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START WITH THE SYSTEM

Positive identification is the first preparation step
Wild food can diversify a diet, but confident guessing is not identification. A safe foraging system uses regional training, multiple independent features,
known habitat and season, legal harvest, careful preparation, and a strict stop rule when any feature conflicts.

1 Core principles

•  Eat only species positively identified through multiple diagnostic
features and reliable regional references.
•  Learn dangerous look-alikes before collecting the edible species they
resemble.
•  Avoid contaminated sites, roadside runoff, industrial areas, treated
landscapes, flood deposits and questionable water.
•  Measure energy return: abundant low-calorie plants can still cost
more effort than they provide.
•  Harvest conservatively so the patch, habitat and future food supply
remain productive.

This guide excludes mushroom consumption without expert, region-specific
instruction. Fungal look-alikes and toxins are too consequential for generalized
field guidance.

2 First-hour priorities

•  Build a short regional list of high-confidence species before
deployment; do not attempt to learn everything at once.
•  For each species, record leaf arrangement, stem, flower or fruit, root
or bark, habitat, season and look-alikes.
•  Verify collecting permission and restrictions for public, private,
protected and Indigenous lands.
•  Carry separate containers for confirmed food, unknown specimens
and dirty roots.
•  Process and label batches individually so one identification error
cannot contaminate the entire harvest.

A universal edibility test is not a reliable substitute for positive identification
and can expose the user to serious toxins.

FIELD RULE
When a required feature is missing, the habitat is wrong, the season conflicts, or a look-alike cannot be
excluded, the correct harvest quantity is zero.
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CHOOSE DELIBERATELY

Foraging value and risk matrix
Prioritize foods with high identification confidence, reasonable abundance, useful calories or nutrients, simple preparation and low contamination risk.

Food group Potential value Main controls Common failure

Nuts and seeds Often calorie dense and storable Species, maturity, shell condition, pests and
required leaching

Gathering empty, moldy or unripe
material.

Berries and fruits Water, sugars, vitamins and immediate food Fruit structure, leaf/stem features, seed pattern
and toxic look-alikes

Identifying only by berry color.

Roots and tubers Possible starch and substantial calories Whole-plant ID, lawful digging, preparation and
contamination

Harvesting after aerial parts
disappear or confusing roots.

Greens and shoots Often abundant and quick to cook Growth stage, leaf arrangement, sap, habitat and
repeated-water needs

Assuming young plants are always
safer.

Inner bark or cambium Emergency starch from selected species Exact tree ID, sustainable harvest and careful
preparation

Ring-barking or using toxic or
resinous species.

Sea vegetables Minerals and bulk in coastal settings Tide, water quality, species, attachment and legal
harvest

Collecting from polluted water or
confusing washed-up debris.

Fungi Potential food but high consequence Expert local instruction and specimen-level
confirmation

Relying on one feature, app or folk
rule.

Decision note: Build a personal confidence list: Level A - independently verified and practiced; Level B - known but needs reference;
Level C - observe only. Eat only Level A species.
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REPEATABLE BEATS HEROIC

Positive-identification and harvest workflow
The process is designed to fail safely. Every stage can stop the harvest before an uncertain specimen reaches the food pot.

1 OBSERVE IN PLACE
Record habitat, growth pattern, neighboring species, season, abundance and the whole plant before collecting.

2 CONFIRM DIAGNOSTIC FEATURES
Check multiple independent traits using region-specific references and training. Photograph leaves, stems, fruit, flowers and roots where lawful.

3 EXCLUDE LOOK-ALIKES
Name the dangerous alternatives and identify the feature that rules each one out. If that cannot be done, stop.

4 HARVEST AND SEGREGATE
Take a sustainable amount, keep species and batches separate, protect clean food from soil and unknown specimens, and label time and location.

5 PREPARE, OBSERVE AND RECORD
Use the validated preparation method. Introduce only known foods conservatively and record tolerance, yield and labor for future decisions.
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ADAPT BEFORE CONDITIONS FORCE IT

Seasonal foraging scenarios
Season determines what features are visible, what parts are useful and whether a plant can be identified safely.

