwise the extraction of the fallen timber would be subject to a very high rate of tax.



example is that no one quite knows what the situation is with regards to felling trees
where birds nest. If there is a chance that there will be restrictions, such as on felling
trees which have holes where black woodpeckers could nest, the typical foresters’
reaction is to fell these first before the law becomes explicit…

The final part of the business is related to the valuation not of forests but of individual
logs. Traditionally, timber in Germany has been measured in the forest rather than in
the sawmill, and over the generations robust rules have been developed which are
widely respected because they work and are understood. These take account of the
fact that timber is a natural product and precise measurement in the forest is not
practicable. As sawmills have become more automated, more precise sizing of
individual logs has become possible, but these are difficult to reconcile with volume
calculations made in the forest. This has exacerbated the traditional suspicion between
forest and sawmill owners.

Official software exists which tries to reconcile the two approaches, but it is old and
clumsy. Thomas notes that: “It is still written in DOS and costed in Deutschmarks!”
His special skill is to visit the sawmill after the initial engineering calibration of the
timber processing equipment and certify the adjustments necessary to operate on the
basis equivalent to custom and practice in the forest. Small scale processors, who tend
to deal with small scale foresters, especially welcome this service since it creates a
level playing field when compared with larger processors who can afford electronic
measurement systems.

Business Operations

Forestry is a seasonal business, with most actual felling taking place in winter / spring
(although naturally highly dependent on favourable weather conditions). When
Thomas and Irene took over the business there was a three month order book. Since
then they have always been able to plan the work about three months ahead – a little
more in summer, a little less in winter – mirroring activity in the forest. In terms of
time the split is approximately one third to each of the activities. The Management
Planning is less profitable, but this is compensated for by greater flexibility in work
scheduling.

More stressful than the normal annual cycle is the infrequent but predictable impact of
severe storms. If there are heavy windfalls there tends to be little work of any kind
around and this has tempted Thomas and Irene to consider diversifying into other
kinds of forest work. However, the real strength of the business seems to be what the
initial owner predicted – the strong partnership between Thomas and Irene. Irene now
works for about 8-10 hours a week in the business, and they employ two part-timers
to undertake the calculations and undertake map-making respectively. Thomas
formerly had a full-time employee doing ‘outdoor’ work of a similar nature to his own
in the forest itself. However, he felt this was self-defeating. He had to spend time
looking for more contracts and checking up on the quality of the employee’s work
rather than earning directly himself. Money also left the family unit, which it does not
do when Irene undertakes work. This is a classic conundrum for the small-scale
consultant or professional firm. Thomas would seem to need a step function increase
in existing business or a significant diversification into other forest-based work,



possibly of a non-professional kind, to make it worthwhile to employ others. At that
point the firm would lose the competitive advantage of direct client contact with
Thomas’s professional expertise that that it now enjoys. Moreover, the flexibility of
Irene’s contribution to both firm and family according to short-term demand would be
vitiated.

Issues Raised

 The intermediating role of consultants has been identified in several parallel
cases. In less developed institutional settings than German forestry this has
been important in transmitting information and channelling physical resources
between organs of the nation state and / or the EU and SMEs. However,
forestry in Germany has a long history of regulation and even the small-scale
forest owners are well educated. In the current case the decision of the state
forestry service to disengage from providing the Management Plans to private
forest owners seems to have been too small an institutional change to produce
much innovation. Indeed, the change seems to have been somewhat half-
hearted. In his role as Chairman of the AKFB,6 the national association of
independent forestry consultants, Thomas Schneider has come across
instances where the state forestry service continues to provide such services,
although this is now ultra vires. In these cases they are able to provide
services below cost price, in particular to ‘urban’ owners who sub-contract
forest management to the forestry service. This can also be done for less than
commercial rates as part of the service’s costs are covered by government. In
addition, although having a system of training which is effectively the same
for officials of the state forestry service and private consultants has clear
benefits, it perhaps narrows the range of skills acquired. A looser system
might encourage a broader and more ‘modern’ curriculum which included
environmental training as part of the formation process. Certainly the
membership profile of the AKFB, which is quite specific about interests and
expertise, demonstrates very little interest in environmental issues; but then, as
Thomas notes: “That’s because there isn’t any money in it!”

 Rigid bureaucracy and very specific skills demarcation seems also to apply in
terms of access to data-bases. It appears strange that people advising forest
owners cannot directly access information on whether their client’s
landholding contains protected areas. Bureaucracies naturally defend their
‘turf’; foresters are encouraged not to get involved in forest grant applications
or other issues such as biodiversity related activities. There are parallels in
other cases in this set, such as the reluctance of governments to license the
collection of seeds in national parks by commercial companies, although the
result may be the spread of inferior genetic materials.

 The unexpected example of trying to reconcile the foresters’ ‘custom and
practice’ in evaluating timber in the forest with modern measurement
techniques may be a one-off instance in so explicit a form; or there may be
many similar examples. However, it certainly suggests that studies should be

6 Arbeitskreis Forstliches Berufsbild (AKFB) e.V.



made of how indigenous, traditional knowledge regarding working with
biodiversity, which may be tacit or articulated as ‘rules of thumb’, can be
captured and shared.

 The case illustrates that there is not a great emphasis on biodiversity
conservation and enhancement in the overall forest management system of
which consultants like Thomas Schneider form a part. However, it does also
demonstrate how easy it would be to use the established structures to introduce
biodiversity-focussed objectives to the SME forest owners. The system as
presently developed already links grants, information and tax incentives, and
offers substantial coverage.

 In this respect it could be argued that government policy should be to
encourage a balance between habitats and not encourage further conversion of
grassland into forest as this affects biodiversity and the landscape more
generally. However, the nature of this grassland is paramount; biodiversity of
hay meadows is very high compared to intensively managed grassland. One of
the consequences of government grants for reforestation, which in some cases
has gone down to the river in the valley, has resulted in more intensive
management of remaining grassland. Mosaics of grassland and woodland with
glades are biodiverse, but this is not good for timber production as the trees
are less straight, shorter and provide more side branches. There seems to be
scope for improved cooperation between the forest department and forest
consultants to maximise the opportunities for timber production and
sustainable forest management for a combination of recreation, biodiversity
conservation and timber production.



Appendix One: Sample Alterklassenkarte as produced for a Management Plan


