
 

 

  

 

Is Timber Theft Really a Problem? 
 

 

Greetings!  

  
As the new year gets fully underway, and we begin implementing the plans we have made for the 
year to come, I wanted to revisit a basic question that seems to keep popping up as I travel around 
the country and meet with foresters and other timber industry professionals at their businesses and 
in conferences. Just recently, at an industry conference, I was faced with the question once more, 
"Is timber theft really a problem?" 
 
The question has many variations. Some, will state they know all the players in the local 
procurement game and if theft happened they would know it.  Some argue that timber security is 
only a southern forestry problem. Others don't see timber security as a problem at all because they 
feel they have great controls in place to protect themselves. My personal favorite goes something 
like this, "We don't have to worry about fraud or theft because we know and trust our people and 
have for many years." I have seen so many examples of "trustworthy" employees who betray that 
trust when their personal lives get tough and they can rationalize their behavior. Regardless of the 
format, the underlying question remains the same as they ask, "Why should I even worry about 
theft and fraud? It will never happen to me." 
 
I've been hearing these types of comments since I started my business in 2001. They hope the 
answer lets them forget about theft and fraud so they can move on to more important issues. It's 
almost a form of denial -  "If I do not think about it, then it will not happen." It's hard to spend hard-
earned cash on something that may not happen at all.  So they take the risk. 
 
The potential problems seem so obvious to me and it is frustrating to hear perspectives that 
indicate colleagues and business owners deal with risk using a strategy of hope, instead of taking 
even the smallest steps to protect themselves against fraud and theft. 
 
So at the risk of this sounding like a rant, here goes my "in depth" responses. 
 
Each time I hear one these types of comments, I tend to respond with some type of general 
statement about how theft occurs in every industry and the forest industry is no exception. 
 
If I want to be more authoritative and factual, I cite the statistics recorded by the Association of 
Certified Fraud Examiners in their Report to the Nations on Occupational Fraud and Abuse. The 
first report came out in 1996 and they have conducted and published their extensive, worldwide 
research findings every few years since then. Their reports have consistently found that 
organizations lose 5% of their annual revenues to fraud. That is a big number whether you have a 
small or large operation.  And I'll repeat it, just to make sure you stop and do the math for your 
company, 5% of annual revenues. 
 
That report covers all industries in several countries worldwide. Generally, the timber industry is not 
included as a specific group, so some of my colleagues argue that those findings do not apply to 
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our industry.   
 
I think the opposite is true. 
 
I contend, and I think most of you would agree, that there are many factors about our industry that 
makes us uniquely MORE susceptible to fraud and theft, not less. 

 We have a huge cash flow pattern running through our industry that changes hands at 
multiple points and between different companies. Some of those companies in the supply 
chain are small-time business operations without the resources to provide effective checks 
and balances and oversights.  

 Our operations are geographically located in remote locations and separated which makes 
system-wide oversight a challenge.  

 We are harvesting a valuable and very accessible asset. Unlike other businesses, like 
manufacturing, the inventory is only an estimate until it crosses a scale, which is well into 
the supply chain.  

 Complicating all of these factors is the fact that a large percentage of landowners are 
absentee landowners. That includes industrial forestland, where a management forester is 
responsible for 500,000 acres or more.    

 The timber industry historically has low staffing levels, large and diverse markets for timber 
and little risk of detection or jail time if the perpetrator is caught.  

Below are some specific examples of timber theft.  They tell the story of real 
losses and 
 provide a variety of examples of how the complexity of our industry, requires 
customized diligence.  It does not have to be expensive, but every company 
should do something to first create an environment that discourages theft and 
fraud and then be vigilant in implementing the program that best fits your 
situation. 
Warmly,   
Aaron  

 

A Litany of Losses 
  
All of these factors combine to spell out the fact that timber theft is a real issue and the following 
headlines of real cases highlight that fact: 

 Forester Diverts Wood from Company Land for His Own Benefit. Internal research reveals that 
the scheme was carried out for about 10 years and cost the company $10 million.  

 Forester Falsifies Settlements, Shorts Landowner. The landowner suffered losses of $500K in 
payments.  

 Wood Yard Contractor Falsifies Origin of Wood. The operation lost over $5 Million.  

 Logger Diverts Wood from Company Purchased Tracts. Total losses amounted to $25k. 

 Logger Misrepresents Origination Point of Wood. This tactic allowed the logger to gain an extra 
$10 per ton which amounted to $80k in total. When the perpetrator was caught he blamed the 
truck drivers.  

 Audit of Deliveries. In one week, 6% of deliveries were "from the wrong zone," with a total 
estimated loss of $250k over the course of one year. 

 Scaler Creates "Fake Loads." This scam nets the perpetrator $1.2M in one year.  

 Scaler in Arkansas Creates "Fake Loads." This perpetrator was caught within eight months, but 
still was able to net $450k.  

 Scaler Colludes with Wood Dealer. This case was reported in Barnesville, GA and cost the mill 



$7.5M over the 10 years of the scam (1987-1998). 

 Scaler Colludes with Seventeen Others. This elaborate theft came out of Rome, GA in 2007 and 
cost the company $6.7M during the 18 month-period before discovered.  

 Landowner Discovers 150-Acre Tract has been Harvested Without his Permission  

 Landowner Discovers Someone Harvested Timber over the Course of a Year Without 
Permission.  

 Landowner Paid Pennies instead of Dollars due to a deceptive contract.   

This list doesn't even include timberland trespass issues. They are simply too numerous to list and 
admittedly the total loss per case is so much smaller it does not seem worth mentioning. That is only 
true, however, if it is not YOUR timber being cut or YOUR land. 
  

Sadly, too often the losses are never 
recovered, and the landowner feels twice 
victimized. 
  
However, in States that have forest law 
enforcement, the story has a somewhat 
brighter lining. For instance, in South 
Carolina, 116 cases of timber theft/fraud were 
investigated in 2018. The total represented 
losses for that year were $533,215.60. Of that 
sum, the South Carolina Forestry 
Commission was able to return almost 50%of 
that back to the victims. 
  
Although not as high of a return as we might 
like, at least it is a step in the right direction. 
Georgia reports similar numbers after they 

empowered their forestry commission to investigate timber theft.  That may be the reason several other 
states are working hard to establish a similar model.    
  
Unfortunately, many states take the position that these civil matters are for the civil courts and not law 
enforcement. I have a friend who is fond of saying that it is easier to get local law enforcement to 
investigate the theft of a 1964 VW Beetle from your driveway, than it is to get them to investigate the 
theft of trees from your land. 
  
Too often this seems to be the case. Perhaps it has to do with understanding the value of the losses. 
Even though timber theft could amount to hundreds of thousands of dollars and the VW Beetle may be 
worth $5,000-$10,000 to the right buyer, it is difficult for many in law endorcement to see the value in 
timber. Furthermore, when seeking prosecution or recovery, most people who are not in the timber 
business generally underestimate the value of trees or the dynamics of the industry. It is hard to get 
involved if a person does not understand the big picture. 
  
Ultimately, we end up back where we started. The forestry industry is unique, and that uniqueness 
causes opportunities for fraud and theft that may not be present in other business operations. Be 
proactive in whichever part of the industry you fit (landowner, procurement, consulting, forest 
management, internal audit or accounting) and do what you can to raise the "perception of detection" in 
your piece of the industry. I know DRM will continue to design and implement integrated plans for our 
clients to do just that.        
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