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Executive Summary & Introduction
Vacant land transactions carry a unique profile of opportunity, freedom, and risk. Unlike improved residential
properties with physical structures, daily occupants, utility meters, and vigilant neighbors, raw land often sits
unattended for months or years.

In recent years, this lack of physical friction has turned vacant land into the primary target for organized real
estate cybercrime syndicates specializing in seller impersonation, deed fraud, and unauthorized parcel
liquidations. In October 2026, federal prosecutors in Boston unmasked a $1.5 million multi-state ring that stole
and sold unencumbered lots across Massachusetts, Georgia, Indiana, and Tennessee by posing as out-of-state
owners with forged IDs.

At the same time, legitimate buyers of vacant land face significant physical and legal hurdles—from zoning
restrictions and unrecorded access easements to soil perc test failures and wetland setbacks—that can turn an
intended homesite or investment into an unusable parcel.

This handbook serves as your complete operational defense and due diligence guide. Whether you currently own
raw acreage you wish to protect, plan to purchase a vacant parcel, or represent clients as a real estate professional,
the protocols inside will ensure your property and capital remain secure.

Part 1: Why Vacant Land Is the #1 Target for Deed Fraud
To protect yourself, you must first understand why cyber-syndicates systematically target raw acreage over
developed homes:

1. Absence of Physical Tripwires: There are no tenants, homeowners, or landscape contractors on-site to
spot an unauthorized "For Sale" yard sign or ask suspicious visitors what they are doing on the property.

2. Unencumbered Title (No Existing Mortgages): The vast majority of long-held vacant parcels are owned
"free and clear" without an active bank mortgage or home equity line of credit. When a parcel has no
lender, there are no monthly mortgage statements, loan servicing notifications, or payoff demand letters
that would alert the legitimate owner to an unauthorized title transfer.



3. Absentee and Out-of-State Ownership: Many land investors, heirs, and recreational landowners live
hundreds or thousands of miles away from their parcels. Public county tax assessment rolls clearly list the
owner's out-of-state billing address, allowing scammers to identify absentee owners in seconds using public
GIS databases.

4. Remote Transactions Are Industry Standard: Because vacant land has no interior structures, buyers and
agents rarely expect in-person meetings with the seller. Remote listings, digital contract execution, and
electronic closing fund wires are standard practice, creating the perfect environment for impostors to hide
behind email, text, and spoofed internet phones.

Part 2: The Landowner's Shield — Protecting Land You
Already Own
If you currently own vacant land, unimproved lots, or inherited acreage, you cannot afford to leave your property
unattended in the public records. Implement these four concrete defense shields immediately:

Shield 1: Register for Free County Property Fraud Alerts

The single most powerful, zero-cost protection available to property owners is your county's official Property
Fraud Alert (also called Deed Notification or Title Alert).

How It Works: County Registers of Deeds and Clerks of Court provide automated alert registries. When
you enroll your name, business entity, and parcel identification numbers (PIN / APN), the county's
recording software sends you an immediate email or text alert whenever a deed, mortgage, lien, or
quitclaim is recorded against your property.
Action Step: Visit your local county clerk or register of deeds website. Search for "Property Fraud Alert"
or "Deed Notification." Enrollment takes less than three minutes and is 100% free. Never pay a third-party
"title lock" company for a service your county government provides for free.

Shield 2: Set Digital Listing Alarms on Real Estate Portals

Scammers cannot sell your property to cash buyers without marketing it. They often list hijacked parcels on
public MLS portals and syndication sites.

Action Step: Go to Zillow, Realtor.com, and Redfin. Search for your vacant parcel address or parcel ID.
Click "Save Search" or "Get Updates."
Action Step: Set up a free Google Alert for your exact property address, tax parcel number, and full legal
name combined with your county's name. You will receive an instant notification if your parcel appears on
any listing website or auction portal.

Shield 3: Conduct an Annual County Property Tax & Title Audit

https://www.zillow.com/
https://www.realtor.com/
https://www.redfin.com/
https://www.google.com/alerts


Fraudulent deed transfers often surface when the annual property tax bill fails to arrive because the scammer
redirected the tax mailing address.

Action Step: Every 6 to 12 months, log directly into your county treasurer or tax assessor online portal.
Confirm that your mailing address is accurate and that your property tax assessments remain paid in full.
Action Step: Check your county recorder’s online public records search to verify that the most recent
recorded document is your authentic deed of acquisition.

Shield 4: Secure Your Mailing Address and Estate Title

If you inherited property, ensure the estate has completed formal probate and recorded an executor’s or
personal representative’s deed into your name. Properties lingering in deceased relatives' names are prime
targets for obituary-scraping deed rings.
If you change your mailing address, file an official change-of-address form directly with the county tax
assessor, not just the post office.

Part 3: The Land Buyer's Essential Due Diligence
Checklist
Buying vacant land requires a completely different investigation than purchasing an existing house. You are not
inspecting a roof or furnace; you are investigating the legal rights, physical feasibility, and statutory encumbrances
tied to the dirt.

