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Abstract: 
Usually byproducts of forest management, over 200 species of nontimber forest products 
(NTFP) are harvested from public and private lands in the Pacific Northwest for 
commercial, personal, and traditional purposes. The US and Canada face similar issues 
and challenges in NTFP management. NTFP in Canada have largely been unmanaged 
and unregulated, while the focus of management in the US has been regulating access, 
such as with road closures, permits, and regulation. Historically, First Nations peoples 
had a structured set of rules and traditions about where, when, and who harvested NTFP. 
Today’s managers and policymakers make similar decisions when they formally allocate 
access rights to NTFP with mechanisms such as permits and regulations. Granting access 
rights to NTFP can have significant long-term effects on their productivity and 
sustainability, and also on investment in both the resource and industry. 
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Non-timber forest products (NTFP) are significant to people and are abundant in forest 
ecosystems.  Over 200 species of NTFP are harvested from public and private ownerships 
in the Pacific Northwest, including British Columbia, for commercial, personal, and 
traditional uses.  Dozens of other species are harvested in central and eastern North 
America.  Some are partially or entirely cultivated.  Management can mean forest 
management, focusing on identified and significant NTFP for enhancement, protection, 
or production.  Although these are some instances of silviculture focusing on nonwood 
products, it is not common in the US or in Canada.  Management can also mean 
managing and regulating access, both physical access (such as road closures or gates) and 
legal access (such as permits, treaties, or regulation) (Alexander and Fight 2003).  This is 
by far the more common form of NTFP management in North America. 
 
Some species, such as maple syrup, wild rice, wild blueberries, and several medicinal 
herbs, are established in cultivated or semi-cultivated production systems.  Using forest 
management practices to enhance NTFP production has become a focus for some forest 
managers (Weigand 1998; Kerns et al. 2003).  The management and ecology of wild 
edible mushrooms in the U.S. Pacific Northwest has been examined by Pilz and Molina 
(2002).   Wild huckleberry (Vaccinium spp.) management and ecology in the US Pacific 
Northwest was extensively discussed by Don Minore in such publications as Minore et al. 
1979.  Peck and McCune (1998) describe commercial moss harvest in Oregon, and Peck 
and Muir (2001) describe how to estimate harvestable quantities of moss in western  
Oregon.  Although the use of NTFP in Canada has largely been unmanaged and 
unregulated (Tedder et al. 2002), American matsutake (Tricholoma magnivelare) has 
influenced forest management in BC.  In the Kispiox timber supply area, the allowable 
annual cut was reduced by four percent when American matsutake mushroom habitat was 
included in the analysis.  American matsutake has also influenced forest planning in the 
Chilliwack and Squamish forest districts of BC. 
 
In both Canada and the US, access restrictions are the primary focus and means of NTFP 
management.  On Crown lands in western Canada, most places are de facto open access, 
with no approval required, no rights accorded to any users, and no rents collected.  Some 
exceptions in BC include parks, Nisga’a treaty lands, and Community Forest Agreement 
tenures.  Private landowners may also restrict access. In the US, access rights are  
becoming increasingly formalized. Permits and contracts are becoming common on 
public and private lands in the US.  A permit is required for transporting certain amounts 
of material on highways in several states (Alexander and Fight 2003).  Several States 
now charge for commercial gathering permits on State land.  Many private landowners 
also regulate commercial gathering, with varied success.  Recent US law requires the 
USDA Forest Service to charge market rates and set up appraisal systems1.  The USDI 
BLM has been appraising NTFP for some time.  Nontimber forest products are becoming 

                                                 
1 U.S. Laws, Statutes, etc.; Public Law 106-113, div. B, Sec. 1000(a)(3){title III, Sec. 
339}.  Pilot Program of Charges and Fees for Harvest of Forest Botanical Products.  Act 
of Nov. 29, 1999.  Page 113 Stat. 1535, 1501A-119-200; 16 U.S.C. 528.  Amended by  
U.S. Laws, Statutes, etc.; Public Law 108-108, Sec. 335.  Act of Nov. 10, 2003.  Page 
117 Stat. 1312. 



more frequently mentioned in US Forest Service Forest Plans.  In Alaska, a state with 
legally defined subsistence use, the Tongass and Chugach National Forest Plans discuss 
“special forest products” management and use.  “Special forest products” are being 
considered in many Forest Plan revisions (Pilz et al. in press). 
 
