
Officer Dustin Allen during a deer kill 
investigation in Monroe County.
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Another Tool 
in the Toolkit
State Division of Natural Resources law 
enforcement offi cers use DNA evidence 

to help convict poachers.
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F
or some, hunting is about providing fresh 
meat for their families. For others, it’s about a 
connection with nature. Many enjoy the craft 
of the sport, sometimes spending months, even 
years, tracing the perfect kill—a trophy buck, 
for example, a once-in-a-lifetime score. 

But when someone chooses to poach an 
animal, West Virginia Division of Natural Resources 
Captain W.W. Brogan III says it’s an offense against 
legitimate hunters: “It’s stealing, plain and simple. It’s 
stealing from the public.” 

 He and other West Virginia Natural Resources Police 
Officers throughout the state and in neighboring states are 
working together using newly available technologies to track 
and arrest and even help convict poachers. One recent case 
illustrates how officers are collaborating to investigate and 
charge offenders for these heinous acts. 

The Call 
For several months in 2017, the Ohio Department of Natural 
Resources received photos from a local hunter’s game 

camera of a monstrous buck. It was a deer of local legend—
nicknamed “The Trident”—a large, non-typical 14-point 
with palmated and multi-pointed brow tines. 

But in early November 2017, the hunter lost track of 
the deer and the DNR stopped receiving photos. Officers 
soon received a complaint from a farmer about a huge, 
headless deer carcass found on his property. At the site, 
officers collected bullet fragments and DNA samples 
from the mammoth buck. 

Just days later, another headless deer carcass was 
found on the same stretch of roadway. Officers suspected 
poachers were responsible, so they set a trap—they placed 
a robotic deer and waited to see if anyone put a spotlight 
on it. Sure enough, someone took the bait. The officers 
made a stop on the vehicle, and inside were three West 
Virginia residents from Greenbrier County.

Through an on-scene investigation, officers were able 
to determine two or three bucks had been killed the week 
before. They learned that the deer heads were located in 
Greenbrier County, while the carcasses were left behind 
in Ohio. The Ohio officers called Greenbrier County 

West Virginia Natural Resources Police Officers are active 
behind the scenes to combat poaching activities throughout 
the Mountain State.
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West Virginia Natural Resources Police Officer T.A. 
Petrunger around 10 p.m. on November 11, asking 
him to search the property of the family in question 
for the deer heads.

When he arrived at the family’s residence, those 
present were extremely cooperative, telling him he 
wouldn’t find anything on the property. But then 
Petrunger talked separately to the daughter of the 
man in question and learned that she and her mother 
had received a text telling them to get rid of the deer 
heads. The daughter and her boyfriend had taken 
them to his house for safekeeping. 

“There ended up being 17 heads,” Petrunger says. 
“They were all fresh, all recent kills.” He called for 
he called for backup, and Natural Resources Police 
Officers collected the confessions of the wife, the 
daughter, and her boyfriend. He then reached out 

to the Ohio officers to schedule a meeting to 
discuss their collective evidence, including 
rif les, cell phones, SD cards, and more. In 
Morgantown, officers from both agencies 
collaborated to submit DNA evidence to the 
West Virginia University Wild Genomics Lab 
in Morgantown and cell phone and Facebook 
evidence to the National White Collar Crime 
Center in Fairmont. 

“Through search warrants obtained by 
Ohio, we were able to pull thousands of 
texts and pictures from cell phones and 
Facebook accounts,” Petrunger says. “It took 
approximately six months to sift through the 
data, which contained evidence about how and 
when the deer were being killed along with 
pictures of spotlights being held on the deer and 
their decapitated heads.” 

Many of these mature bucks were shot in 
fields at night, and the heads were removed 
with pocket knives and reciprocating saws. The 
rest of the animals’ bodies were left to waste in 
farmers’ fields, most near roadways.

When the DNA results came back from the 
blood and tissue samples from The Trident’s 
carcass found in Ohio, a match was made with 
a severed head found in Greenbrier County. 
The bullet fragments from the deer’s body also 
matched with a rif le seized during the initial 
stop in Ohio. All the evidence yielded criminal 
charges in two states for the poachers. 

“DNA testing certainly gives us an 
advantage,” Captain Brogan says. “This is not 
the first case using DNA testing, but it’s fairly 
new in the scheme of things, being able to use 
this. It’s another tool for us, especially when one 
drop of blood from an illegally taken deer can 
yield a conviction.” Ultimately, the WVU Wild 
Genomics Lab aims to create a DNA profile for 
whitetail deer throughout West Virginia, which 
could assist investigations, research, and wildlife 
management efforts in the future. 

A Family Tradition 
The tradition of hunting runs in many families. 
For the Dorsey family, so does the tradition of 
poaching. Their poaching spree in Ohio and West 
Virginia left them with a number of convictions. 

In Ohio, Donald Dorsey received $1,790 in 
fines and court costs, $9,000 in restitution, five 
days in jail, and the loss of his hunting license 
for five years. The charges against his son, Daniel 
Dorsey, were thrown out due to a clerical error, 
and Daniel Dorsey’s fiancée, Megan, received 
a $510 fine, five days in jail, and the loss of her 
hunting license for 2 years. 