Complete this 12-point due diligence protocol before waiving your purchase contract contingencies:

1. Verification of Legal Title & Seller Identity

Never buy without an Owner’s Policy of Title Insurance: A standard title search only examines recorded
historical documents. If a scammer forges a deed using a stolen ID, that forgery is void from inception. An
Owner’s Policy of Title Insurance provides complete legal defense and reimburses your purchase price if a
deed is challenged or voided.
Closing Agent Requirement: Always close through an established, state-licensed title agency or real
estate attorney. Never execute a private closing or hand cash/checks directly to a seller or wholesaler.

2. Boundary Survey & Corner Pin Identification

Never rely on county GIS parcel maps or seller-drawn sketches. GIS boundaries can be off by dozens of
feet.
Commission a licensed professional land surveyor to complete a boundary survey (or at minimum a
boundary stakeout) before closing. Verify that all property pins are located and that no neighbor’s fence,



outbuilding, driveway, or agricultural use encroaches across property lines.

3. Legal and Physical Access (Easements & Road Frontage)

A parcel with no legal access is landlocked and cannot be developed or permitted.
Verify whether the property touches a dedicated public roadway or relies on a private easement.
If access is via a private easement, examine the recorded easement agreement: Does it run with the land?
Does it permit utility installation? Is there a formal, binding Road Maintenance Agreement (RMA)
detailing how gravel, grading, and snow removal costs are shared among neighbors?

4. Zoning Classification & Permitted Uses

Contact the local township, municipal, or county zoning administrator.
Determine the parcel's exact zoning designation (e.g., Agricultural, Rural Residential, Low-Density
Residential, Commercial).
Confirm minimum lot size, building envelope setbacks (front, rear, and sides), maximum height
restrictions, and whether accessory structures (pole barns, workshops, detached garages) are permitted
before a primary residence is constructed.
If you plan to place a manufactured home, barndominium, tiny home, or modular dwelling, verify that local
zoning ordinances permit your specific structure type.

5. Soil Feasibility (Perc Test & Septic Suitability)

If municipal sewer is not available, your ability to build depends entirely on the soil's capacity to absorb
septic effluent.
Make your purchase agreement contingent on an official percolation test (perc test) or soil evaluation
conducted by the county environmental health department.
High water tables, heavy clay, or bedrock can fail a perc test or require an engineered mound septic system
costing $20,000 to $40,000+ compared to a standard conventional gravity system ($8,000 to $15,000).

6. Potable Water Availability (Well Drilling Feasibility)

Investigate neighboring water wells on state or county geological survey databases (such as Michigan’s
Wellogic system).
Determine typical well depths, flow rates (gallons per minute), and water quality (iron, sulfur, arsenic,
nitrates, hardness) in the immediate area.
Factor the cost of well drilling ($8,000 to $18,000+ depending on depth and casing requirements) into your
acquisition budget.

7. Utility Availability & Extension Costs



Do not assume that because power poles run along the road, connecting electricity is cheap or immediate.
Contact the local electric utility (e.g., DTE, Consumers Energy) to request an engineering estimate for
extending power to your intended build site. Running electric lines hundreds of feet down a private
driveway can cost thousands of dollars in line extension fees, transformer installations, and trenching.
Determine internet availability: Check whether high-speed fiber, cable, fixed wireless, or satellite (Starlink)
serves the parcel.

8. Environmental Restrictions, Wetlands, and Flood Zones

Inspect federal FEMA flood insurance rate maps (FIRM) to verify whether the parcel lies within a 100-year
floodplain (Zone A or AE), which requires mandatory flood insurance and elevated foundations.
Consult state Department of Natural Resources / Environment databases (such as EGLE in Michigan) and
National Wetlands Inventory (NWI) maps. Wetlands and required environmental buffer zones can severely
restrict where a home, driveway, or septic field can be placed.

9. Topography, Drainage, and Soil Conditions

Walk the property during wet weather or spring thaw to observe surface drainage and runoff patterns.
Steep slopes may require extensive grading, retaining walls, and engineered foundations.
Low-lying areas may hold standing water, requiring expensive fill dirt, culverts, and ditching.

10. Deed Restrictions, Covenants, and HOA/POA Rules

Obtain a complete copy of all recorded Declarations of Covenants, Conditions, and Restrictions (CC&Rs).
Check for restrictions governing:

Minimum square footage for new construction
Prohibition of camping, RV parking, or temporary living during construction
Limitations on livestock, horses, poultry, or home businesses
Mandatory architectural review committees and building timeline deadlines

11. Property Taxes, Special Assessments, and CAUV/Agricultural Rollback

Verify whether the parcel is enrolled in a preferential tax program (such as Qualified Agricultural, Clean
and Green, or CAUV).
In many states, changing the use of agricultural land to residential construction triggers statutory tax
rollback penalties requiring the buyer to repay three to five years of deferred property taxes.
Check for outstanding special assessments for municipal water/sewer extensions, drain maintenance, or
paving.

