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Executive Summary

The Woods Walk Advisory Program was developed to address a gap in restoration
assistance available to smaller private landowners within the North Shore Coastal Forest.
While many existing conservation programs focus on larger landholdings, smaller parcels
collectively represent an important opportunity to advance forest restoration, increase
species diversity, and support long-term stewardship across the landscape.

Over two field seasons, the program connected 240 landowners with trained site advisors
who provided property-specific recommendations focused on planting and protecting
long-lived, later successional tree species, increasing forest diversity, managing invasive
species, and addressing other site-specific concerns. Advisors collected information
through ArcGIS Field Maps and provided participants with written summaries and
recommendations following each visit. In total, participating landowners represented
approximately 1,450 acres of forest restoration opportunity.

The program identified several common themes across the North Shore. Landowners
expressed strong interest in personalized guidance, educational resources, and assistance
navigating restoration options. Access to recommended tree species, the cost and labor
associated with deer protection fencing, and invasive species management were among
the most frequently identified challenges. The program also revealed a strong interest in
shrubs and understory restoration, highlighting opportunities for future educational efforts.

Beyond direct landowner assistance, the Woods Walk Advisory Program expanded the
North Shore Forest Collaborative's network, trained 16 site advisors, created a GIS-based
data collection framework, informed development of the Coastal Forest Restoration for
Landowners Handbook, and generated information that will help guide future restoration
efforts. The program demonstrated that landowners are eager to steward their forests when
provided with accessible, site-specific support and established a foundation for continued
engagement and restoration across the North Shore Coastal Forest.

Project Highlights

e 240 private landowner site visits completed

¢ 1,450 acres represented by participating landowners

e 16 site advisors trained

¢ Expanded NSFC contact network from approximately 500 to more than 800
subscribers

o Created a GIS-based restoration data collection system

e Inspired development of the Coastal Forest Restoration for Landowners Handbook

e Generated a follow-on funding proposal to continue the program



Woods Walk Advisory Program Introduction

The North Shore Coastal Forest persists within a thin 3 - 5-mile band along the shoreline of
Lake Superior, occupying the cooler and more humid microclimate in the lower elevations
created by the lake. Properties within this narrow band offer unique and challenging
landscapes for reforestation efforts. Dramatic bedrock or shallow soils down to bedrock
pose a challenge for digging holes to plant trees and migrating deer herds heavily browse
the young vegetation in the winter months, requiring welded wire fencing or other
protection.

Helpful programs like (EQIP) exist to offer financial support, but they primarily focus on 20
acre or larger privately owned parcels. Many smaller parcel landowners are ineligible for
the funds but still want to steward the land and can collectively make an impact across the
landscape when multiple landowners take action with similar objectives. The North Shore
Forest Collaborative focuses on long-lived, later successional species like white pine,
white cedar, white spruce, and yellow birch to increase diversity, reintroduce seed trees,
and transition the forest from pioneering stage to later successional stage.

The Woods Walk Advisory Program filled a gap in restoration assistance for smaller North
Shore landowners, connected hundreds of landowners with restoration expertise,
identified common barriers to stewardship, and built the infrastructure needed to continue
supporting private landowner restoration into the future.

Program Implementation

The Woods Walk Advisory Program was successful in reaching over 240 private
landowners, many of them were new to the North Shore Forest Collaborative. Expert
advisors walked the properties with each landowner and provided tailored and digestible
recommendations pertaining to each individual property. A series of questions were asked
of each landowner. The full set of questions are in the appendix, but a small sampling is as
follows: What questions does the landowner have about trees/community on property?
What do they want to learn about? What concerns and hopes do they have for property?
Has the landowner done any planting, thinning, or other maintenance? Were they a fencing
participant or have a conservation easement? What is the forest community present and
what are the tree species present? What are the project recommendations for this
property? All of these answers were entered into the ArcGIS Field Maps through a Field
Form on the Field Maps App. A summary of the site visit along with recommendations and
any helpful existing programs was emailed to each participant.

