
BY PAUL F. FIGUEROA

orking in the forest or range-
lands presents problems for

safety and security unique to that
environment. Forest managers,
landowners, land users, and recre-
ationists need to be aware of the
potential hazards one might
encounter in the forest the same way
they need to prepare themselves for an
encounter with a bear, mountain lion,
or venomous snake. 

People working in forest settings
need to add human contact as some-
thing to be aware of and think about
prior to going out in the field. This is
not to say be paranoid that everyone
you encounter has a criminal inten-
tion, but observe people, the words
they say, and the environment you are
in. Chances are you will have a thou-

sand positive or neutral contacts
before running into someone with
criminal intent; however, having a pre-
pared mind will help keep you safe.

Mental pre-planning

Mental preparation is the key to
recognition of a problem, awareness of
the potential impacts, and evaluation
of personal solutions on how to react
when a problem is encountered.
Awareness includes constant evalua-
tion of what is going on in your sur-
roundings and anticipation of what
might be around the next corner.
Mental pre-planning, a common train-
ing technique for law enforcement
personnel, allows for a quicker and
more deliberate reaction and response
that will improve chances for success.

Before you go out in the woods,
have an understanding of where the
nearest help is located. Do you know

what law enforcement jurisdiction you
will be in? Who would you call in the
event of an emergency? The county
sheriff, fish and wildlife agents, securi-
ty firms working the area, or state
forestry, Forest Service, or BLM law
enforcement agencies are all possibili-
ties. Additionally, know where the clos-
est hospital or medical treatment facil-
ities are in case of an accident. And,
above all else, make sure someone
knows where you are, when you will
be back, and how to contact you if you
are overdue. Pre-planning and local
knowledge provides you and those
with you peace of mind. 

Understanding attitudes

Individuals traveling anywhere,
including on forestlands, need to have
an understanding of people and their
attitudes. In everyday life one needs to
listen to what people are saying and
notice what they are doing. Honest
people talk about and reflect on things
in a different manner than dishonest
people and criminals. Everyone speaks
in the language of the people they
affiliate with. Listen to what people are
telling you about themselves, their
potential actions, and their immediate
intentions. 

I classify people into the following
categories.

1) Honest people. Most honest, law-
abiding individuals speak in direct,
candid terms in a free and open dia-
logue because they have nothing to
hide. Honest people are easy to deal
with because when they see no tres-
passing signs, private property signs,
or no hunting allowed signs, they sim-
ply abide by the rules or ask first
before entering. Honest people have
the ability to be rational and under-
standing. 

2) All lands are public lands. Some
people believe that no-one (including
federal, state, and private) have the
right to own land, rivers, and water-
ways. They firmly believe that all pub-
lic lands are their own personal prop-
erty and they have the right to use,
treat, and act upon these lands with-
out needing permission. People with
these attitudes will never recognize
anyone’s right to prohibit anyone from
these lands. While people with this
attitude are not considered dangerous,
it does let you know that there won’t
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be a rational discussion about why you
think they should leave your land or
take resources on your property. 

3) Your land is my land. There are
people that believe if you aren’t using
your land or the resources on it, then
they have the right to use that land
and its resources. This goes so far as to
include using or taking property or
resources on your lands without your
permission and even to the point of
being annoyed because you aren’t
using those resources. Encounters
with people with this type of attitude
usually lead in the direction that you
need to leave and let law enforcement
deal with the issue of trespass, theft, or
vandalism.  

4) Cultural differences. In life you
will meet people with cultural beliefs
and backgrounds that are different
than yours. This includes people that
come from foreign lands whose cultur-
al and historical use of lands, plants,
animals on the land, and resources are
different than those in the United
States. Contact with people from dif-
ferent cultures may require a different
dialogue to ensure you are communi-
cating effectively. Their actions (i.e.,
fern collecting) aren’t a problem to
them, but the action might require a
permit on state or federal lands or per-
mission from the landowner. Native
Americans might have both cultural
and treaty rights to hunt, fish, and har-
vest marine animals on your property.
This isn’t an attitude, but a right that
you need to understand and adapt to.
These contacts would not imply haz-
ard to you, but would require engaging
individuals in meaningful dialogue to
develop understanding between both
parties. 

5) Alternative reality people. You
might run into people that have an
alternative view of reality. This includes
those who are mentally disturbed. If
after talking with a person and observ-
ing their behavior you find the person
irrational, possibly suffering from sub-
stance abuse, or acting in any manner
that suggests they are unstable, realize
that you might be dealing with some-
one who might harm you without any
specific reason or cause. The quicker
you make that assessment, right or
wrong, the sooner you can remove

yourself to a safe place.
6) Criminals. Another group of peo-

ple one might run into are criminals or
people with criminal intentions.
Criminals have a different mindset
than non-criminals. They don’t see
things the way honest people do and
have a different set of moral values.
When communicating with a person
and their actions indicate they are a
criminal type or are conducting crimi-
nal activity, immediately exit to safety.
You are not law enforcement, leave
and be safe. 

When talking with people, the key is
to listen to the words they are using
and not using, the questions they are
asking you, the gestures and posturing
they make, and their level of excite-
ment or calmness. Listening to their
words will help you decide the type of
attitude or category that person might
fit into. Knowing this will allow you to
make decisions about your safety
quicker, form an exit strategy sooner,

and seek help or notify the authorities
to address about an issue.

Are marijuana grows legal?

