
 

 

  

 

Timber Poaching - A Growing Problem 
 

 

Greetings! 
Timber Poaching: A Growing Problem on Vancouver Island 
  
This month I'm reminded that timber theft or "poaching" isn't unique to the United States. I ran 
across an article by Susan Lazaruk on October 10, 2018, about the rising problem of timber 
poaching in Vancouver Island, British Columbia. The pattern is the same in both places. 
  
The article quotes Luke Clarke, a natural resource enforcement officer with the Forest, Lands, 
Natural Resource Operations and Rural Development Ministry. He says the problem has been 
increasing over the last couple of years across the Island. The thieves target commercial-grade 
timber and are selling them to unscrupulous mills or unsuspecting mills by falsifying ownership 
records.  Or unsuspecting individuals buy the stolen timber. 
  
In many cases the culprits are clearly amateurs or unconcerned about the public land as they try to 
turn a fast buck. They are entering Crown land (Canadian government land) and chopping down 
old-growth trees, many of which are one hundred years old. 
  
Generally they come in groups to cut down the trees under cover of darkness and then return later 
to collect them. They often cover the stumps and sawdust with moss to prevent their work being 
seen.  

Some of the trees are very valuable but the 
authorities suspect they are cutting the trees into 
pieces and selling them for firewood. The 
poachers especially target Douglas fir, red cedar 
and big-leaf maple.   
  
Some have been cut down unsafely and without 
regard for the health of the forest. Legitimate 
loggers use cutting practices that leave old-growth 
trees still standing in strategic locations to provide 
a buffer next to bodies of water and to maintain an 
ecosystem for wildlife and other plant growth. 
  
The compliance and enforcement branch is 
investigating a number of timber poaching cases 
at the moment and works with local authorities to 
build a case to charge poachers. They use 
modern forensic techniques, like matching up 
growth rings and saw marks to trace timber to its 

source. They treat timber theft like any other criminal act. 
  
The local authorities do all they can to catch the thieves in the act but they can't be everywhere at 
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once. They have sent pleas to locals to be on the watch for these thieves. They also recommend 
that those buying timber make sure the firewood or other wood they're purchasing comes with a 
load slip that contains all the information to show where it was grown and harvested and the name 
of the seller. Failure to do this puts the public at risk for a fine. (Of course, as we all know, load slips 
can be falsified). 
  
With high timber prices for some products, timber theft becomes an attractive crime. Add to that the 
difficulty in catching and convicting the perpetrators and you have a big problem. Because 
paybacks are difficult and recovery infrequent, such thefts from public land get little 
publicity.  Which can lead private landowners into a false sense of security.  Not knowing timber 
theft can be a severe problem that could wipe out their" timberland retirement income" many 
landowners are rudely disappointed.   
 
It all sounds very familiar to the issues here. 
 
Back in the US, in a well-written Publication by the Virginia Cooperative 
Extension at Virginia Tech/ Virginia State University, authors Shawn Baker, 
Michael Mortimer, and Jennifer Gagnon provide an excellent review of how to 
deal with timber thefts. It was written several years ago, but the article still 
applies. The full publication can be found at www.ext.vt.edu. Once on the site, 
just search for timber theft and you'll find the full article. 
  
I'm summarizing some of the key points below but I encourage you to read the 
full article to get more detail and insight.  
  
Warmly, 
Aaron 
 

 

 

 

Dealing with Timber Theft 
 
The type of theft may differ depending on what timber is targeted. High-value hardwoods can sell 
for $1,000 or more for a single log. If thieves see such a tree standing by the side of a remote 
country road, there is little to deter them from taking it. In pine stands and lower-value hardwoods, 
thieves have to cut more trees to get enough cash to make the risk worthwhile. 
 
There are two legal approaches to dealing with timber theft: criminal and civil. 
 
1. Criminal Remedies 
 
Since the value of stolen trees is greater than $200, the crime represents the felony of grand 
larceny. A thief of this crime faces a fine of up to $2,500, one to 20 years in prison, paying 
restitution for the value of the stolen timber or any combination of the above. Laws in Virginia 
anyway have increased the likelihood of a grand larceny conviction. The landowner only needs to 
prove that trespass occurred, and then the burden of proving the timber removal was inadvertent or 
under some claim of legal right falls to the defendant. 
 
Restitution for the lost timber includes three times the timber stumpage value, reforestation costs 
(not exceeding $450 per acre) and payment of legal fees and estimator costs. 
 
2. Civil Remedies 
 
Many victims turn to civil court because the burden of proof is lower than in criminal court. The 
actual results depend on the facts of the trespass. If the landowner doesn't win the civil lawsuit, 
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he/she recovers nothing. 
 
Even if the landowner wins, it is the landowner's responsibility to try and collect that money. This 
can be nearly impossible since the perpetrators have generally spent the money already. If they are 
more experienced thieves they may have ways to hide the money. Additionally, the legal costs of 
bringing a civil lawsuit are initially borne by the landowner which can make the civil approach 
beyond reach. These all provide a distinct disadvantage for the landowner. 
 
Prevention 
 
By far the best way to deal with this crime is to keep it from occurring in the first place. The best 
approach is to remove as much opportunity as possible. This can be difficult if the high-value trees 
are next to the road. However, most cases involve adjoining landowners who are harvesting timber. 
Here are some tips from the authors to help deter timber theft in the first place: 

 Identify and mark property lines. This avoids mistakes and also helps prove that a theft has 
occurred. 

 Walk the property on a fairly regular basis. This ensures that theft has not already occurred 
and makes your presence more visible for locals who might try to steal your timber. Be 
aware of any harvesting that is going on in your neighborhood and especially any work that 
is adjacent to your property. 

 Closely monitor neighboring logging operations. If harvesting is going on next door, contact 
the neighbor and get the name of the contractor harvesting the timber in case an issue 
arises. This will also make sure you neighbor is even aware of the harvesting. Visiting the 
site and talking to the contractor also puts them on alert that you are watching them. 

 Work with reputable foresters if you intend to harvest your timber. He or she will be 
responsible for marking the area to be harvested and should inspect the logging job 
regularly. He/she can also ensure that contractors comply with water-quality laws and 
protect physical structures such as roads and fences. 

 Stay informed of changes to the state laws.  

Finally, if a theft does occur, report it immediately to the state police or county sheriff. Examining 
the scene and officially recording the incident is the only hope of pursuing a criminal prosecution. 
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