Program Results



Participation and Reach

253 individual site visits were conducted through two field seasons for the Woods Walk
Advisory Program. Collectively, participating landowners identified approximately 1,450
acres where they hoped to pursue restoration activities. Only 75 of these landowners were
already taking advantage of the NSFC’s Discount Fencing Program as participants. This
project trained 16 advisors to share the objectives of the North Shore Forest Collaborative,
providing guidance on strategies for planting and protecting long-lived, later successional
species in the shallow, rocky soils of the coastal forest. Eight of these landowners had
conservation easements, while 25 landowners had 20 acres or more and could potentially
benefit from conservation easements.

The ArcGIS Field Maps platform allowed advisors to consistently collect information across
all site visits, creating a valuable dataset that was later summarized and shared with North
Shore Forest Collaborative partners in winter 2026.

Species Recommendations and Restoration Priorities

The most recommended species throughout this program included northern white cedar,
eastern white pine, yellow birch, and bur oak. Site advisors suggested a diverse set of
species, with 17 different tree species. The data revealed that landowners had a lot of
questions about shrubs, and the site advisors provided a diverse but appropriate list of
shrub species for landowners.



Table 1. Recommended Tree Species from Site Advisors in 2024 and 2025

RECOMMENDED TREE SPECIES m

Yellow birch (Betula alleghaniensis)

Bur oak (Quercus macrocarpon)

Basswood (Tilia americana)

Black spruce (Picea mariana) 10
Swamp white oak (Quercus bicolor)
Jack pine (Pinus banksiana)

Paper birch (Betula papyrifera)
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Balsam fir (Abies balsamea)

Site advisors were asked to characterize each property into the plant community best
represented on the site. Those plant communities were mapped to see proximity to the
coast. Unique species were also mapped when observed, included green and black ash
which are at risk of massive die-offs when the emerald ash borer sweeps across the north
shore. Bur oak, American elm, and heart leaved birch were other species that the program
tracked.



Table 1. Recommended Shrub Species from Site Advisors in 2024 and 2025

RECOMMENDED SHRUB SPECIES m

Pin cherry (Prunus pennsylvanica)

Mountain ash (Sorbus decora & S. americana) 31

Chokeberry (Aronia melanocarpa) 1



Forest Communities and Species Tracking

Figure 1. Map of Plant Community Distribution along North Shore
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Figure 2. Map of Unique Species Observations at Site Visit Locations Along North Shore
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Invasive Species Observations

Invasive species were tracked, but the focus was on early detection species. Luckily, none
of the early detection species were detected, so the species like tansy, lupine, and birds
foot trefoil were recorded instead. Trends such as common introduction locations that
landowners revealed where they first found these invaders. The invasive species heat map
showed that areas closer to cities and towns had more invasive species than those further
removed.

Table 3. Most Common Invasive Species Encountered during 2024 and 2025 Site Visits

MOST COMMON INVASIVE SPECIES # OCCURRENCES * Clover (Trifolium)

Hawkweed (Hieracium sp.) 2l * Sweet clover (Melilotus)
Bird’s foot trefoil (Lotus corniculatus) 46

* Hemp nettle (Galeopsis)

* Mullein (Verbascum)

* Queen anne’s lace (Daucus)
* Smooth Brome (Bromus)

* Crown Vetch (Securigera)

* Japanese Knotweed
(Reynoutria)

* Japanese barberry
(Berberis)



Figure 3. Map of Invasive Species Distribution along North Shore
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Restoration Recommendations

Site visit recommendations were tracked, and they showed that the top recommendations

were to plant trees, protect those trees, manage invasive species, and manage the impacts

from the spruce budworm infestation. Some other important recommendations included

increasing diversity, planting native species, and contacting public agencies and

contractors to receive assistance. The contact information for both were shared in the
documents created through the Woods Walk Advisory Program. Some additional useful

recommendations were included such as working with neighbors, collecting seed, or

utilizing biochar to store carbon.



