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Picking Mushrooms 
In Areas Burned By Wildfires

I N T R O D U C T I O N

When a wildfire moves through a forested area, a significant 
amount of tree cover and other vegetation can be burned 
away, leaving the soil exposed. Under these conditions, wild 
mushrooms (including fire morels) may be among the first 
organisms to reappear in fire-damaged areas.

Although individuals and commercial picking operations are 
allowed to harvest mushrooms on Crown land, everyone 
who does so must comply with applicable legislation related 
to the use of Crown land and respect the rights of private 
property owners, First Nations and other stakeholders in 
affected areas.

Grey fire morels often appear in greater-than-normal quantities in areas where 
wildfires have occurred.

M U S H R O O M  B I O L O G Y

One of the essential components of a forest ecosystem is the 
presence of mushrooms. They decompose organic matter, 
provide food for animals and can even help plants grow. 
Mushrooms are the “fruit” of a fungus that lives unseen in the 
soil, the duff (the layer of plant material and leaf litter that 
often covers a forest floor) or on living or dead trees. This 
unseen, thread-like network is called a mycelium. In the case 
of many mushrooms, the mycelium is interconnected with 
the roots of a living tree.

If conditions are right, the mycelium produces spore-bearing 
bodies (mushrooms) each year. The spores produced by 
the mushrooms germinate in the soil when conditions are 
favourable and will establish new mycelia in the forest.

There are several species of fire morels in British Columbia, 
including Morchella tomentosa (gray fire morel), Morchella 
sextelata (pink fire morel) and Morchella septimelata 
(green fire morel) — as well as morel relatives with which 
they might be confused: Gyromitra esculenta (false morel) 
and Verpa bohemica (false early morel).

P I C K I N G  W I L D  M U S H R O O M S

Mushroom pickers are encouraged to tread carefully in 
areas where mushrooms are growing, leave over-mature 
mushrooms behind, and not pick mushrooms in sensitive 
ecosystems or forest reserves. When harvesting mushrooms, 
it’s important to not harm the mycelium that produces 
the mushrooms. If it’s not damaged and conditions are 
favourable, the fire morel fungus may produce a new crop of 
mushrooms after the first crop is harvested.
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Mushroom picking is allowed on provincial Crown land 
without a permit, but it’s illegal to pick mushrooms in a 
provincial or national park. On private land, pickers must get 
permission from the property owner to access the land and 
harvest mushrooms from it. Permission to pick mushrooms 
is required:

 » on leased public land

 » on private land

 » on First Nations reserve lands

Mushroom picking is NOT ALLOWED:

 » in national or provincial parks

 » on Department of National Defence lands (federal)

 » in protected areas, such as ecological 
reserves or special reserves

 » in recreation areas, including provincial 
recreation sites and trails

 » in areas specifically closed to protect sensitive 
resource values or for the purposes of public safety

Anyone planning to pick mushrooms in burned areas is 
strongly advised to learn where the boundaries of provincial 
parks, federal parks and First Nations reserves are, to avoid 
picking mushrooms in restricted areas or inadvertently 
wandering into areas where permission is required to 
pick them. Pickers should familiarize themselves with the 
locations of First Nations traditional territories and reserves.

Information about picking mushrooms within the 
perimeter of the 2017 Elephant Hill wildfire is available at 
http://www.elephanthillfire.com

Mapping applications are available at the following links:

 » iMap BC: https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/data/
geographic-data-services/web-based-mapping/imapbc

 » Explore Tool (users can generate a 
report about a defined area of interest): 
https://portal.nrs.gov.bc.ca/web/client/explore

Crown land may be closed to  mushroom picking or other 
activities at any time in order to address safety issues or 
other concerns. Anyone planning to pick mushrooms is 
strongly advised to check with the local FrontCounter BC 
office to see if access to the specific area they wish to enter 
has been closed.

You can call FrontCounter BC toll-free at 1 877 855-3222. 
A list of FrontCounter BC offices is available online at 
https://portal.nrs.gov.bc.ca/web/client/locations

H A R V E S T I N G  M U S H R O O M S : 
T I P S  A N D  P R E C A U T I O N S

Poisonous mushrooms grow in B.C. and they can cause 
sickness or death if they’re eaten. Anyone who picks 
mushrooms should have the knowledge necessary to 
correctly identify both edible and poisonous varieties. They 
should do their research carefully or go picking with an 
educated professional.

