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òTOGETHER WE CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCEó 
 

The Mission of the AFWH is to 

promote forest steward-ship that is 

respectful of all workers and 

harvesters and the land.  
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Matsutake Mushroom Harvesters Influence Land  
Management in Central Oregon 

By Cece Headley and Carl Wilmsen 

What makes for a good Matsutake season?  The right amount of rain at the 

right time of year seems to be critical.  But competition from harvesters in China and Korea 

can depress prices.  Managing the forest for wildfire control, timber production, recreation 

and other uses also affects the mushroom crop. Harvesters who come every year to the 

crest of the Cascades Mountains to pick in the most productive matsutake habitat in the 

United States know this.  They know that their livelihoods are vulnerable to changes in the 

weather, the management decisions of the U.S. Forest Service, and volatile international 

mushroom markets. 

  Several years ago the harvest-

ers became increasingly alarmed 

by indications that more  and 

more  of the productive matsu-

take areas were slated for treat-

ments  including timber harvest, 

fuels reduction thinning, and 

construction of off road vehicle 

trails.  Drawing on their experi-

ences of many years, the harvest-

ers feared that these treatments 

would, at  the very  least, de-

crease production and in some 

cases eliminate fruiting alto-

gether. 

  Due to the long term efforts of 

the Crescent Lake Mushroom 

Monitoring Project, the harvest-

ers have found a way to express 

their concerns to the Forest  Ser-

vice and actually achieve their 

goal  of  protecting some high 

production areas.  A petition 

brought to the Forest Service in 

October, 2002, by mushroom 

harvesters regarding concern for 

the Baja timber sales and future 

vegetation management projects 

resulted in withdrawal of several 

units in the Windigo Pass area.  

  At about this same time Forest 

Service officials began planning 

for a project they dubbed BLT, 

which stands for Bunch of Little 

Trees.  The agencyõs landscape  

analysis had revealed that much 

of the forest was densely stocked 

with trees, and thus susceptible 

to insect and disease infestations 

and catastrophic wildfire, all of 

which could lead to large-scale 

forest loss.  In addition, the forest 

plan for the Deschutes National 

Forest proposes a certain level of 

logging to support local and re-

gional economies.  The goal of 

the  BLT Project is thus to im-

prove forest health and to offer 

timber sales to help maintain the 

regionõs logging and milling op-

erations. 

  Encouraged by their success in 

modifying the Baja timber sale, 

mushroom harvesters began 

providing input in the planning 

process for the BLT Project.  For-

est Service outreach and har-

vester initiative resulted in 45 

contacts between harvesters or 

their advocates and project plan-

ners from September 2002 to 

March 2008.  These contacts 

included field trips and meetings 

at  mushroom camp in Central 

Oregon as well as in harvestersõ 

home communities.  Harvesters 

expressed their concerns and 

showed the areas they valued as 

prime matsutake ground.  All this 

activity made it quite clear that  

 

many people were deeply con-

cerned about the potential 

effects of logging and thinning 

on matsutake production.  As a 

result, Forest Service officials 

made the possible reduction of 

mushroom production a key 

issue in the BLT Environmental 

Impact Statement.  òKey issues 

are issues that cannot be re-

solved without some considera-

tion of the tradeoffs involved 

and so are used to develop 

alternatives and design ele-

ments.ó 

  Harvesters assert that reduc-

ing canopy density too much 

and disturbing the soil inhibits 

mushroom production.  Scien-

tific studies back this up.  The 

published literature suggests 

that canopy closures of more 

than 90 percent or less than 

50 may not be ideal for matsu-

take growth.  One scientist told 

Forest Service officials that a 

Douglas Fir stand  with a   can-

opy closure  of 85 percent sup-

ported the most robust matsu-

take colony he has ever stud-

ied.  Surveys in the Crescent 

Ranger District of the 

Deschutes National Forest 

indicate, however, that 

                     Contõd on Page 2 

 

EDITORõS WELCOME 

  A great sage once said that all 

we have in life is this moment, 

right now.  Of course, the past 

shapes how we spend this mo-

ment, and what we do now af-

fects what we do later.  In this 

issue of The United Forest Voice 

we examine how the input har-

vesters provided the Forest Ser-

vice in the past shaped what the 

agency is doing now with regard 

to a planned timber sale and 

vegetation management project 

on the Deschutes National For-

est.  As the article on Harvesters 

Influence shows, there is power 

in the collective voice of non-

timber forest product harvesters.  

Other articles in this newsletter 

introduce Region 6ôs newly cre-

ated non-timber forest product 

appraisal system, and provide an 

update on what is happening 

now with the Forest Serviceôs 

special rule on harvesting special 

forest products. 

  Turning to the matter of the 

newsletter itself, with this issue 

we are introducing a new format 

that features more text on fewer 

pages as well as a theme issue.  

