
 

 

  

 

Considerations When Selling Trees 
 

 

Greetings! 
 

When thinking about fraud in the timber industry we tend to focus on the actual timber sales 
process but tend to forget the theft to the landowners themselves.  This is especially a problem 
when the landowners are elderly and/or are not practiced in business contracting and prefer to work 
with a promise and a handshake.  A recent article I read about two timber buying companies in 
Iowa brought up the plight of some unsuspecting landowners.  In this article the courts intervened in 
the purchasing process to require that the companies in question reform their business practices 
after complaints  
from elderly rural property owners.  
  
This month we are looking at tips for landowners who are considering selling 
their trees. 
 
Warmly, 
Aaron 
  
  

 

In Iowa, courts intervened in the affairs of timber buying companies who took advantage 
of unsuspecting landowners, but it's best for landowners not to count on the same 
interference.  It's best, instead, to learn to avoid deception and abuse before it 
happens.  A few simple precautions can make all the difference.  
 
Unfair Buying Practices Stopped by Court-Approved Agreement 
  
In early March of this year, Attorney General Tom Miller, of Iowa, issued a court-ordered consent 
agreement and injunction for two timber buying companies - one from Illinois and one from Iowa - 
to reform their business practices in Iowa.   
  
The case was initiated by complaints from elderly rural property owners who had made 
arrangements to sell their timber to the buying companies.  After receiving the complaints, the court 
system investigated the cases.  In investigating the case, they discovered the rural landowners with 
valuable timber to sell too often agreed to loose harvesting arrangements that led to exploitation. 
The consumer-fraud investigation team learned that the defendants repeatedly took advantage of 
elderly rural property owners by underpaying for valuable walnut trees and other hardwoods, taking 
more trees than they were authorized to harvest, and leaving properties damaged and scarred.   
  
Although some responsibility remains with the landowners, in this case the judge was clearly 
determined to treat the landowners fairly and placed the blame squarely on the timber buying 
companies.  His verdict was designed to ensure the company stopped its deceptive and abusive 
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practices.  The basis for the decision was the Iowa Door-to-Door Sales Act, which provides a three-
day right to cancel an agreement entered into at the consumer's home, and requires clear written 
notification of that right. This type of legal obligation is common in nearly all states.   
  
In this case, the judge simply ordered the companies to conform to the law.  In addition, the buyers 
are also now required to use a written contract that clearly sets forth which trees will be harvested, 
how long it will take, and exactly how much the landowner will be paid, with at least half that 
amount paid to the landowner upfront.  The responsibility for having a written contract is on the 
company and not the landowner per this case.   
  
Regardless, trees are valuable products and some woods can be worth several thousands of 
dollars per acre.  If managed properly and the contract is written fairly and executed according to 
the agreement, landowners can year hundreds of dollars per acre per year.   
  

Tips for Landowners Who are Considering Selling Trees 
  
Most states have agencies such as the Department of Natural Resources (DNR) and University 
Extension Agencies that offer guidance to landowners who are considering selling 
timber.  Landowners interested in selling timber should get help in negotiating the sale before they 
enter into any sales agreements.  You can also contact a private sector consulting forester or other 
timber experts.  A lot of guidance can even be found on-line.  Don't go into the negotiation 
blind.  Get help even if you've done this before and think you know what you are doing.  Things 
change.  
  
The following tips are summarized from an article found on the webpage for the Iowa Department 

of Natural Resources: 
  

 Ensure the timber 
buyer is bonded.  If they are 
bonded that will go a long 
way in ensuring you are 
dealing with a reputable 
company.  It will also give 
some protection in case of 
loss.  Keep in mind that the 
maximum bond may be 
less than the value of any 
losses you suffer, but at 
least it's something. 

 Put everything in 
writing.  A good contract should state how the trees are marked, how many trees are 
included, the purchase price, time period to remove the timber, what logging conditions are 
acceptable (dry or frozen), and who is liable for damage to the property, etc. 

 Always mark the trees you want to sell.  Then there is no question as to which trees should 
be harvested.  Don't add or change trees once the agreement is reached.  Trees vary 
considerably in value.  If you change, then the contract is basically null and void. 

 Solicit comparable bids.  Just because one company approached you doesn't mean you 
shouldn't look for other bidders. 

 Don't make a snap decision.  Think about what you are doing.  Talk to trusted family and 
friends.  Once you sign the contract or accept money there is no going back.  You probably 
won't lose the deal.  Take time to check it out.  An unexpected and unsolicited offer of 
thousands of dollars for some trees may seem like a welcome windfall, but it may be far 
less than the actual value of the timber.   

 

 



 Be wise about which trees to sell.  Don't sell trees on a diameter limit and don't sell only 
your best trees.  There is a big difference in tree value based on type of tree and maturity 
for a particular tree.  The value of your wood shouldn't be dictated by size only.  Rather it 
should be by condition or potential. Also if you sell only your best trees you can hurt the 
long-term productivity of the woods.   

 Sell only what's marked.  Sell the whole tree.  Some buyers may not want to mess   

 with the lower grade logs at the tops of the tree.  Decide up 
front what to do with those.  Either they "take it or leave it" per 
whatever agreement you make.  If other trees are damaged 
during the logging, they aren't included.  They can be damaged 
on purpose.  Make sure the trees can be harvestedwithout 
damaging others.   

 Don't accept cash up front without a contract. Once you have 
accepted cash you are in a contract whether you have signed 
any agreements or not.   

 Don't enter into an exclusive agreement. There may be a better 
deal around the corner and you don't want to be "married" to 
the wrong partner. 
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