
 

 

  

 

Stealing Walnut Trees 
 

 

Greetings! 
 

Recently I read an article about two Iowa men who are facing felony charges after the Iowa 
Department of Natural Resources said they stole nine walnut trees from the Loess Hills State Forest 
near Pisgah, Iowa.  I wanted to share it here because it not only showed that public lands aren't 
immune from timber theft but also showed that timber thieves can selectively choose more valuable 
trees and make quite a bit of quick cash with minimal effort on their part. 
  
In this particular case, in January of this year, a forestry employee at the Loess Hill State Park 
noticed tire tracks in the snow where vehicles aren't allowed.  After investigating further he found 
nine trees missing from 2.5 acres of land. 
  
The thieves cut the trees, and loaded up the logs and sold them to a log-buyer in a nearby 
town.  The thieves were caught and prosecuted but it is impossible to replace the value of the 
trees.  They sold the trees for $4000 but the DNR has estimated the value at more than $7,500.  
  
The damage went beyond just the value of the trees.  They had damaged the surrounding trees in 
the process.  Furthermore, the DNR spent an additional $2,000 to restore the habitat and repl 
ant trees in the area where the walnut trees were stolen.  
  
Unfortunately, the local DNR has seen an increase in timber theft over the past 
five years from both public and private lands.  I don't think Iowa is an exception.  
  
Timber theft is one of the chief concerns of many landowners.  Timber theft can 
include the theft of individual "high grade" logs, the theft of hardwood pulpwood 
for firewood, theft of unmarked trees, or the theft of entire tracts.  Absentee 
landowners are most at risk here.  Although the value may seem small to those 
with large forest land ownership, it is notable that this loss was for only nine 
trees.  
  
I decided to share a few tips to help landowners to protect their valuable assets and one tip for the 
sawmills out there!  Please verify the ownership of the logs you buy.  
  
  
Regards, 
Aaron 
  
  

Tree theft can happen on both private and public lands, wherever valuable trees are 
found. Theft of a few special hardwoods can be worth more than a truckload of more 
common trees.  
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Recommendations for Landowners 
  
This case is unfortunately not unusual.  Tree theft happens on both public and private land.  When 
valuable trees are stolen from public land, the damage is to the general public and the taxpayers 
pay.  If the theft is on private land, the illegal cutting can be financially devastating to landowners 
who may have their retirement savings invested in those trees.  
  
A land owner's primary goal is to get 
the best use of the land to yield the 
highest return for his/her effort and 
investment.  Keeping a watchful eye 
out for red flags can provide alerts to 
activities that undermine that goal.  
  

 Clearly mark and maintain 
your property lines.  It avoids 
real or claimed 
misunderstandings and can 
be valuable documentation in 
case of litigation. Post your 
boundaries to communicate 
your property line and that you don't welcome trespassers. 

 Limit access to your property.  Install good, sturdy gates on roads or rights of ways entering 
your property.  Make the gate highly visible.   

 Conduct periodic, unscheduled and unannounced tract inspections.   

 Pay attention to "out of the ordinary" things.  Hidden logs in the woods, unusual traffic 
patterns on tract, pockets of uncut timber...any signs of trespass. 

 Know your neighbors and make a note of any who are living beyond their means. Consider 
leasing access to your property for hunt clubs, farmers, recreational users, bee keepers, 
etc.  This is an excellent way to expand your eyes and ears on the property and to add 
additional income.  Create a specifically written contract. 

 Clean up old dump sites now. A small dump invariably becomes a large one.  If you catch 
someone dumping be willing to prosecute.  Nothing says "stay clear" to others as well as a 
notice in the local paper of an individual charged with cleaning up a dump.   

 Utilize a theft and fraud hotline. 

 Contact authorities if you suspect drug traffickers.   

 Review your risks with your land in mind or hire someone to help you review your 
risks.  Each situation is different. 
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