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USUAL AUTUMNAL RUBBISH  

FROM THE USUAL SUBJECTS 

 
The Forestry Commission has just announced a total ban on mushroom harvesting in the 

New Forest. This is causing understandable consternation amongst many people. Locals 

who like to potter around picking the odd ‘shroom for the pot are understandably 

unhappy, but others are perhaps even more alarmed. Several excellent local guides’ 

livelihoods are potentially threatened – and presumably the East European ‘commercial 

pickers’ are upset too. 

 

The Forestry Commission wants to overturn 800 years of Common Law  . . . . 



Only the last group don’t exist. There is no evidence for the allegations swallowed up by 

a myco-ignorant national press. In a world where people pull out their mobile phones to 

film a tube mugging, no one has posted footage of these ‘gangs’ at work. There are no 

pictures of the ‘carnage’ they cause to the forest floor and no one has taken car number 

plates. This seems strange if it’s a rampant problem. Also, we live in a regulated world 

where trading standards and health inspectors expect full food traceability and 

restaurants can be ruined by a case of food poisoning. What upmarket restaurant is 

going to buy a box of mushrooms from a muddy-kneed man with a thick Polish accent 

who knocks on the back door? 

Yet again the general lack of fungal understanding undermines the level of reporting in 

even the more responsible elements of the press. Collecting lots of mushrooms isn’t 

proof of ‘commercial’ activity. Most mushrooms preserve extremely well. I pick kilos of 

mushrooms every year and dry them all for personal use, not sale. A group of East 

Europeans filling a car boot with mushrooms are almost certainly enjoying a traditional 

autumn pastime and will be returning home to spend the evening drying, pickling and 

salting their haul.   

 



 

Foraging is educational . . . 

But we should return to the hard science. There is absolutely no evidence picking fungi 

causes harm. There have been numerous Continental scientific studies on the impact of 

harvesting fungi – none has shown any impact. Well, there was one inconclusive Swiss 

paper which suggested a tentative link, but closer examination shows that even this 

doesn’t hold water. It looked at areas where mushroom collecting was rife and 

concluded that it was not the collection of mushrooms, but trampling by humans that 

might be harmful. If acted upon, this would mean excluding all humans from the woods, 

rather than singling out foragers. After all, walkers are just as harmful, while runners, 

mountain bikers and horse riders cause far more compaction. Come to think of it, the 

hooves of livestock and deer are even worse – so they’ve got to be eliminated too.  

In the end a mushroom is just a fruiting body. Picking no more harms future crops than 

harvesting apples damages the tree. And if the authorities are still determined to limit 



mushroom harvesting, why stop there? What makes a mushroom different from a 

blackberry?   

 

’Shrooming is fun and harmless 

But there’s another issue here – it’s to do with overturning almost a thousand years of 

common law.  Since roughly the Norman Conquest, we’ve all had certain foraging rights. 

Provided we are in a place where we are entitled to be (footpath, nature reserve, FC 

woodland, urban park etc), we can gather the four ‘Fs’ (flowers, foliage, fruit and fungi) 

for personal consumption. Things become slightly more confused when this is for sale, 

but two 19th century cases decided that people who were clearly picking for sale along a 

public footpath were entitled to do so because the mushrooms were totally uncultivated 

– but instead more like an ‘Act of God’. The Forestry Commission can’t simply pass a by-

law to overturn centuries of legal heritage (and when they tried to do so in 2006 by 

prosecuting Brigitte Tee-Hillman in the New Forest they got a very bloody nose indeed). 

I’m not a lawyer, but my understanding of by-laws is that they can make minor 

modifications to national legislation, but they can’t overturn it. Thus they can increase 

the financial penalties for dropping litter, restrict dogs’ access to beaches during the 

summer months, prohibit public alcohol consumption in an area or temporarily close a 

footpath. But they can’t introduce gaol sentences for littering, ban dog ownership, 

alcohol consumption in your own home or permanently close down all local footpaths. 

Thus a local council, still less an unelected quango, can’t suddenly declare that 800 

years of English case law is negated.  

For a more detailed explanation, can I refer readers to a piece I wrote for Land 

magazine (http://www.fungiforays.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Law1.pdf)? 

http://www.fungiforays.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/Law1.pdf


 
Picking a lot doesn’t mean it’s commercial – we picked this 10kg haul in an hour in 2013. All were used, none were sold . . . 

 

I don’t face such problems in Mid-Wales because almost all of the ground my forays 

cover are on open-access land. Most are in conifer plantations which will be clear-felled 

within a few years (now that really exterminates fungi). I do venture onto a couple of 

private sites, but only in agreement with the owner.  



 
Just another late summer haul (Sept 2013) – notice Jack on the right with a typically under-stated orange birch bolete 

 

Let’s hope for a good autumn! 

 

Daniel Butler  
 

www.fungiforays.co.uk  
 

01597 811168 / 07794 294221 
 

P S As always, let me know if you want to be removed from the mailing list – this is a bit 
more complicated at my end than it should be, but I will do my best to keep everyone 

happy.  

http://www.fungiforays.co.uk/

