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Why wild berries still matter in the Nordic countries

Wild berries are a natural resource deeply rooted in Nordic culture, everyday life, and landscapes. This network explored how research, policy, markets, and people can work together to ensure that wild berries remain a sustainable resource for future generations.

For centuries, Nordic forests have provided more than timber. Wild berries such as bilberries, lingonberries, and cloudberries have long been part of everyday diets, seasonal traditions, and local livelihoods. Today, these traditions are meeting rapid societal change: Climate change, globalization of labour, technological innovation, and shifting consumer expectations.

Through webinars and a Nordic conference, this network brought together researchers, practitioners, and stakeholders to better understand how wild berries can contribute to a sustainable Nordic bioeconomy — socially, environmentally, and economically.

One key insight was that wild berry use is changing, but not disappearing. Foraging remains a popular and meaningful activity, closely linked to nature, well-being, and cultural identity. Many people still pick berries themselves and value wild berries for their naturalness, taste, health benefits, and local origin. These values strongly influence which berry products people trust and buy. Understanding consumers therefore helps businesses and policymakers develop products and value chains that align with societal expectations.

At the same time, new challenges were clearly identified. Commercial berry picking in Sweden and Finland relies heavily on foreign seasonal workers and has faced serious criticism related to working conditions. Current policy reforms aim to improve the situation, but the discussions highlighted that fair labour practices, transparency, and trust are essential for the long-term legitimacy of the industry.

From an environmental perspective, research presented in the network demonstrated how climate, forest management, and technology affect berry yields and quality. Advances in remote sensing, yield modelling, and mapping make it increasingly possible to predict where and when berries grow best. These tools can support both recreational pickers and commercial actors, reduce pressure on sensitive ecosystems, and improve resource efficiency.

Importantly, the network emphasized that wild berries connect many societal goals at once. They link biodiversity conservation with rural livelihoods, public health with cultural heritage, and technological innovation with traditional knowledge. Maintaining everyone’s access to forests while ensuring sustainable use requires informed decision-making and cross-border cooperation.

By bringing together diverse perspectives — from consumers and forest owners to scientists and policymakers — the network showed that the future of wild berries is not only about yields and markets. It is about values, trust, and shared responsibility. With proactive approaches, Nordic societies can ensure that wild berries continue to be a living part of forests, cultures, and sustainable economies.
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