Our plan is to produce shorter 

newsletters more frequently on 

specific themes of concern to 

forest workers and harvesters of 

non-timber forest products.  We 

hope you like the new layout and 

approach.  Let us know what you 

think, and send us your ideas for 

articles and/or themes.  Better 

yet, write an article yourself on 

an issue that you are passionate 

about.  There is no time like the 

present to voice your opinions! 
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 Mushroom Harvesters Influence continued: 

in that area, the optimal canopy closure ranges between 40 and 70 

percent.1  In addition, experimental studies have demonstrated that 

raking the soil in search of mushrooms destroys the mushroom crop 

in future years.2       

  Based on their knowledge of the relationship between forest condi-

tions and mushroom growth, some harvesters wanted the Forest 

service to avoid matsutake habitat  altogether in the BLT Project.  

Forest  Service officials responded that 98 percent of the project 

 

area is potential matsutake 

habitat, so avoiding it entirely 

would be the same as taking no 

action.  Some harvesters also 

urged logging in the winter when 

the ground is frozen to minimize 

soil disturbance.  Others sug-

gested taking a staggered ap-

proach to timber sales, spread-

ing out the logging among small 

cuts in localized areas over sev-

eral years.  Forest Service offi-

cials did not consider this be-

cause timber sales are often 

staggered anyway due to man-

agement logistics, legal appeals 

and so forth. 

  Nevertheless, agency officials 

took harvester concerns to heart 

and considered a course of ac-

tion developed specifically to 

address short-term reduction in 

matsutake production.  Alterna-

tive D would have logging, thin-

ning and fuels reduction on 

2,616 of the 53,542 acres in 

the analysis area, and would 

entail a harvest of about 5.2 

million board feet of timber.  

This was a significant reduction 

from the 14,000 acres Forest 

Service officials had originally 

proposed for treatments.  The 

officials estimated that this 

course of action would reduce 

short-term production of matsu-

take on 468 acres. 

  Although agency officials con-

sidered alternative D as part of 

the planning process, the forest 

supervisor ended up selecting 

alternative B as the course of 

action to follow.  This alternative 

calls for logging, thinning and 

fuels reduction on 7,499 acres, 

about half of what was originally 

proposed in 2003.  It will involve 

harvesting 12.1 million board 

feet of timber, and, according to 

official estimates, it will reduce 

short-term production of matsu-

take on about 1,454 acres. 3  

  Why did the forest supervisor 

choose alternative B?  In his re-

cord of decision he gives three 

main reasons for his decision: 1) 

alternative B reduces the risk of a 

catastrophic event, such as a 

forest fire, insect infestation or 

disease outbreak, on the most 

number of acres; 2) it leaves 87% 

of the matsutake habitat in the 

BLT project area untouched; 3) 

the Windigo Pass area, which is 

some of the most productive 

habitat for matsutake, is not in 

the BLT project area, and no log-

ging is planned there.4 

  Logging will commence in some 

units of the BLT Project in late 

2010.  Following the harvester 

suggestion to log on frozen 

ground, the work will be done 

during the winter months in areas 

where matsutake are known or 

thought to be present.5 

  That could be the end of the 

story.  It is a story showing that 

sustained dialogue between har-

vesters and responsive agency 

officials led to protection of a 

significant number of acres of 

matsutake habitat.  While many 

harvesters would have preferred 

to have no logging go forward, 

they did succeed in altering For-

est Service plans such that log-

ging will occur on only a little 

more than half of the acres origi-

nally planned. 

  But, what about those acres that 

will be logged? Harvesters suc-

ceeded in having the Forest Ser-

vice modify the way logging will 

be done in order to minimize im-

pacts on mushrooms.  The truth 

is, however, the effects of logging 

on mushroom production are not 

well known.  Although logging 

reduces matsutake production in 

the short term, it is still unknown 

how many years it takes for 

mushrooms to start growing 

again; the longer the wait, the  

greater the impact on harvester 

livelihoods.  Also, how much can-

opy closure is ideal for mushroom 

production? Does logging on fro-

zen ground really protect the 

mushrooms? 

  To answer these questions the 

Crescent Ranger District and Ore-

gon State University are conduct-

ing a study comparing the pres-

ence of matsutake mycelia in the 

soil as well as mushroom produc-

tion before and after logging.  The 

Alliance is facilitating harvester 

participation in this study.  Har-

vesters are helping collect data 

which involves taking soil sam-

ples, and measuring canopy clo-

sure, air and soil temperature, 

and other forest conditions in 

randomly selected plots.  A small 

group of Forest Service officials, 

OSU researchers, and Alliance 

members collected data on some 

of the plots in the fall of 2009.  