1 Spring shoots and greens

•  Use mature-feature knowledge; juvenile plants can look alike.
•  Prefer patches with confirmed adult remnants or repeated
observation.
•  Harvest tender portions without destroying the crown.
•  Cook species that require heat or water changes.
•  Do not mix unidentified greens into a shared pot.

2 Summer berries and fruits

•  Check leaf arrangement, stem, fruit cluster and seed structure.
•  Avoid mold, bird fouling and polluted runoff.
•  Use breathable containers to reduce crushing and fermentation.
•  Process quickly in warm weather.
•  Map productive patches for return visits.

3 Autumn nuts and roots

•  Assess shell fill, insect holes, mold and rancidity.
•  Know which nuts require leaching or cooking.
•  Dig only where lawful and where whole-plant ID is certain.
•  Replace soil and minimize patch damage.
•  Dry or store only clean sound material.

4 Coastal and wetland foods

•  Verify tides, water quality and harvest closures.
•  Identify attachment and habitat, not only washed-up appearance.
•  Avoid stagnant or contaminated sediment.
•  Rinse with appropriately clean water and process promptly.
•  Plan safe access before the tide changes.
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DIAGNOSE THE SYSTEM

Failure modes and corrections
Foraging errors are driven by confirmation bias, mixed batches, missing seasonal features, contamination and poor return on effort. The system must
make uncertainty visible.

Failure signal Likely cause Best correction

Plant matches only a photo Key structure, scale, habitat or season not verified Do not eat; use a regional key or qualified expert and inspect the
whole plant.

Collected species become mixed Similar leaves or berries placed together Discard the mixed batch; segregate and label at collection.

Food causes mouth, stomach or neurologic
symptoms

Misidentification, allergy, toxin or contamination Stop eating, retain a specimen safely and contact poison control or
emergency services.

Patch yield is tiny Wrong season, overharvest, poor habitat or
low-value species

Stop spending calories and redirect to a higher-confidence
resource.

Stored nuts or roots mold Moisture, damaged material or poor airflow Discard contaminated food; sort, dry and inspect smaller batches.

Waterfront food is abundant but unsafe Advisory, harmful bloom, sewage, industry or
unknown contamination

Do not harvest; use official water-quality and closure information.
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CARRY THE STANDARD

Positive-identification and harvest control card
Foraging should reduce uncertainty and increase food. When it does the reverse, stop collecting.

FIELD CHECKLIST

Species is on a pre-trained regional confidence list.

Whole plant and habitat observed before collection.

Multiple diagnostic features confirmed.

Dangerous look-alikes named and excluded.

Season and growth stage support the identification.

Harvest is lawful and site is uncontaminated.

Confirmed food separated from unknown specimens and dirty roots.

Required cooking, leaching or other preparation is known.

Batch is labeled by species, place and time.

Harvest amount leaves the patch productive.

Energy return is recorded honestly.

Any symptom triggers immediate stop and professional guidance.

STOP / REASSESS

�  Identification depends on color, smell, one
photograph or a phone application alone.

�  Mushroom or unknown fungus is being
considered without expert confirmation.

�  Bitter, burning, numbing or otherwise unusual
oral sensation.

�  Collection site has runoff, chemical use,
sewage, harmful bloom or harvest closure.

�  Vomiting, diarrhea, confusion, weakness,
breathing difficulty or neurologic symptoms after
eating.

AUTHORITATIVE STARTING POINTS

USDA PLANTS Database
https://plants.usda.gov/

National Park Service - plant guidance
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/plants/index.htm

Poison Control
https://www.poison.org/

U.S. Food and Drug Administration - natural toxins
https://www.fda.gov/food/chemical-contaminants-pe
sticides/natural-toxins-food

Wild-food identification errors can cause severe poisoning or death. Use expert regional instruction and current local references. Do not consume mushrooms
or uncertain plants based on this guide.
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