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Berries, Mushrooms and Fiddleheads: Are They in Your Forest Management Plan?

Forest professionals and non-timber forest 

product harvesters need to work together 

to incorporate non-timber forest products 

(NTFP) in forest management plans. Popular 

species such as wild berries bring timber and 

non-timber interests together through silvi-

culture which can either enhance or deplete 

habitats. While we still don’t understand how 

long term human and natural disturbances 

affect non-timber forest product stocks, 

working together to collect information will 

ensure we protect this important resource.

Users of NTFPs are certainly not new 

players on the landscape; these species have 

had an important role in the livelihoods of 

both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal peoples 

for as long as they have been present on the 

land. What is new is how quickly this sector 

is changing. The increasing trend toward 

wild, organic, functional foods; the interest 

in food security and the attention paid to 

the sector’s role in cultural maintenance has 

increased its popularity. This has dramatically 

increased the volumes and range of species 

commercially traded. The highest commercial 

values in British Columbia include wild 

mushrooms (est. $40M annually) and floral 

greens (est. $29M annually) (CNTR 2006). 

Human population and development 

trends increase the impact that timber and 

non-timber sectors have on each other. This 

impact increases the need to include these 

species within forest management. Inclusion 

in forest management plans can begin im-

mediately (or continue) by working with locals 

to identify prime NTFP areas which require 

attention when developing land use plans. 

However, this approach to management, 

although very positive, may not be sufficient 

for large scale or long term planning.

The difficulty with incorporating these 

species into management beyond the local 

level is the extensive gaps in our knowledge. 

There is a dearth of knowledge of basic aute-

cology, the study of the interactions of a single 

species with the living and nonliving factors 

of its environment, for many NTFPs. This 

includes responses to harvest and silvicultural 

practices, as well as knowledge on key aspects 

of their use such as quality and volume. 

Although new research is required, we 

also need to recognize the expertise which 

already exists (see Table 1). Harvesters, both 

Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal, have a large 

body of long term observational knowledge 

which can help both answer and shape 

research questions. Combining conventional 

science with local and traditional knowledge 

greatly increases the applicability of both 

the research and the management of these 

resources. Already, there is an increasing 

body of knowledge which can provide some 

tools and methods to facilitate the inclusion of 

NTFPs into forest management (see Table 1).

More than a basic inventory is required 

to incorporate NTFPs into forest manage-

ment. Quantity (cover and abundance) does 

not equal quality (usability of the plant). 

For example, while huckleberry has a wide 

range of site and stand conditions where it 

will grow, it has specific requirements, such 

as light and moisture, which are required 

for adequate berry production. The spatial 

representation on a map of predicted berry 

production areas would be much smaller 

and more accurate than the spatial repre-

sentation of predicted plant presence. This 

specificity is required to accurately identify 

predicted harvestable areas over the land-

scape, to adapt silvicultural practices, and 

to maintain or enhance the habitat. Within 

a community forest tenure, this could even 

include potentially zoning areas to decrease 

competition between resource users. 

Quality ratings, along with criteria to 

standardize the ratings, have been developed 

in conjunction with local and traditional 

harvesters, and will be available on the web 

and in Ministry of Forests and Range publica-

tions such as the Regional Field Guides to 

Site Identification and Interpretation. The 

incorporation of standardized quality ratings 

within on-going conventional inventories 

conducted by forest companies, government, 

or other land managers will allow for this ad-

ditional information to be collected efficiently, 

and vastly increase our understanding of the 

site and stand characteristics required for 

high quality NTFP cover and abundance. 

The next step for long term, landscape 

level compatible management of timber 

and non-timber is including these spe-

cies into current models such as the Local 

Landscape Ecosystem Management 

Simulator (LLEMS) (Kimmons et al 2008) or 

even growth and yield models. To do so, we 

require targeted autecological research on 

specific species (such as by Keefer 2008), as 

well as effects of annual weather variations 

on quality (such as DeLong proposed). 

Effective management that involves multi-

ple users will require working across the usual 

professional, cultural and academic boundar-

ies. The majority of NTFPs remain unregu-

lated on Crown land, and thus harvest of these 

species appears to be de facto open access. 

However, some community forests, woodlots 

and private lands are exploring their options 

for management through their own, often 

informal, policies and practices (Tedder 2008). 

For example, some community forest and tree 

farm licences have initiated permit systems 

for NTFP harvesting in spite of the lack of 
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