The teams will finish what they 

started, doing the bulk of the pre-

logging data collection as well as 

data collection on the control 

plots during the 2010 harvest 

season.  Harvesters who partici-

pate are paid a daily stipend and 

are allowed to keep any matsu-

take they find provided they have 

a valid commercial harvest per-

mit. 

  If you are interested in partici-

pating in the study, or would like 

more information, contact Carl 

Wilmsen at (510) 525-4053 at 

the Alliance, or Christina Veverka, 

District Botanist, at Crescent 

Ranger Station (541)433-3200. 

1USDA Forest Service, January 2009, òEnvironmental Impact Statement; BLT PROJECT,ó Klamath County, OR; Crescent Ranger Dis-

trict, Deschutes National Forest, page 305;USDA Forest Service,1997. òEcology and Management of the Commercially Harvested 

Matsutake Mushroom,ó General Technical Report, PNW-GTR-412, BY David Hosford, David Pilz, Randy Molina, and Michael Amaran-

thus. Portland, OR: Pacific Northwest Research Station. 
2 Luoma, Daniel L., Joyce L. Eberhart, Richard Abbott, Andrew Moore, Michael P. Amaranthus, and David Pilz. 2006..óEffects of mush-

room harvest technique on subsequent  American Matsutake production.óForest Ecology and Management, 236:65-75  

3Alternative D is analyzed on pages 26-28 of the Environmental Impact Statement, and alternative B is analyzed on pages 17-21. 

4USDA Forest Service, January, 2009, òBLT Project: Record of Decision, "Klamath County, OR: Crescent Ranger District, Deschutes 

National Forest, pages 12-13. Available at http://www.fs.fed.us/r6/centraloregon/projects/units/crescent/blt/.  

5 USDA Forest Service, òEnvironmental Impact Statement,ó page 39. 
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Unveiling Permit Prices  Anyone who collects mushrooms, salal, pine cones, huckleberries, St. 

Johnôs wort or other non-timber forest products (NTFPs) knows that you need to get a permit to harvest 

them on national forest lands. Personal use permits are often free, but prices for commercial permits 

can get kind of steep. How does the Forest Service come up with its permit prices anyway? The law 

Congress passed in 2000 (H.R. 2466 section 339)ðwith which harvesters of NTFPs are all too familiar 

(see United Forest Voice, Spring 2009, p. 6)ðrequires the Forest Service to do appraisals of non-timber 

forest products. The law does not specify how appraisals are to be done, but leaves that up to the vari-

ous Forest Service divisions to figure out. Region 6 has developed an appraisal system for setting permit 

prices that is based on local market conditions and harvesting practices. Letôs look at a couple of exam-

ples of appraisals to see how this system works.  

  Basically, the law requires the Forest Service to charge you, the harvester, either the appraised value 

of the forest product you plan to harvest or a minimum rate, whichever is higher. To get the appraised 

value, Forest Service officials subtract the cost of harvesting a product from what they estimate the fair 

market value of that product to be. The fair market value is the price you get when you sell your har-

vest to a buyer. Forest Service officials conducted extensive interviews with harvesters to find out what 

prices they were getting for each of the different NTFPs that are harvested on the national forests in 

Region 6. They also asked harvesters about their costs and how far they have to travel to gather their 

product and then take it to the buying shed to sell.  

  Letôs say you were going to harvest 10 gallons of huckleberries on the Malheur National Forest. Based 

on information provided by harvesters, the Forest Service estimates the fair market value of huckleber-

ries on this national forest to be $30 per gallon. If you picked 10 gallons, you would get $300 when you 

sold your berries to a buyer. But, it costs you in time, gas and wear and tear on your vehicle to collect 

the berries. Again based on information provided by harvesters, the Forest Service estimates these 

costs to be $6.03 per gallon of berries picked on the Malheur National Forest. (In calculating this figure, 

agency officials assume that you are working an 8 hour day, and that you are paying yourself minimum 

wage.) However, since market prices go up and down, and since harvesting costs change, the Forest 

Service adds an additional 10 percent onto the harvesting costs as a ñroll back factorò which brings total 

estimated costs to $9.03. Subtracting $9.03 in harvesting costs from the $30 fair market value equals 

an appraised value of $20.97 per gallon. Since you said you were going to gather 10 gallons, your per-

mit will cost you $209.97 (10 times $20.97).  

  The fair market value is an important figure to pay attention to because it can significantly change the 

price of your permit. Say that the market has changed, and this year you are only getting $25 per gal-

lon for your huckleberries. Subtracting $9.03 from that gives you an appraised value of $15.97. For 10 

gallons of huckleberries, your permit price should  then be only $159.97.  

 
                                                Figure 1 

  Forest Service officials recognize that market condi-

tions change, so they will change the estimates they 

use if you give them accurate market information.  If 

you think the permit price you are being charged is too 

high, you may ask to see the default value sheet. 

