Top 10 Timber Harvest Mistakes:

(PA Bureau of Forestry article – 2007)

#1 Diameter Limit Cutting (High Grading)!

“Diameter limit” harvests (all trees over 14-16 inches are cut) are often offered by loggers because they are easily described, and offer a high (albeit one time) economic gain.  This type of “high-grading” is one of the worst types of cutting that a landowner can allow, particularly in the hardwood-dominated forests of Pennsylvania.  Diameter limit cutting is sometimes defended as a means of removing the larger “older” trees, and leaving the smaller “younger” trees to grow.  However, it is commonly applied to even-aged stands, where the smaller trees are not necessarily younger, just slower growing.  Frequently these smaller trees are genetically inferior, damaged, or less vigorous species.  They are not the types of trees that you want growing into the next generation.  For example: a suppressed hemlock sapling, one inch in diameter, may be 60-80 years old.  A healthy black cherry, 16 inches in diameter, may be the same age.  Which “young” tree do you want left growing in your woods?

#2 No management plan!

Developing a forest management plan can supply you with much of the necessary information that you will need to make sound forest management decisions.  There are several types of plans, ranging from the structured and very detailed plans to the shorter, more concise plans.  One of the best ways to obtain a management plan for your property is through the Pennsylvania Forest Stewardship Program.  This program provides cost-shared management plans for private landowners who own between five and 1,000 acres of forestland.  Those owning up to 5,000 acres may also participate if the get a waiver from the USDA.  Developing a plan with the assistance of a Bureau of Forestry service forester and at least one Forest Stewardship-trained natural resource professional will help you learn more about the many resources on your land and how you can maintain and improve them. You can learn how to manage for wildlife, recreation, aesthetics, or timber production.  The plans are 75% cost shared by the USDA.  At a minimum, your management plan should contain map(s), detailed property descriptions (including property history), and management activity prescriptions specific for your property.  It is only after a careful review and analysis of all the available information that you can make a responsible decision to sell your timber.  NEVER be pressured into selling your trees, because as far as trees are concerned, there is usually no rush to make a quick decision.

#3 Consulting forester not used!


According to the Pennsylvania Bureau of Forestry, more than 80% of all private, non-industrial timber harvests in the Commonwealth are conducted without the involvement of a professional forester.  The consequences of not seeking professional assistance for timber harvesting can be severe.  This short anecdote taken from the American Tree Farmer, Vol. 1, No.3. p.15, serves to illustrate the point:

A woodlot owner sold some standing timber directly to a buyer who had made a telephone offer.  The sale agreement was verbal and a forester was not involved: “The original deal was that I would receive at least $4,500 in stumpage.  When “Mr. Timber” got done, all I got was $1,350.  Then come to find out, when we were out showing him the property lines, I guess we didn’t take enough time and he got over the line.  The property owner that we got over on had his property surveyed and sent me a bill for $3,750.  That’s not the worst of it, now he wants $15,000 for the timber we took.”

           Consulting foresters work for a fee and can usually achieve a higher price overall for a timber sale.  The use of a forester greatly simplifies the task of selling timber for you.  Studies indicate that it pays to get the help of a pro.  Landowners in a study received 66 percent more for their timber when they had assistance from a Registered Professional Forester, according to Dr. John F. Kundt, Forestry Specialist for the University of Maryland’s Cooperative Extension Service.  The study demonstrated that landowners retained 250 percent more timber on their land than unassisted landowners, besides receiving more money.  They also produced 100 percent more seedlings to regenerate their forest land.  A professional forester’s knowledge can improve the production of your woodland by increasing land value, maintaining wildlife habitats, and controlling erosion.  For absentee landowners, a consultant is the only way to ensure that the provisions of any sale contract are enforced during the harvesting operation.  

#4 Trees to be sold not marked!


This would seem to be an obvious thing to do, but it is surprising how much timber is still being sold without any marking or designating of the actual trees to be cut.  If the trees are not marked, tallied, and scaled before cutting, any estimate of their value will be marginally accurate at best, particularly with high quality hardwoods.  Without previously designating the trees to be cut, the landowner has no way of knowing how much volume is being removed from the property.


A clearcut would be the simplest designation, everything 2” in diameter (DBH) and larger would be removed, cut, or killed.  In many cases a commercial improvement thinning is in order, which would involve the removal of certain trees that were marked with paint by the forester.  Trees that are marked are tallied with the end result being a list by species and size of those trees marked.  In most cases, the trees are marked chest high and also below stump height.  The stump spot protects the seller against cutting of unmarked trees.  Trees that have been tallied are listed by species, diameter, and the height in number of 16 foot logs.  In this way the volume of each tree can be determined so that prospective buyers will have an estimate of the timber volume for sale.  Often every tenth tree is graded and the average percent defect listed to provide quality and net yield figures to prospective buyers.