12. Subsurface, Mineral, Oil, Gas, and Timber Rights



Review the title commitment to ensure that mineral rights, oil/gas rights, and timber rights convey with the
surface deed.
If a prior owner severed mineral rights decades ago, third-party energy or drilling companies may possess
legal subsurface access rights or surface easement privileges.

Part 4: The 5 Red Flags of a Vacant Land Scam
If you are shopping for vacant land, watching for seller impersonation is critical. Over 90% of vacant land fraud
schemes exhibit at least three of these five warning signs:

Red Flag Scam Profile Legitimate Transaction

1. Pricing Listed 15% to 35% below fair market value to generate
an instant cash frenzy.

Priced within 5% to 10% of comparable parcel
sales.

2.
Communication

Strictly text, email, or VoIP phone. Refuses in-person
meetings and declines direct video calls.

Willing to meet in person or conduct verifiable
live video calls with photo ID.

3. Buyer Terms Demands "Cash Only" and insists on an ultra-short
closing (5 to 10 days) to avoid title scrutiny.

Open to conventional financing or standard 30-
to-45-day due diligence periods.

4. Notarization Insists on providing their own "mail-away" pre-notarized
deed packet or pushing unvetted remote notaries.

Agrees to close at an insured title agency or uses
title-vetted, identity-proofed notarization.

5. Banking /
Wire

Wire instructions designate a bank account in a
completely different state or an unrelated corporate LLC
name.

Proceeds wired to a personal account matching
the deed owner's verified residency.

Part 5: The Real Estate Agent's Remote Seller Verification
Protocol
For licensed REALTORS® and brokerages, taking a fraudulent vacant land listing creates catastrophic liability,
reputational damage, and title disputes.

Before signing a listing agreement on vacant land with an out-of-state or remote seller, execute this mandatory 4-
step verification protocol:

1. Conduct a Live, Recorded Video Verification: Require the prospective seller to participate in a live video
call. Ask them to hold their physical, unexpired government-issued photo ID (driver’s license or passport)
up to the camera next to their face. Compare the photo, physical features, and signature against public
property records and state identification standards.

2. Send Out-of-Band Certified Mail: Look up the official property tax billing address in county tax
assessment records. Send an official verification letter via USPS Certified Mail with Return Receipt
Requested to that exact address, independent of any email or phone number provided by the remote seller.
If the true owner receives a letter stating someone is trying to sell their land, they will call you immediately.

3. Cross-Reference Public Data & Phone Numbers: Use trusted public records databases (LexisNexis,
Whitepages Premium) to locate independent telephone numbers and historical addresses associated with



the record owner. Call the independently discovered phone number to verify the listing request.
4. Demand Proof of Ownership Documentation: Ask the seller to provide their original closing settlement

statement, title insurance policy, or recent property tax receipts. Fraudsters rarely possess private historical
closing documents.

Part 6: Emergency Response Protocol — If Fraud is
Detected
If you discover that your property was listed fraudulently, or if you transferred earnest money or closing funds on
a hijacked vacant parcel:

1. Immediate Wire Recall (Within 24 Hours): Call your bank's fraud department immediately. Request an
urgent SWIFT / Fedwire recall and ask for the transfer to be escalated through the FBI's Financial Fraud
Kill Chain (FFKC).

2. Contact Local Law Enforcement: File a formal criminal report with the police department or sheriff’s
office in the jurisdiction where the property is located, as well as your local police department. Obtain the
official police report incident number.

3. Notify the County Register of Deeds: Contact the county register of deeds or clerk of court immediately.
Request that a fraud flag or alert be placed on the property parcel number to block the recording of
unauthorized conveyances.

4. File Federal Cybercrime Reports: Submit a detailed fraud complaint including all email headers, fake
IDs, phone numbers, and wire transaction receipts to:

Federal Trade Commission: reportfraud.ftc.gov
FBI Internet Crime Complaint Center: ic3.gov

5. Contact an Experienced Real Estate Attorney: If an unauthorized deed has already been recorded
against your property, you will need legal counsel to file a quiet title action to legally void the wild deed
and restore your clear chain of title.

Professional Advisory & Contact Information
This guide is provided for educational and fraud prevention purposes by:

Mark Druckmiller
REALTOR® | Customer Care Coordinator
Real Estate One
Saline / Washtenaw County, Michigan
Founder, Wounded Duck Studios LLC & SCAMREALESTATE.COM
Website: https://scamrealestate.com

Disclaimer: This guide provides general consumer education and risk mitigation strategies. It does not constitute
legal, tax, or formal title underwriting advice. For specific legal questions regarding property deeds, quiet title

https://reportfraud.ftc.gov/
https://www.ic3.gov/
https://scamrealestate.com/


actions, or zoning disputes, consult a licensed real estate attorney in your jurisdiction.
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