Property rights in North America affect management choices.  Timber and most other 
forest products are private goods, by definition, with rival and exclusive characteristics.  
Property rights in both Canada and the US are based on notions of exclusivity, meaning 
that the owner can restrict access.  Randall (1988) says pure non-rival goods are rare, and 
instead introduced “congestible goods”, a better term for many NTFP.  The appearance of 
congestion and consequent scarcity affects allocation of rights to forest resources.  
Historically, as timber became scarce, access became regulated with harvest contracts, 
sales mechanisms, and pricing structures.  In the US, public and private land managers 
are increasingly seeking to determine and limit access to NTFP.  In BC, the government 
has not chosen to restrict access to NTFP yet.  There is some question as to whether 
access can be effectively controlled in many cases.  Ballard (2004) found on the Olympic 
Peninsula in Washington State, the lack of “well enforced, consistent tenure regimes” on 
some ownerships has resulted in a de facto open access environment.  In BC, a barrier to 
managing access is a belief that access control is not possible.  This difficulty and 
possible inability to exclude is a defining characteristic of NTFP. 
 
Many mechanisms are used to allocate rights to NTFP.  Permits and regulations are used 
to establish who can harvest, where, and when.  Exclusive rights are often area-based 
policies, contracts, or leases.  Exclusive rights are more commonly granted for 
predictable products, such as shrubs or boughs, products harvested in large amounts or 
primarily for commercial use, such as salal (Gaultheria shallon), or with high-value 
resources.  Exclusive rights are more common on private lands or public lands with 
private characteristics, such as State trust lands in the US.  Nonexclusive rights are often 
permits granted for a specific area to anyone.  Nonexclusive access rights are common 
for products with low predictability, that are harvested in small amounts, that have long 
traditions of personal and cultural use, low value, or in places where exclusion would be 
costly and the benefits low.  Nonexclusive rights are most frequently used on public 
lands.  Formalization or elimination of access can ignore long-standing customary claims.  
Highly mobile groups of native people historically had structured sets of informal rules 
and traditions dictating where, when, and who harvested NTFP.  Highly mobile 
commercial harvesters now move throughout North America, through various tenure 
regimes, overlapping with personal use harvesters (Alexander and Fight 2003).  In B.C., 
many harvesters assume this as a traditional right. 
 
Managers and researchers in Canada and the US are still trying to find out if different 
approaches to managing NTFP result in different outcomes.  Common concerns about 
harvesting include over harvesting, in terms of resource capacity and harvest techniques.  
Defining and understanding property rights helps to better understand trespass and 
compliance.  Resource management involves time and dollar investments, and can be 
either public or private investment.  Private investment needs effective property rights - 
e.g., access management.  Public investment involves re-investment of rents into the 



resource.  Managers and researchers are examining how to structure property rights to 
encourage investment, while examining why do we not see much private and public 
sector investment. 
 
In much of the US and Canadian pacific northwest, particularly BC, most of the land base 
is public.  There are many issues on public lands surrounding the ability to effectively 
enforce property rights allocations.  It is import to determine the benefits that would 
result and who would enjoy them.  Questions about how to allocate rights, for whom, and 
for what are being addressed, although in many cases not explicitly, or without historical 
understanding of previous informal rights structures.  It is yet to be determined if 
management can provide incentives to invest, sustain stocks and protect user values, or 
even if all NTFP need an increase in, or any, management.  The roles various actors 
(agencies, First Nations, industry, harvesters) play in the management effort are still 
being worked out.  Nontimber forest products are important to so many people 
throughout North America that these questions of access and property rights will continue 
to be debated, particularly if access restrictions are considered or imposed without an 
understanding of how the restrictions affect traditional users. 
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