(Forest Service officials are supposed to give you this 

sheet if you ask for it.) As you can see from the exam-

ple in Figure 1, it tells you all the price and cost esti-

mates officials used in calculating your permit fee.  If 

you think the fair market value is incorrect, you can 

ask the Forest Service to change it. But be prepared to 

provide them with contact information for at least 2, 

better yet 3, wholesale buyers so they can verify the 

price.  

  Actually, if you have access to the internet, Region 

6ôs appraisal system is available to anyone at http://

www.fs.fed.us/r6/FPWebPage/FP70104a/Special Forest 

Products.htm.  You may use the system to figure out  

what your permit cost will be for any amount of NTFP for which Region 6 issues permits, as well as to look at default value s heets.  
And if you think their figures are wrong, call them and give them more accurate information. The more input they get from har vest-
ers, the more accurate the system will be.  

  Figure 2 on page 4 shows the spreadsheet you can use online to calculate your permit cost. In this example              contôd on pg 4 

U P DA T E 
Forest Service Rule 

on Special Forest 
Products  

In December of 2009 

the Forest Service issued 

an interim directive that 

permits Regional Forest-

ers or designated forest 

officers to provide trees, 

portions of trees or for-

est products free of 

charge to Indian tribes 

for non-commercial tra-

ditional and cultural pur-

poses.  Section 8105 of 

the 2008 Farm Bill au-

thorizes the Secretary of 

Agriculture to do this, 

and the Forest Service is 

in the process of devel-

oping a regulation, in 

consultation with Indian 

tribes, to govern how it 

will be done. The interim 

directive will be in place 

until the new regulation 

is in effect. The interim 

directive defines an In-

dian Tribe as one that is 

included on a list pub-

lished by the Secretary 

of Interior under the 

Federally Recognized 

Indian Tribe List Act of 

1994. 
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                                                Figure 2  

I entered the Deschutes National Forest as the one 

where I will be harvesting, mushrooms -matsutake 

as the product, and 240 gallons as the amount I am 

going to harvest. The spreadsheet then did all the 

calculations, and gave the values in the bottom part 

of the spreadsheet (the part labeled ñCost and 

Value Calculationsò).  

  Now the first question you may have is, why did I 

use gallons? Donôt mushroom buyers buy matsutake 

by the pound? The Forest Service uses gallons be-

cause it makes it easier for their law enforcement 

officers to estimate the quantity of mushrooms a 

harvester has if necessary. If pounds were used, 

law enforcement officers would have to carry scales 

with them wherever they went during matsutake 

season. 

  I said I would harvest 240 gallons because the Forest Service estimates that, on average, a harvester collects 4 gallons of matsu-

take in a day. If I gathered 4 gallons every day for the entire 60 day season, I would gather a total of 240 gallons. At an a ppraised 

value of $4.00 per gallon, my permit price would be $960.  

  Now wait a minute! First of all, the estimated harvesting cost per gallon is $54.96 (see the third cell from the right in the  spread-

sheet). Thatôs $19.96 (second cell from the right) more than the fair market value which is estimated to be $35 per gallon (third 

cell from the left). In other words, if I really paid myself minimum wage for harvesting, like Forest Service officials assum e in esti-

mating the costs, I would be losing money in harvesting matsutake. Shouldnôt my permit be free? The Forest Service is not legally 

allowed to give away forest products, and the minimum they are allowed to charge for matsutake (which is set by the Chief and  is 

in their handbook) is $4.00 per gallon.  

  The other thing is, I probably wonôt spend every day of the 60 day season harvesting. Sometimes I canôt go out due to bad 

weather, and sometimes I need to go home for several days to pay bills and take care of other business. Also, some days I may  

have bad luck and not find 4 gallons of matsutake to pick. So, I probably wonôt pick 240 gallons. The Forest Service takes all of this 

into account. Officials also realize that the government saves money when harvesters buy full-season or half-season permits in-

stead of daily permits. Agency officials update their information every year to come up with what they consider reasonable pe rmit 

fees. For the 2010 season, which runs from September 7 through November 7, officials have calculated the permit prices to be 

$200 for the full season and $100 for half the season. For that, you may harvest as many matsutake as you want, or can.  

  Well, as a famous comic strip character once said, ñeverything is clear as mud.ò It seems that setting permit prices for collecting 

NTFPs is as much art as it is science. It may be a bit murky at times, but good, timely information from harvesters will help  keep 

permit prices in line with market conditions and harvesting practices. Try using Region 6ôs online appraisal system, and if some-

thing puzzles you, pick up the phone and call Frank Duran in Region 6ôs headquarters in Portland at 503-808-2970, or email him at 

fduran@fs.fed.us. 

J O I N  U S  

T O D A Y !  


