Mushroom Forager Training and Certification

This training is not yet available but coming soon.


People are increasingly interested in using wild mushrooms found in our fields and forests. Over the past 10 years, Maine has seen a huge increase in restaurants, farmer’s markets and specialty food stores selling exotic cultivated and wild-harvested mushrooms. More Mainers are collecting and selling mushrooms as a way to earn extra money.  This continues a long tradition of Mainers harvesting the fruits of our oceans and forests.  Some are selling the mushrooms to wholesale mushroom brokers.  Many are selling directly to restaurants, markets and food co-ops.   

Restaurants that desire to serve wild harvested Maine mushrooms must comply with the Maine Food Code, a set of rules that control how all restaurants work to make sure the public is getting safe food. The Food Code says that all wild-foraged mushrooms sold to the public must meet some conditions:  

· They have to be identified by their scientific name and a generally recognized common name,  

· Second, the mushroom has come from an “approved source”; someone with local mushroom picking experience, who is trained and certified by a university or a mushrooming organization that is nationally recognized. 

Maine, with most all other states, has had no program to certify anyone as an approved source for wild mushrooms.  This program will change that.
To collect and sell wild mushrooms, it is vital to know the difference between edible mushrooms and poisonous mushrooms.  Some mushrooms found in Maine are poisonous and a few have caused serious illness and even deaths across the country.  Other mushrooms require special cooking to make them safe edibles.  All must be picked and cooked while in good condition.  Old or rotten mushroom often contain bacteria and can sicken people.  Maine is starting a mushroom forager  training and certification program to be sure that foraged mushrooms sold to the public come from collectors who know what they are doing and are certified as “approved sources”.

Questions and Answers about Forager Certification
1   Why do foragers now need to be certified; what’s changed?

· In 2008 two Maine chefs were poisoned and needed emergency medical care after eating wild mushrooms that were bought from a forager who sold them as edible.  

· The Maine Health Inspection Program, the Department of Agriculture and the Northern New England Poison Center were concerned that additional poisonings would occur.  A decision was made to create a Taskforce to study how to protect the public while keeping alive the tradition of foraging for wild mushrooms.

· The Taskforce decided the best way to make sure the public was safe and to comply with the Food Code through a program to train and certify people who buy or sell wild mushrooms.

2 Why is Legislation needed?

· To provide liability protection for the trainers by recognizing the Taskforce as an official committee of state government.
3 Will I have to be certified to collect and sell mushrooms?

· No, however one person in the chain from harvest to table must be certified.  Any uncertified forager can sell their mushrooms to a certified mushroom broker, a certified chef or a certified market manager. 
4 What mushrooms will the program cover?

· This program covers only fresh wild harvested mushrooms sold in Maine.   Collection for personal use will not be regulated.  The committee worked with foragers, chefs and others to select 38 species of wild mushrooms approved for sale in the state. 

· All fresh wild harvested mushrooms that come from another state will need to be sold to a certified person before being used in Maine.

· The FDA or the Maine Department of Agriculture regulate processed, dried, or cultivated mushrooms, or those from other countries or sold across state borders.

· You can get certified to sell or buy as many or few of the approved mushrooms as you want.  
5 I only pick a couple of mushrooms.  Do I still need to get certified?

· Yes, just for the mushrooms you want to pick, unless you choose to sell the mushrooms to someone who is already certified.  Taking the training may let you learn more mushrooms you can pick and sell.
6 How will getting certified benefit me?

· Any forager who is certified can sell their mushrooms wherever they want and receive a better price than a broker can usually pay.  The training includes a chance to learn new mushrooms that can be sold.  Having a certification may open the doors to new places to sell mushrooms.
7 How do I get certified?  

· To get certified, you must register for a training class with the Health Inspection Program, pay a fee, attend the training and pass a test proving you know how to identify the mushrooms you plan to collect and sell.  Training classes will be held at least once per year and more often in the beginning.  We do not yet know where training classes will be held.
8 How much will it cost to get certified?

· The cost for a single day of training, testing and the certificate will cost around $75.00.   The certificate is good for 5 years.  The money covers the cost of the training manual, which is yours to keep, the certificate, the trainers’ time, and other training costs.
9 What will the training classes be like?

· The class will focus on identification, responsible collection, and handling of wild mushrooms.  At the end of the day, you will take a test to be certified to collect the mushrooms you can show you know.
10 Who will teach the training?  What expertise do they have?

· The trainings will be led by one or two members of the Maine Mycological Association who each have more than 25 years experience and expertise with Maine’s mushrooms.  They have taught many classes on mushrooms.
11 What happens if I sell mushrooms without being certified?

· If you sell mushrooms and you are not certified, and you do not sell to a certified person, fines will be assessed of up to $1,000 for the illegal selling of wild harvested mushrooms.
12 Will I need to get liability insurance?

· This program will not change any need you have for liability insurance. You will probably not need liability insurance when selling to a broker, but some markets and restaurants may require the person who sells directly to them to be insured.  Becoming certified may make it easier to get insurance coverage.  Consult an insurance agent for advice.
13 Will restaurant chefs or market managers need to be certified?

· Not if the forager or broker who sells the mushrooms is certified.  But if the chefs or market managers are certified, they will be able to buy mushrooms from any forager.
14 What is the alternative if the program does not happen?

· If more people are poisoned by foraged mushrooms, the state could prohibit the sale of wild mushrooms as has happened in other states.  No one on the Taskforce wants to see that happen.
For more information on the Wild Harvested Mushroom Certification Program, contact:

Lisa Brown, Maine Health Inspection Program; 287-5691