In Washington and Oregon (and
other states), the growing and sale of
marijuana is legal. However, the states
have adopted strict rules for cultiva-
tion and sales (distribution). This
question arises from people working
or traveling in forest areas: If I stumble
onto a plot of land with marijuana
plants growing, is that legal and
should I just move on and mind my
own business? In Washington, all facil-
ities that legally grown marijuana must
be licensed and go through a permit-
ting process and rigorous inspection
for construction, security, and record
keeping (growing and distributing). 

The marijuana plantation in the
forest or someone’s back property is
not legal in any way, shape, or form.
Persons using private or public forest-
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lands for growing marijuana do not
have a legal right to convert that land
for the criminal production of a con-
trolled substance (under state and fed-
eral laws). All such field or forest grows
are unlawful and extreme care should
be taken if one encounters one. 

The reason illegal marijuana grows
are still in forests is due in part to the
cost of complying with regulations to
grow and sell the crop lawfully. The
state issues a limited number of per-
mits to grow the crop, and those grow-
ing it must have proper facilities con-
structed and be monitored by state
agencies. Additionally, they have to sell
to state-licensed businesses that also
require state permits and collection of
state taxes on product sold. Thus, the
consumer purchasing from state-
licensed facilities are paying a premi-
um price for the product.

This makes growing marijuana in
fields, farms, and forests more lucra-
tive. The cost of planting 200 marijua-

na starter plants off an obscure road in
the forest is quite low compared to
legal grows. The product from illegal
grows cannot be sold to licensed sales
outlets, so dealers sell directly to the
public at a lower cost. 

Marijuana is known by many differ-
ent names: pot, grass, reefer, weed,
ganja, blunts, mota, hash, grifa, kif,
Mary Jane, Aunt Mary, chronic, sin-
semilla, skunk, dope, gangster, Hashish,
herb, broccoli, and literally hundreds of
other street names. It is important to
have some familiarity with this lan-
guage because, as law enforcement
officers know, burglars talk in burglar
language and terms, dopers talk in
doper language, and thieves talk in
terms of theft. If people you encounter
use phrases you are not familiar with,
think of what their words tell you about
them and their lifestyle. Take heed and
use that knowledge to increase your
overall awareness and safety.

Numerous hazards exist if an illegal
marijuana grow is found in a forest
area. Be sure to understand the value
of a single plant. Many marijuana
growers now use genetics to develop
and produce more buds per plant with
higher THC levels. Law enforcement
has estimated that the value of a single
marijuana plant could be $2,000 at
harvest, although some genetic strains
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could be worth more or less. So the
question is: If you stumble into a
marijuana grow, what will the care-
taker do to protect this high-value
product from discovery?

In law enforcement, grows with
fewer than 200 plants have affection-
ately been referred to as “Bubba
Grows.” In these cases the growers
commonly establish 5-10 different sites
over a large forest area. They accept
that several grows will be discovered by
law enforcement or that plants will be
stolen during the growing season, but
because they have numerous sites they
will still be bringing in cash crops from
other locations. These small grows don’t
generally have growers constantly on
site protecting the crop. 

Marijuana grows having more than
200 plants (up to many thousands of
plants) have been referred to as “Cartel
Grows.” In Cartel Grows, there can be a
permanent crew of workers tending
and securing the crop. Larger grows
might also have networks of plastic
pipes feeding water from streams or
creeks or in large carboys or plastic ver-
tical storage water containers, or rabbit,
deer, and even elk-proof fences. The
areas in and around the grows usually
have native trees that have been girdled
to kill them to obscure the site from
overhead flying surveillance. 

Besides obvious signs of plants,
water pipes, pesticide containers, and
people encampments, there are other
signs that may be less visible in mari-
juana grows. Construction nails placed
in boards lying in grasses, barbed wire
and concertina scattered about, and
more deadly items like punji sticks,
trip holes, fishing hooks suspended at
eye level on clear filament line, and a
variety of trip booby traps and impro-
vised explosive devices are examples.

Not every grow operation utilizes these
traps, but when a person stumbles
into an illegal grow, they need to think
how to immediately get out the same
way they came in. Consider any mari-
juana grow found in the forest as life
threatening regardless of how many
plants are involved. 

Take-home messages

• Always be aware of your sur-
roundings when traveling or working
in the forest.

• Recognize hazardous situations:
Know what is going on in the area, who
is traveling around, and what physical
and wildlife hazards might be present.

• Ask yourself what-if questions to
get yourself thinking of potential
strategies to employ if a hazardous sit-
uation is encountered.

• Understand people: their looks,
how they act, what they say, and how
they speak within the context of the
circumstances.

• Do not live in fear, but understand

and trust your senses, experiences,
knowledge, and abilities to act and
react to keep safe. Remember that you
are not law enforcement. Your basic
responsibility is to yourself and your
family so that you arrive home each
night safe.  ◆

Paul F. Figueroa started his forestry
career in 1970 with Weyerhaeuser
Company in Klamath Falls, Ore., where
he worked for their Forest Research
Center. From 1998 until his retirement
in 2014, he was credentialed as an
investigator with both the Washington
Department of Agriculture and US EPA.
He also had a 20-year law enforcement
career serving small cities in Lewis
County where he was a state-certified
firearms instructor, trained and certi-
fied sniper/counter sniper, narcotics
investigation trained, and responsible
for Federal Uniform Crime Reporting.
He can be reached at 360-748-9549 or
pfigueroa@localaccess.com.
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