gest trends seen by the
Scottish food industry in recent

years is the growth in demand for
organic food. This trend has been driven
largely by celebrity chefs, who have
broadened consumers’' horizons
regarding the variety of ingredients and
the methods by which they are produced.
Not denying that Scotland still has some
significant health problems, and failings
in addressing these, nevertheless a
significant number of Scottish consumers
are now more informed than ever before
about the food they eat.

This understanding is helping to facilitate a
shiftaway from highly processed ‘fast food
and towards food which is fresh, not
processed or refined, and is organic and now,
to some extent, wild-harvested. At Scottish
Environment Week in February 2006, |
attended a lunchtime presentation at the
Scottish Parliament entitled ‘Food as a
route to environmental understanding’,
where several speakers and an MSP
espoused exactly this trend and the
importance of supporting both organicand
wild foods in Scotland. | too fully support
this idea, as wild food, and the associated
health, cultural and social benefits which
accompany it, are a significant part of the
approach currently being piloted by
Reforesting Scotland's Rural Alternatives
project.

Rural Alternatives

The Rural Alternatives project is a two-
year initiative broadly based around
developing community benefits from
non-timber forest products (NTFPs). NTFP
is a term which, unsurprisingly, people
find rather academic and therefore 'wild
forest products' [1] is sometimes
preferable. The project has the remit to
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recognise and increase the broad range
of benefits which communities can obtain
from local woodlands, with the specific
objectives of enhancing people’s
understanding, appreciation and use of
new and traditional NTFP knowledge and
heritage and managing habitats for NTFPs
and their income generation potential.

Rural Alternatives collaborates with four
community groups based around
Lochinver in Sutherland, the Sunart
QOakwoods Initiative area in Lochaber,
Kirkhill and Bunchrew near Inverness and
the Doon of May in Dumfries and
Galloway. So far a large number of
initiatives have been developed by the
communities, with help from the locally-
based coordinators at each site. The mix
of ideas and initiatives that have been
developed in the first year has been broad
but several have focused on wild foods
from the forest. These have in turn been
supported by the project through the
provision of training workshops, which
have allowed community members to
develop specific knowledge and skills in
their chosen interest areas. Three of the
project sites so far have developed food-
oriented interests.

Sunart

The communities based around the
Sunart area, in the Lochaber district,
through the efforts of Isabel Isherwood,
the local coordinator, and with support
from Acharacle Community Company
and local skills project, Sgilean na Coille,
have focused on developing several
food-oriented workshops. The first of
these was a wild food workshop, which
was attended by local chefs and focused
on a variety of ways of preparing and
cooking seasonally available food. The

course was held by Gill Gosnie of "
Ardshealach Lodge and looked at dishes
using venison, brambles and wild-

harvested fungi, such as chanterelleand =

wood hedgehog. Two of the workshop
participants cook professionally and
intend to use the recipes and ideas they
encountered in future.

So there is great potential for this

knowledge to add value to locally sourced

forest produce and potentially contribute:

to boosting the local economy, whichis =

an exciting prospect. The Sunart group
also took part in a wild fungi identification
workshop and a fungi foray, which was
led by Graeme Walker, a member of the
British Mycological Society. This focused

largely on edible species and was very

popular. There are future plans to lookat

honey production from forests and this

would seem to offer great potential as
many of the forest types commeon in the
Sunart area are considered rich in tree
species suitable for honey production.

Kirkhill and Bunchrew

The Rural Alternatives project at Kirkhill
and Bunchrew has benefited greatly
from the practical wild food knowledge
of the project's local coordinator, Les
Bates, and his wife Sheila, whose
business, Croft 7, is based largely on wild
forest products. Consequently, ideas as

to what could be used as food from the

local Reelig woods and other nearby
forest have come thick and fast.

A series of workshops have been held to. =
train community members in the art of

wine production using species such as
meadowsweet, rowan berries, honeysuckle
and elderflower, and in the production of
jams, jellies, chutneys and syrups. Lesand






