
 

 

  

 

Gravel Invoicing Fraud 
 

 

Greetings! 
 

This month Rex Woodson is bringing us details about a case he worked on involving fraud in 
gravel invoices.  Although not as costly as timber fraud, theft by stealing materials, equipment, 
or by not providing the goods and services we've paid for is still theft.  In this case, he is detailing 
how an alert forester noticed the problem when a contractor took advantage of his illness and 
being out of the office.  When you have to be out, be sure to understand what should be 
happening while you 
are gone and follow up when you return.  Attention to the details and patience are key. 
  
Thanks for sharing your story, Rex. 
  
Best of 2017 to you all! 
Aaron 

 

While recently visiting a logging site in south Louisiana, I found myself 
stuck in a muddy mess that was supposed to be a road.  I observed that 
the road was graveled a short distance away so I moved to the gravel to 
help with traction.  This gravel strategy helped me escape and became 
the inspiration to write this article.  The case involved the issuance of false trip tickets or 
"invoicing fraud" relating to the delivery of gravel for a Forest Service Road.  Here's how 
the case came about.  -- Rex Woodson 
  
I received a call from a Forest Engineer who was supervising the reconstruction of a forest service 
road. He explained that he had received what he thought was a fraudulent invoice for the delivery 
and spreading of 120 yards of gravel. 
  
During his inspection of the road project, he had determined that the contractor had shorted him 
about 15 yards of gravel which equaled 2-3 truckloads. He explained that he was unable to witness 
all the gravel deliveries because he was sick for an extended period of time. He described how he 
had taken measurements of the spread gravel and calculated the shortage. He explained that this 
was the second similar incident with this contractor and he felt the Forest Service was being 
defrauded.  
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While I understood the engineer's 
calculations and agreed that he was 
shorted, I wasn't so sure that a 
prosecutor or judge would be 
convinced. Furthermore, proof of 
fraud was complicated by the fact 
that the contractor had load trip 
tickets attached to the invoice as 
supporting documentation.  I knew 
that the load trip tickets could be 
falsified, but how could I prove 
that?  Should I confront the 
contractor? How accurate were the 
engineer's calculations? Do I have 
anything to corroborate the 
engineer's assertion?  

  
After considering the questions above, it was obvious to me that, despite the calculations, I didn't 
have a case that would hold up in court. However, I did have "adequate suspicion" to pursue this 
matter further. 

  
Investigative Strategy and Results 
  
I learned from the engineer that the same road contractor was going to be working a similar project 
on an adjoining district within the next month. I asked the engineer to be patient and not confront or 
alert the contractor about his concerns. This tactic allowed me time to prepare a surveillance plan.  
  
When the engineer called to advise that the project was starting, I installed a surveillance camera at 
the road entrance. The ability to see the size of the trucks and how they were loaded/unloaded was 
critical in this case. The surveillance continued for a few weeks and when the billing invoice for the 
gravel delivery arrived, I compared the supplied number of load trip tickets to the video evidence.  
The results indicated that the contractor had invoiced for three additional loads during the time 
frame.  To corroborate the video evidence, I asked the engineer to do his magic math to determine 
any shortages. His calculations matched the video evidence without prejudice.  
  
It's important to note that I did not advise the engineer what the video evidence indicated. If I had 
disclosed the numbers to the engineer, attorneys could argue that we colluded to ensure the 
evidence matched. This would have potentially lessened the value of the corroborated evidence. 
The engineer's calculations indicated a shortage of a little over two loads, which was a good 
corroboration.   
  
When confronted with the evidence, the contractor admitted to creating three fraudulent trip tickets, 
but denied any fraud from the previous incident. He pled guilty, made restitution for the three false 
loads and lost his upcoming government contracts.  
  

Conclusions and Summary 
  
Here are a few observations:  
  
Audit, Monitor and Verify Invoicing Documents- I am familiar with similar frauds occurring in the 
forest product industry involving gravel delivery, fuel delivery and maintenance services.  So, ask 
yourself, what monitoring, auditing or fraud detection methods do you have in place to ensure 
deliveries match the invoices. While these types of fraud may not be as costly as a timber fraud, 

 

 



they do occur and should be addressed aggressively. In this particular case, the engineer was 
unable to keep track of all deliveries. However, he did advise me that he took initial measurements 
to ensure each load had the proper yardage. These loads were accurate, but it appears the 
contractor took advantage of the engineer's absence to increase his profit. The presence of another 
employee during the engineer's absence might have deterred the fraud by keeping an accurate 
count of the gravel deliveries. Obviously, using cameras to keep track of these deliveries proved to 
be key in this case. Additionally, diligent auditing and review of invoices and supporting documents 
will help you find fraud quickly so it can be stopped quickly.  Aggressive action will serve as a 
strong theft prevention message.  
  
Investigative Patience - The "rush to confront" is a common problem I have observed during my 
career.  Some managers are quick to confront a suspect without the benefit of enough information 
to ensure they are getting documented truth. An untimely "did you do it" question, asked too 
quickly, without some additional advance knowledge, inevitably leads to the suspect's denial. A little 
research can go a long way in finding the truth, confronting the suspect and proving your 
allegations to create a winnable case in a court of law.  But much of the credit for patience goes to 
the victim, the engineer in this case.  He kept his dislike of working another project with a dishonest 
contractor "in check" while the investigative process progressed. If the engineer had confronted the 
road contractor about his concerns initially, I doubt we would have obtained enough evidence to 
prosecute or recover damages. The contractor would have most likely "laid low" for a period of time 
and continued with his fraudulent scheme later. 
  
Investigate Suspicious Activity- The initial evidence provided by the engineer in this case was 
too marginal to pursue criminal charges. However, the suspicions of the engineer more than 
warranted further investigation. If there's suspicious activity, don't discount it. Look for methods to 
monitor and audit the activity. Gather as much information as you can in a reasonable amount of 
time and actively seek explanations.  It's better to be wrong about your suspicions from behind the 
scene than come forward with false or un-provable accusations.     
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