In West Virginia, the trio yielded 12 
convictions, $2,583 total in fines and court fees, 
the loss of their hunting licenses for two years, 

DNA testing helps   
Natural Resources 
Police Officers connect 
perpetrators to their 
crimes. The department 
collaborates with the 
WVU Wild Genomics Lab 
to create DNA profiles for 
whitetail deer throughout 
the state. 
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and the surrender of the poached deer racks to the state 
of West Virginia, as well as underlying jail time if they 
reoffend during probation. 

After the cases went through the judicial system 
in Ohio and West Virginia, Petrunger learned of 
additional offenses committed by Daniel Dorsey in 
Pennsylvania in August 2019. The Pennsylvania state 
game warden was called after a farmer heard a gunshot. 
The farmer drove in his side-by-side to the parking lot 
of the public access area that borders his property. He 
saw a Jeep exiting the lot, and he took down the license 
plate number. The next day, the farmer found a headless 
deer carcass in his field. 

The Pennsylvania warden called Petrunger for 
assistance but, just as the Greenbrier County search 
had begun, the Jeep was pulled over in Pennsylvania 
and seized, and evidence was obtained from the vehicle. 
Deer hairs and a speck of blood from the Jeep were 
submitted to the lab, which yielded a 100 percent DNA 
match to the hairs from the deer carcass in the farmer’s 
field. Although the Pennsylvania officers were unable to 
retrieve the head of the carcass, the DNA evidence was 
enough to yield a conviction. 

In June 2020, Daniel Dorsey was convicted of 
unlawful taking or killing of big game. He received 
$3,803 in fines and court fees, as well as the loss of 

his hunting license for three years. Because of the 
multi-state convictions, Petrunger says the cases are 
under review, which may result in the additional loss of 
hunting privileges. And because Daniel Dorsey violated 
his probation in West Virginia, Greenbrier County 
prosecutors have initiated the court proceedings to 
invoke his underlying sentence. 

Maintaining a Huntable Population 
While working a case from arrest to conviction is 
a rewarding experience, Petrunger says the act of 
poaching is discouraging to him. “I’m a hunter myself,” 
he says. “I hunt as much as I can. I spend a lot of time 
and money in license fees and gas and equipment to 
hunt these animals. Poaching discourages hunters—
you’ve spent a week in the woods, then someone rides 
by and shoots them at night.” Petrunger urges residents 
to recognize the difference—poachers are not hunters. 
He doesn’t want the poachers to tarnish the reputation 
of the hunters who approach the sport legally. 

Poaching animals, rather than legally hunting them, 
takes away the breeding stock for future generations. 
The DNR tries to manage how many animals are 
trapped or hunted each year. “If you start taking too 
many animals out of the system, then you don’t have 
what we call a huntable population,” Brogan says. “It’s 

Hefty fines, possible 
jail time, and loss of 
hunting privileges 
are all possibilities 
for poachers 
when convicted. 
Oftentimes, poachers 
are active in 
neighboring states.

 W
E

S
T 

V
IR

G
IN

IA
 N

A
T

U
R

A
L 

R
E

SO
U

R
C

E
S 

P
O

LI
C

E
 O

F
F

IC
E

R
 J

O
SH

 T
O

N
E

R

Wonderful West Virginia Magazine



WONDERFULWV.COM 25

our job as Natural Resources Police Officers to make 
sure hunters follow the rules so we can continue to 
have a huntable population.” 

In West Virginia, poachers can face fines between 
$20 to $300 per charge; 10 to 100 days in jail per 
charge; and trophy reinstatement fees that can 
range in the thousands of dollars if the animal is of 
a considerable size. But for the Natural Resources 
Police Officers and reputable hunters, the issue 
is more about ethics than the legal ramifications. 
“With poaching, it’s kind of like a snatch and grab,” 
Brogan says. “There’s no joy in the kill. You’re doing 
it on someone else’s property, out of season, at night. 
That’s their mode of operation. Driving down a road, 
shining lights on a deer, seeing its rack, shooting it, 
then jumping out of the vehicle and sawing its head 
off—what type of enjoyment can you have in that?”  

Petrunger and Brogan ask the public to share tips 
to help officers catch poachers in the act. “With the 
number of citations and arrests we make in a year, we 
wonder how much is going on that we don’t catch,” 
Petrunger says. “We have to have the public helping us. 
The public plays a vital role in reporting these crimes, 
to help us get in the right spot at the right time.” No 
tip is too small, Captain Brogan says. “The animals 
we’re out here protecting—we can’t communicate with 
them. We rely on the public to give us information.” 

He says it could be a farmer hearing a gunshot in 
the middle of the night or someone who sees a vehicle 
spotlighting deer from the side of the road. A license 
plate or a vehicle description can go a long way for the 
investigating officers.  w

West Virginia Natural Resources Police Officers work hard to 
protect the animal populations in the state and welcome tips 
from the public about potential poaching activity.

Natural Resources Police Officer T.A. Petrunger 
(bottom left) holding the Trident Buck antlers.
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