Mushrooms should not be eaten raw. Morels, in particular, 
contain a volatile toxin that dissipates through drying or 
cooking, but will cause gastrointestinal problems if the 
morels are eaten raw. Some morel look-alikes can also cause 
gastric distress in some people (e.g. the Gyromitra species).

Harvesting tips:

 » When harvesting morel mushrooms, cut the stem above 
the ground. Do not pull or tear the mushroom out of 
the ground. This leaves the dirt in the forest instead 
of transferring the dirt to your collecting container.

 » Do not disturb the soil surface, since doing so can 
harm the mycelium (the underground, thread-
like network that produces the mushrooms).

 » Only pick mushrooms that you will actually use. Broken 
and overmature morels may continue to spread 
their reproductive spores if they’re left untouched.

 » Confirm the mushroom’s identity with an 
experienced harvester, buyer or biologist.

 » “Care taken today means mushroom crops tomorrow.”

Resources:

 » Forest Mushrooms (Canadian Forest Service) 
http://cfs.nrcan.gc.ca/publications?id=4207

 » Non-timber forest products of British Columbia: 
Mushrooms http://bcmushrooms.forrex.org/ntfp/

 » B.C. Centre for Disease Control: http://www.bccdc.ca/
health-info/food-your-health/fruits-vegetables-grains/
wild-mushrooms

Green fire morels (left) and pink fire morels (right) are two species of wild 
mushrooms commonly seen in burned areas.
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P U B L I C  S A F E T Y  I N  A R E A S 
B U R N E D  B Y  W I L D F I R E S

Anyone travelling in wildfire-affected areas or harvesting 
mushrooms in those areas is strongly encouraged to stay 
alert and watch out for potential safety risks, including 
water runoff, floods, landslides, rockfalls, danger trees and 
damaged infrastructure (roads, bridges, drainage culverts, 
etc.).

A burned forest may contain many known and unknown 
hazards. For example, trees that have been badly damaged 
or whose roots have been burned (“danger trees”) could 
topple at any time, especially in windy conditions. Where a 
tree has burned right down to the roots, the resulting “ash 
pit” may be difficult to spot and could cause an injury.

Watch out for falling treetops and branches, debris flows, 
mudslides, unstable roads, and barbed wire from fences that 
were consumed by fire. Warning signs and other types of 
public notices may be damaged or missing in fire-affected 
areas, so exercise caution at all times.

Timber salvaging and landscape rehabilitation activities may 
be underway in burned areas. Members of the public must 
not enter areas where heavy equipment is operating or 
salvaging activities are taking place without the operator’s 
permission. Aerial seeding is often used to rehabilitate 
burned areas. Please avoid these sites, since they are 
extremely sensitive and need time to recover.

Resources:

 » Current wildfires: www.bcwildfire.ca

 » Association of Professional Engineers and Geoscientists 
of B.C. (APEGBC): www.apeg.bc.ca/Home

 » Environment Canada weather: http://
weather.gc.ca/canada_e.html

 » Current flood information, Emergency 
Management BC information and contacts: 
http://www.embc.gov.bc.ca/index.htm

 » Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource 
Operations and Rural Development (district 
offices and contacts): www.gov.bc.ca/for

Many fire fungi Shannon Berch

R O A D  U S E  A N D  V E H I C L E  A C C E S S

When travelling on forest service roads in British Columbia, 
stay alert and exercise caution at all times. Watch out for 
road hazards and industrial traffic. Drive with your headlights 
on at all times. Obey all signs, but be aware that not all 
hazards are identified by signs.

Public roads within burned areas may be temporarily 
“deactivated” to restrict vehicle access and reduce potential 
environmental concerns, to address safety concerns, to 
prevent erosion, or to protect streams and wildlife habitat. 
This work may include cross-ditching, the placement of 
barriers and the removal of culverts, making the road 
impassable even for four-wheel-drive vehicles.

Driving on a deactivated road can be extremely dangerous. 
The Ministry of Forests, Lands, Natural Resource Operations 
and Rural Development discourages all vehicle traffic on 
these roads to allow landscape rehabilitation to continue 
uninterrupted.