Table 4. Recommendations to Landowners Based on Site Visits

TOP SITE VISIT RECOMMENDATIONS m
__ - Treat blister rust

Protect trees with fencing (103) or tubes (14) or build exclosure (6) » Transplant

Invasive species management 87 - Collect seed

Spruce budworm management 60

+ Work with neighbors
* Promote wildlife
« Biochar

+ Trail
creation/maintenance

+ Remove cages
* LearnplantID

« Burn or cover invasives

Firewise specific projects 25

Monitor — Invasives (12), plantings (9), EAB (1), SBW (1), Regeneration (1) 24 * Join NSFC email list
Begin EQIP or Land Stewardship Plan 13 * Underplant ash
Mitigate Erosion Control 13

Landowner Challenges

The North Shore Forest Collaborative understands that landowners on the North Shore are
often retired and many of them do not live on the North Shore. This makes it challenging to
restore their forests for a variety of reasons. Those challenges were also tracked through
this program, and the biggest needs were the cost of fencing, the time to install, finding the
recommended tree species, and the physical labor of planting. Deer browse was not as
often stated because landowners know the impact of deer and prevent browse through
fencing, so fewer of them were attempting to plant without fencing, but some still tried.



Table 5. Landowner Needs Based on Site Visits and Conversations with Landowners

LANDOWNER NEEDS # STATED

Time 43
Sourcing trees 29
Labar, planting, physical limitation 26

Survival rate of trees 1
HOA disapproval 1
Key Findings

¢ Landowners strongly valued one-on-one site visits and personalized
recommendations.

e Many participants were new contacts for the NSFC.

e Demand for educational materials exceeded expectations.

e Accessto tree seedlings remains a major barrier.

e Deer browse protection continues to be essential for successful tree establishment.

e Invasive species were most commonly observed along driveways, disturbed areas,
and septic mounds.

e Landowners frequently expressed interest in shrubs and understory restoration

Program Lessons Learned

Overall, the North Shore Forest Collaborative found that the costs in time to get the
advisors trained, to organize the background infrastructure of the program, and to
coordinate site visits was higher than anticipated. This led to delays in scheduling and
training, but the program still managed to visit 240 properties. Connecting with landowners
was a major challenge because many of the landowners do not live up the shore, or they
seek out information from such a wide variety of places. Fliers were hung at local
businesses, ads were taken out in the local papers and Northern Wilds magazine, an article
was written for the local newspaper and another for Northern Wilds, and an interview was
done on WTIP the local radio station. There wasn’t any funding in the budget for direct
mailing, but it is anticipated that this would help reach a greater number of landowners.



Landowners clearly found this program to be a very positive experience, and many of them
sent emails or shared positive comments about their site visits.

The program was well organized, and site advisors delivered consistent advice, mirroring
the objectives of the North Shore Forest Collaborative. Site advisors had the chance to
connect landowners with existing partner programs along the shore that could offer them
further benefits. The program also created the data collection infrastructure to continue to
collect these same questions into the future if the funding is sought to continue the
program. An application for funding to continue the program for Cook County has been
submitted by the Cook County Soil and Water Conservation District, who recognized that
these smaller and faster site visits offered simplified advice, creating a more achievable
starting point for landowners and requiring less investment from site advisors than many of
the existing programs. Landowners are able to initiate future conversations when they are
ready to tackle larger projects and need more specific and thorough recommendations.

Recommendations for Future Efforts

e Seek long-term funding to support on-demand site visits.

e Expand outreach efforts through direct mailings.

e Continue developing educational resources such as the handbook.

e« Improve access to recommended tree species.

e Strengthen partnerships that can assist with fencing and deer protection.

e Continue collecting GIS data to monitor trends and identify restoration needs.
Program Capacity Built

e Trained 16 advisors.

e Built a GIS-based data collection system.

e Expanded the NSFC contact list from roughly 500 to 800 subscribers.

e Inspired the Coastal Forest Restoration Handbook.

e Created new pathways for connecting landowners to partner programs.

e Generated a follow-on funding proposal.

Program Legacy and Lasting Impact

The most important outcome of this project was not a specific number of trees planted or
acres restored. Rather, the Woods Walk Advisory Program demonstrated that North Shore
landowners are eager to steward their forests when provided with accessible, site-specific
guidance. Through 240 site visits, the program connected landowners with restoration
expertise, identified common barriers to action, and strengthened relationships between
private landowners and North Shore Forest Collaborative partners. Beyond the immediate
recommendations provided to participants, the program created valuable datasets,



informed the development of new educational resources, expanded the NSFC network,
and established infrastructure that can support future restoration efforts. The lasting value
of the program lies not only in the acres influenced or recommendations delivered, butin
the relationships, knowledge, and capacity built to support long-term stewardship of the
North Shore Coastal Forest.