#5 No knowledge of timber value!

Unless you are intimately acquainted with timber markets, (both overseas and domestic), with experience in timber scaling, including defect estimation, it is very unlikely that you would be able to estimate the value of your standing timber on your own with any degree of accuracy.  Timber prices vary with trends in the furniture industry and overseas markets, as well as the needs of a particular sawmill at that particular time.  See #4 for the proper way to estimate the value of your timber.

#6 No competitive bidding!

No timber sale should be restricted to one buyer.  Advertise and get several bids if possible.  Each logger should be shown the timber you want to sell.  If several loggers are banging on your door, you know you have something.  But, beware of the buyer who is in a hurry!  By waiting to get bids from other loggers, you should get more for your timber.

#7 No erosion and sedimentation plan or provisions!

In all earthmoving or earth disturbing activities, be it land development, farming, or timber cutting, an Erosion and Sedimentation (E&S) Control Plan is required by law.  The plan has to be implemented and effective.  Sediment cannot leave the property.  The landowner is ultimately responsible for any degradation of water quality resulting from earth disturbance on his property.  

The E&S Plan can be designated as a buyer responsibility.  The plan identifies hazards and explains how those hazards will be eliminated, corrected and/or avoided.  Erosion can never be totally eliminated from an earth disturbing or moving operation but can be kept within acceptable levels through proper planning and implementation. The plan can be prepared by the buyer or the landowner or his agent.  

#8 Selling on “percentage” or “shares” (e.g. 50/50 or 60/40)!

      Never agree to a percentage of what the logger says he will receive for the logs he takes to the mill.  Unless you are able to follow every truckload of logs that leaves your property to the sawmill, and see the check received or count the money received yourself, you are very likely to get badly burned by allowing this type of payment.  There are far too many opportunities for fraud and deceit with this system.  


PAYMENT FOR TIMBER SHOULD ALWAYS BE MADE BEFORE CUTTING BEGINS!  

#9 No reimbursement for timber damage!


Penalties for timber damage should be spelled out specifically in the timber sale contract.  Also a performance deposit should be required to ensure that the written terms of the contract are met.  The performance deposit is a payment over and above the selling price, held in escrow until sale termination, to ensure that the written terms of the contract are met.  The amount is generally 10 to 20% of the purchase price.

#10  No contract!

A contract is one of the most important ingredients to a successful and profitable timber sale.  A good contract will correct most of the previously mentioned “mistakes”.  It is the controlling legal document in the removal of forest products from the sale area.  It is the who, what, where, when, how, and for how long of the timber harvest.  The contract does not have to be long or technical, merely thorough and accurate.  The contract should state who is the seller, the buyer, the location of the sale, how much is for sale, and the life of the agreement.  

It should cover the seller’s responsibilities such as guarantee of ownership, right-of-way across the property to the buyer and his agents, and a clause to modify the contract if the modification does not alter the basic principles of the contract.

The buyer’s responsibilities are more involved and would include: payment schedule, timber damage penalties, fire protection, (prevention and suppression), repair of wear and tear to existing fences, bridges, culverts, and roads, operating order, performance deposit, road construction, landing construction, voluntary shut down, mandatory shut down, and implementation of the Erosion and Sedimentation Control Plan.

Things to Remember When Selling Your Timber

Don’t be hasty in selling your timber.  Take the time to collect and analyze as much information as you can.  As far as trees are concerned there is usually no rush to make a quick decision, so don’t be pressured into doing it.  Know what you are selling, bid it out to determine the market value, and negotiate a contract that protects your interests.  

The Pennsylvania Bureau of Forestry has field offices responsible for all 67 counties in the state.  Their Service Foresters can offer advice about whether or not you should sell timber, and additional information on how to sell it properly.  They cannot mark timber for sale for private landowners, except in uncommon circumstances.  

If you have merchantable timber and definitely want to sell, a private consulting forester is probably your best bet.  These professional foresters are able to mark timber in accordance with the objectives of the landowner.  They have experience in marketing timber and have lists of potential buyers.  And they have the legal expertise necessary to prepare a good sale contract.  Most consulting foresters work on a commission basis when selling timber.  The payment of this commission has been repeatedly shown to result in a higher dollar payment to the landowner, and higher quality woodlands growing into the future.  

One last warning:  Beware of timber buyers posing as “forest consultants” or “timber consultants”.   An accredited forester should be working independently for you, not an affiliated sawmill.

