
 

 

  

 

Palmetto Berries Keeping Thieves and Landowners Busy 
 

 

Greetings! 
 

As if poachers, tree thieves, trespassers and drug makers weren't enough to worry about, now 
landowners (especially in Florida) must worry about berry pickers.  
 
Palmetto berries are becoming a big business in Florida.  Since 1994, when federal laws were 
relaxed, processed saw palmetto berries have become one of the nation's top-selling dietary 
supplements.  
  
Europeans have known for decades that the berries appear to improve urinary flow in men with 
enlarged prostates.  That translates into big business.  State experts in Florida say Palmetto berries 
fuel a multi-million-dollar industry.  The berries that were green in May are ripe this time of year, so 
berry picking season is in full swing. Palmetto berries grow from coastal sand dunes to inland pine 
woods. Palmetto berries are picked off a bush.... actually, big bushes.  The Palmetto  
bushes grow in thickets. Sometimes they are so thick they are 
hard to move through even if you crawl.  
 
Imagine you are dropped off around 4 am, with empty bags to fill, 
a gallon jug of water and told to walk from point a to point b and 
pick berries along the way.  You are to drop your filled bags near 
the road, but not in sight.  You'll be picked up around six in the 
afternoon.  Keep in mind this is Florida -- in July!   The 
mosquitoes alone make the work not worth the trouble, but you 
also have to contend with ticks, snakes, biting flies, wasps, poison 
ivy, and the heat and humidity.  
 
Not a job for me; I can tell you that!!    
 
Dry conditions have meant fewer berries than in previous years so the price has jumped  
from about 25 cents a pound to 80 and 90 cents a pound.  The price hike has 
caused a black market to develop.  To meet the demand, a lot of poachers 
have been going onto private and even public property without asking 
permission to get them.  Landowners are getting tired of it and have started to 
take action.  Even those in charge of State Parks and other public lands are 
seeking prosecution.  
 
Below is a summary of a case study from 2016 of a certain landowner's 
palmetto berry theft woes to give you an idea of the magnitude of the problem. 
  
Regards, 
Aaron 
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Palmetto berries are becoming big business in Florida.  State experts in Florida say 
Palmetto berries fuel a multi-million-dollar industry.   

  

 
Palmetto Berry Theft Woes - A Case Study 
 
One of my colleagues told me the story of his experience with Palmetto berry theft.  It started when 
the supply was constricted and the state ceased permits on state-owned land in 2015 for the benefit 
of the black bear populations.  Due to dry weather conditions, the supply was smaller than normal in 
most areas of the state.   
 
To complicate matters however, the demand had been continually growing as the herbal medicine 
became more and more popular.  No one was sitting on a reserve.  Harvesters could sell whatever 
they could pick and process. 

 
As a result, thieves shifted their base and market from south Florida 
to north Florida.  "Day pickers" came in van loads to pick berries 
anywhere they could find them.  Some organized groups dropped 
pickers off in the woods for days or even weeks at a time.  Each 
night they load up their harvest.  Landowners were suddenly 
inundated with people trespassing on their land for extended 
periods of time.  
 
In the beginning, local law enforcement was largely uncooperative 
to assist in the apprehension of the thieves.  
 
Even if apprehended, assistant state attorney's offices were 
unwilling to prosecute. The whole problem seemed trivial to 
them.  They called it the "cost of doing business around here."  If 
and when the pickers were arrested, they had enough cash to make 
bail at $2000 per person for a seven-person crew and even pay for 

their truck impound fees.  Clearly there was funding from a higher organization. 
 
But it wasn't trivial to some landowners who intended to pick the berries for themselves.  For them, 
the estimated loss to these poachers could be as high as $500,000.  The losses extended beyond 
just the sale of the fruit itself.  The landowner had contracted with a legitimate firm to do the 
work.  The contractor and his men worked 1/3 of the time expected due to the loss of the berry crop 
by poachers.  The community also lost revenue from food, hotel rooms (25 rooms per night), fuel, 
etc. from the legitimate contractor working for the landowner.  
 
Eventually, frustrated landowners facing the same issue in a 
neighboring county persuaded local law enforcement to take pro-
active action before the problem got out of hand.  Between the 
pressure to act by other county law enforcement officers and 
repeated pushing from the landowners in their home county, local 
law enforcement decided to help.  
 
Fixed wing aircraft were utilized to locate sacks of berries from the 
air.  Folks on the ground apprehended the suspects, at times with 
the help of canine teams.  
 
Keeping it legal 

 

 

 

 



 
To legally pick palmetto berries, pickers should look for private property and contact the owner.  The 
owner might want a piece of the action, but may allow the picker to harvest for free.  In any case, it's 
better than being arrested for trespassing.  That can be a second-degree misdemeanor with a $500 
fine and up to a year in jail.  
 
In addition, in some places legislation is in the works to require berry sellers to have documented 
proof that they got the berries legally and berry truckers and dealers to show proof of who sold them 
their berries.  If the law is passed, each basket of berries would come with a paper trail.  The 
proposed legislation is something that legitimate growers and sellers have wanted for years.  If they 
eliminate the rogue collectors, they will eliminate the black market where people are stealing the 
berries and then selling them to dealers for cash, off the books, undercutting the legitimate 
harvesters.  
  
If you own large tracts of land in FL where the berries grow, consider beefing up security patrols on 
the land while the berries are in season.  Another useful tool would be flying the property with fixed 
wing aircraft or drones to monitor illegal activity from above.   And as always, when catching illegal 
activity prosecute the responsible individual.    
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