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Abstract 
 

The absence of Non-Timber Resources in BC forest policy overlooks the increasing 

potential for resource conflicts, and the potential economic and other benefits that 

could be created through more effective management of these resources. The 

diversity of resources and user groups adds to the challenge of designing 

appropriate policy for Non-Timber Resources. 

 

By now there is a general recognition that forests are much more than sources of fibre. They 

provide a range of important services like carbon sequestration and water regulation, act as 

storehouses of biodiversity, and have important recreational and other values. They are also an 

important source of resources that – unlike the services and values already described – generally 

fall between the cracks of current forest policy. ‘Non-timber forest resources’ (better known to 

some as ‘non-timber forest products’) are a highly diverse group of resources running the gamut 

from foods, to medicines, to crafts, to florals, and more. Reflecting the diversity of products is 

the range of different groups that harvest them: subsistence/ cultural-use harvesters, recreational 

harvesters, and commercial harvesters. Aboriginal people have harvested these resources for 

untold thousands of years, for cultural, subsistence and trade use. Berries such as black 

huckleberry are important feast foods for a number of Nations, and many traditional medicines 

such as devil’s club are still in use. For Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal communities alike, wild 

mushroom harvesting is an important source of additional income, injecting tens or hundreds of 

thousands of dollars into local economies. It is no exaggeration that hundreds of small to medium 

sized businesses in British Columbia (BC) rely wholly or partially on NTFRs. Although the 

economic value of these resources remains poorly understood because of under- and non-

reporting of harvesting income, conservative estimates put the commercial value of NTFR trade 

in BC in the tens of millions of dollars
i
 with thousands of residents participating in the industry 

as harvesters, processors, business owners and more. 

 

In spite of these levels of participation, the existing and potential value of the resources involved, 

and the importance of these resources to a range of interests both commercial and non-

commercial, a policy vacuum exists for these resources. In fact, NTFRs are not included in any 

ministry service plan or executive work plan
ii
. Why not? There are likely multiple reasons. The 

diversity of non-timber products and services, stakeholders, and systems of use and management 

means that requirements may not be clear or may not seem urgent. In an age of shrinking 

government and concerns for reducing costs, government may see no clear need or benefit to 

create policies for NTFRs. Forest (timber) revenues have been reduced and there is an 

understandable reluctance to implement policies that may increase costs or the burden to 
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companies. It’s also true that government has never derived resource rents from these resources; 

although it has to be said (in the absence of policy) that it has never been tried. 

 

Are there issues in the sector driving a clear need for policy? The short answer is yes, although 

there are also conflicting views on the impacts of policies leading to increased regulation of the 

sector. The tradition of open access to these resources is appreciated by many, including 

recreational and commercial harvesters. However, in situations of increasing demand for 

resources and the absence of appropriate policies, there is the risk of over-harvesting and/or 

damage to forest ecosystems from uncontrolled and unsustainable harvesting. There have been 

conflicts among commercial harvesters, and between commercial harvesters and subsistence or 

cultural harvesters, for example between commercial berry harvesters and Aboriginal subsistence 

harvesters in the Kootenays
iii

. Such conflicts can be expected to increase in frequency and 

severity as markets develop in the absence of appropriate policy and associated legislation. 

 

Individual sectors within the NTFR industry may wax and wane – there isn’t the same gold rush 

for pine mushrooms there was two decades ago and the higher dollar is undoubtedly hurting 

other areas as seen by the salal market
ii
 – but concerns, challenges and interest in the sector 

shows no sign of fading. For example, First Nations and First Nation organizations (such as the 

First Nations Forestry Council) continue to express concerns that these resources are being 

promoted or developed without recognizing their significance to Aboriginal cultures and that 

rights, title, and interests connected to cultural use species and NTFRs may be infringed upon by 

commercial development or existing forest management practices
iv

.  

 

The policy vacuum may also mean that we’re missing out on real opportunities that could be 

realized through more effective management of NTFRs. The lack of defined rights to resources 

may discourage investment in the sector, at the cost of lost economic opportunities for rural 

communities. Three forms of Crown land tenure currently make reference to NTFPs: 

Community Forest Agreements; First Nations Woodland Tenure; and, First Nations Interim 

Agreements through Forest and Range Opportunities. These tenure holders may manage for 

NTFRs and even charge for permits, but they have no ability to restrict access. This inability to 

control access effectively renders the right to issue permits meaningless, and almost certainly 

reduces the incentive to invest in NTFP management and downstream market development
v
. 

Opportunities exist to improve and enhance NTFR production, but this requires the development 

of new and improved resource management models and incentives to promote better 

management. For example, chanterelle mushroom crops are generally most abundant in conifer 

stands aged between 60-80 years. Maintaining the forest cover on highly productive chanterelle 

sites until the stand reaches an age of at least 80 years should theoretically maximize the value of 

the chanterelle harvest on those sites
vi

.   

 

Meeting the needs of the diverse stakeholders in the NTFR sector through appropriate policy 

development is not a simple task; policy will need to reflect the needs of diverse user groups, the 

maintenance of the resource, Aboriginal rights and title, and a host of other elements. But in a 

forest policy for BC that aims to speak to all values of the forest, the absence of this at times 

unrecognized, yet critical group of resources is clearly a significant gap. 
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