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Timber identification capabilities at the 
National Fish and Wildlife Forensic 

Laboratory. 
For further information contact gabriela_chavarria@fws.gov or ed_espinoza@fws.gov  

 

Species identification of logs, planks, and veneers is difficult because they lack the traditional 

descriptors such as leaves and flowers.  An additional challenge is that many transnational 

shipments have unreliable geographic provenance.  Therefore, frequently the lowest taxonomic 

determination using traditional wood anatomy is genus, which allows unscrupulous importers to 

evade endangered species laws.  

The National Fish and Wildlife Forensic Laboratory (Lab) is currently using traditional wood 

anatomy for determining genus of timber, and a novel tool, called Direct Analysis in Real Time 

(DART) Time-Of-Flight Mass Spectrometer (TOFMS), to determine species of wood evidence 

associated with criminal investigations. 

To date the Lab has developed mass spectrometer databases for:  

1) The identification of Aquilaria sp. (agarwoods) and look-alikes. 

2) Distinguishing wild from cultivated Aquilaria sp. 

3) The identification of Dalbergia sp. (rosewoods) and look-alikes from S. America, C. 

America, S.E. Asia, Africa and Madagascar.  

4) The identification of Swietenia sp. (mahagony) and look-alikes.  

5) The identification of Cedrela sp. (Spanish cedar) and look-alikes. 

6) Distinguishing plantation grown (Africa) from wild Cedrela sp. 

7) The identification of Platymiscium sp. (pernambuco) and look-alikes. 

 

The published references to some of these capabilities are listed below:  
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