Remember that roads in burned areas that have not been 
deactivated may have logging operations underway nearby 
and a variety of vehicles will be using them. Watch out for 
logging trucks at all times. Due to their size and lack of 
manoeuvrability, they have the right of way on forest service 
roads.

The presence of a gate on a road often indicates that the 
road is on private land. Public roads may also be gated if the 
road is unsafe (e.g. due to fallen trees, a damaged bridge, 
etc.) or access may be restricted to help protect wildlife. 
Usually, a sign will be posted to explain why a public road is 
closed. Any gates used to control livestock are to be left as 
you found them.

A motorized closure has been established for the Elephant 
Hill wildfire area of the Thompson Rivers Forest District 
and the 100 Mile House Forest District. This closure will 

http://www.bcwildfire.ca
http://www.apeg.bc.ca/Home
http://weather.gc.ca/canada_e.html
http://weather.gc.ca/canada_e.html
http://www.embc.gov.bc.ca/index.htm
http://www.gov.bc.ca/for
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support wildfire recovery management strategies, including 
range recovery and salvage retention strategies. For more 
information, visit https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/
industry/natural-resource-use/resource-roads/local-road-
safety-information

Operators of off-road vehicles (ORVs) should familiarize 
themselves with the regulatory requirements in British 
Columbia’s Off-Road Vehicle Management Framework. More 
information is available online at: https://www2.gov.bc.ca/
gov/content/industry/natural-resource-use/land-use/
crown-land/crown-land-uses/off-road-vehicles

For more information about resource road safety or to 
view current forest service road closures in your area, visit: 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/industry/natural-
resource-use/resource-roads/local-road-safety-information

C A M P I N G

 » Camping within burned forest areas is not 
advisable, due to potential safety hazards.

 » Campers must respect private property. 
Always ask the landowner for permission 
if you wish to camp on private land.

 » Recreation Sites and Trails BC campsites are 
to be used for recreational camping only, not 
to conduct a commercial business.

 » Wildfires can affect provincial parks and access 
to some parks may be restricted due to wildfire 
activity. To find out which parks are closed or have 
access restrictions in place, check the BC Parks 
website at http://www.env.gov.bc.ca/bcparks/

 » When camping on Crown land, remember the following:

 » “If you pack it in, pack it out!”

 » Food and garbage can attract animals. 
Store all food and garbage well away 
from your camp and be sure to take 
your waste with you when you leave.

 » Never cut down a live tree without 
authorization. If campfires are allowed 
in the area where you are, only use dead 
or fallen wood for firewood. Stay clear of 
trees marked with “wildlife tree” signs.

 » Always leave your campsite 
clean, safe and sanitary.

Resources:

 » Recreation Sites and Trails BC: 
http://www.sitesandtrailsbc.ca

 » BC Parks: http://www.bcparks.ca

 » BC Wildfire Service (fire prevention tips, current fire 
use restrictions, campfire bans): www.bcwildfire.ca

F I R E  P R E V E N T I O N

On average, about 40% of the wildfires that occur each 
year are caused by people. A carelessly discarded match or 
an escaped campfire can easily cause a wildfire that could 
threaten people, animals, communities, infrastructure and 
natural resources. Sparks generated by vehicles or other 
equipment can also start a wildfire.

For information about wildfire hazards, fire prevention, fire 
use prohibitions, campfire bans or current wildfire conditions, 
call the 1 888 3FOREST fire information line or visit the BC 
Wildfire Service website at www.bcwildfire.ca

Everyone has a stake in keeping B.C.’s public forests healthy. 
Keeping our public forests safe is everyone’s responsibility.

 » Report any suspicious activities or environmental 
damage to local authorities or the RCMP.

 » To report a wildfire, call 1 800 663-5555 
toll-free or *5555 from a cellphone.

 » Report natural resource violations by calling 
1 877 952-7277 toll-free or #7277 on most cellular 
networks. You can also submit a report online 
at: www.gov.bc.ca/natural-resource-officers

More information about picking mushrooms in wildfire-
affected areas is available by calling FrontCounter 
BC toll-free at 1 877 855-3222 or by visiting: 
www.gov.bc.ca/mushroompicking
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